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Abstract 

 It is generally believed that Bengal in the Early Medieval Period saw a 

transformation in the field of society, political and economic life. Some 

noticeable changes in the society were the proliferation of castes, the 

upgradation of the position of the vaisy̒as and the su̒dras, and the deterioration 

of the position of women. As regards political history, there was no central 

power. The regional powers became powerful and they established sovereign 

kingdoms in their respective areas. These regional powers include the Vaṅga 

kings in Vaṅga-Samtaṭa, the Bhadra dynasty in Samataṭa, the Khaḍgas, the 

Nāthas, the Devas and the Rātas in Vaṅga and Samataṭa, the dynasty of Kāntideva 

in Harikela, the Chandras in Vaṅga-Samataṭa, Varmans in Vikramapura, the 

kingdom of Paṭṭikera in Tripura, the Gauḍa kingdom, the Pālas and the Senas in 

eastern Bengal. In  absence of a central powers, there emerged feudal lords, who 

controlled over the vast area of land. The landholders who appeared in Bengal in 

this era have generally been compared to the lords of Europe. This system of 

economy has been called feudalism by the scholars. In this system the regional 

powers became more powerful. They mostly depended on land and naturally 

concentrated on agriculture. The exclusive focus on agriculture brought about 

the prosperity of agricultural products and gave the economy a self-sufficient 

character. The new landholders ignored the manufacturing of industrial products 

leading to the decline of trade and commerce. The lack of trade and commerce 

resulted in the extinction of a solid exchange system, deurbanisation etc. 

 The present study is done to refute the traditional concept of declining 

trade and commerce in Early Medieval Bengal. This is an attempt to prove the 

fact that though some part of Bengal as well as North India suffered some crisis 

in terms of industry, trade, commerce and money economy, a large area of north 

India and Bengal maintained an active role in the economy of India. This fact is 

established by the inscriptions issued by the rulers from time to time. The 

accounts left by foreign who visited India in the period under survey, have also 
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been duly explored. In this regard, it must be mentioned that south-east Bengal 

kept her prominence in the economy of Bengal. 

 The present study has been broadly divided into five chapters excluding 

introduction and conclusion. It also includes also an appendix of three chapters 

which focus on the role of the state towards trade and commerce, guild system 

and means of exchange.  

 The first chapter ‘Historical Geography of Bengal’ has been further 

divided into two different parts. The first part seeks to locate the principal 

political divisions of Bengal from time to time, and delimit the areas over which 

the inhabitants of Bengal exercised control and date the periods of their activity. 

In the discussion four principal political and cultural regions have been identified, 

each of which had a distinct character of its own. The study also highlights the 

area overlapping from time to time in nearby areas. The second part explores 

various details of political rulers from the time of the Guptas (the 4th to fifth 

centuries) to the coming of the Muslims (13th century). The rulers established 

sovereign kingdoms in different parts of Bengal from where they ruled over.   

 The second chapter ‘Society and Economy’ contains the social and 

economic aspects from the ancient time upto the period under survey. The social  

part deals with the issues of caste, position of women, education and learning, 

food and drink, dress and ornaments, leisure entertainments, manners and 

customs, conveyances, luxury and immorality. The economic side highlights the 

necessities, comforts and luxuries of the people of those days. Naturally, 

agriculture, crafts and industries, trade and commerce and means of exchange 

has been given importance in this chapter. 

 The fourth chapter ‘Crafts and Industry’ intends to explore the foundation 

of Bengal's economy. Along with agriculture, the different kinds of industries 

including textile, sugar, oil, pottery, metal, stone, wood, leather, and glass, etc., 

help to retain the stability of economy of Bengal. The enrichment of the 

economy deriving from the industrial development filed to touch the artisan 

class and they lived in distress. 
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 The fifth chapter ‘Trade and Commerce I’ focuses the trade and 

commerce in Bengal from time immemorial. The chapter also has been divided 

into three parts. The first part highlights the factors that contributed to the 

growth of trade and commerce. The second part highlights agricultural products, 

trading items, local markets and its local and inter-state trade. The third part 

focuses the external trade carried out with different outside countries. The items 

that were imported and exported are given a place in this portion. Overall the 

discussion clearly refutes the notion of scarcity of trade and commerce 

happening due to the system of feudal economy in Bengal. 

 The sixth chapter ‘Trade and Commerce II’ deals with the discussion of 

trade centres which once developed, but declined in subsequent times. The 

discussion also seeks to find out the trade routes from the very beginning to the 

period under survey. In this regard, land and sea routes facilitating trade and 

commerce are highlighted here. Without transport, the routes could never have 

been developed and continued for long. So, transport must have developed in 

that period and the discussion seeks to focus on the transportation that 

connected Bengal with nearby and far areas and abroad. In this respect, the 

trading items being stored in the areas called warehouse have also been 

discussed here.  

 The study concludes with the remark that though there were some 

features of feudalism in the spectrum of Bengal, it did not hamper the economic 

prosperity that Bengal derived from trade and commerce. It may be said that as 

compared to northern India, the south-eastern part of Bengal having a brisk 

trade and money economy was not neglected though the economy was feudal in 

character. At the same time, brisk trade being prevalent in the narrow regions of 

south-east Bengal had some impact over other parts of Bengal. The territories of 

south-east Bengal might have used other regions of Bengal as hinterland and 

that augmented trade and commerce of the area. 

 As mentioned before the study also includes three appendices. The first 

‘State towards Trade and Commerce’, tries to explore the role played by the 
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state towards the development of trading activities. From the early period, the 

state adopted various measures to ensure trade and traders. The second one 

‘Guild System’ explores the different aspects of organisation (guild) formed by 

the various professions of cultivation, industry, trade and commerce. Finally a 

solid system of exchange has been highlighted in the discussion and an attempt 

has been made to prove that from the earliest times to the given period of study, 

an organised system of coinage had been prevalent in Bengal.  
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Preface  

 The present research seeks to find out the socio-economic condition of 

the people of Bengal. While the political history of early Bengal has always been 

paid due attention by the historians, economic and social history has received a 

relatively less focus, but it earnestly requires attention. The history of the people 

necessitates the study of the socio-economic history and Professor R.S. Sharma 

happened to have played the pioneering role in this regard. Later on, 

B.N.S.Yadav, D.N.Jha, B.D.Chattopadhaya, D.C.Sircar, B.N.Mukherjee, Ranabir 

Chakrabarty and many others are the pioneers, who have already focussed 

mainly upon the socio-economic features of that time. The feudalistic monarchy 

of that time has evoked a sort of criticism and finally the thought seems to have 

emerged that it was not at all the feudalistic phenomenon out and out. Trade 

and commerce were not neglected altogether in many parts of the country. 

Bengal was also one of the important areas which did not neglect trade and 

commerce. The idea of pursuing research on the topic especially for unearthing 

the features of brisk commercial contact with various parts of south Asia dawned 

upon me when I saw a lot of coins and many archaeological findings in a wide 

area around the Bay of Bengal. 

 The present study offers a critical understanding towards the historicity 

of the existence of varieties of industries, trade and commerce in ancient Bengal. 

The discussion refutes the traditional notion of lack of trade and commerce in 

the early medieval north India as well as Bengal. It intends to explore the origin 

of trade and commerce from the earliest times and up to the period of survey. 

 It would be proper on my part to deal with the genesis of the present 

dissertation entitled 'Industry, Trade and Commerce in Early Medieval Bengal: A 

Historical Investigation'. It was, in fact, in the early days of my struggling years, 

that I was impressed very much by some writings of R. C. Majumdar, N.R. Roy, B. 

D. Chattopadhyaya, B. N. Mukherjee and Ranabir Chakravarti. They raised some 

issues of economy of Bengal from the early period of Bengal and other times. My 
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beloved teacher and now colleague Dr. Gaur Chandra Ghosh of Islampur College 

also inspired me to think about the area concerned. So, when I got the chance to 

pursue my research work, I took this topic as a field of study. 

 I gracefully remember and acknowledge my heartfelt gratitude to my 

respected supervisor Dr. Sudash Lama, Associate Professor, University of North 

Bengal. He has helped me with many valuable and scholarly suggestions in 

preparing my dissertation. He has always helped and guided me throughout the 

period of the process of preparation of my thesis. His support and suggestion 

always motivated me to work on my thesis sincerely and fast. I shall be failing in 

my duty if I do not express my heartfelt gratitude Dr. Anita Bagchi, former 

Professor in History, North Bengal University. She happened to be the pioneering 

spirit behind my work from the beginning to the end and helped me by offering 

valuable suggestions to come out the intricate problems I faced when my work 

was in progress. I take this opportunity to express my deep sense of gratitude to 

another man, who is my teacher and also a friend and philosopher to me Dr. 

Gaur Chandra Ghosh, Associate Professor of Islampur College. He has always 

been the pathfinder in my life, and has always inspired me to explore the new 

field of work. His worthy suggestions have enriched me in preparing this 

dissertation. I would like to express my sincere gratitude to another person 

named Dr. Soham Pain, Assistant Professor in English, Chopra Kamala Paul Smriti 

Mahavidyalaya, who always encouraged me to do the research in proper way 

and checked the whole thesis meticulously and guided me from time to time to 

enrich the work. 

 I was lucky enough to come in touch Subhashda, an employee of Asiatic 

Society of Bengal, Kolkata, who  helped me very much to find out the copies of 

various journals, which are not only rare, but can hardly be located even in some 

of the richest libraries. I have tried my best to examine such sources in the light 

of connected documents or to test such materials from a historical point of view. 

I am grateful to the Director and staff of the some academic centres, such as 

National Library, Kolkata, West Bengal State Archives, Kolkata, National Achieves, 
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Delhi, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, Delhi, Library of University of North 

Bengal. They provided me with all the relevant source materials needed for my 

dissertation. I am also grateful to the staff and members of Numismatic Society 

of Bengal, India, Indian Museum and various centres situated in Kolkata. I am 

indebted to Professor Bijoy Kumar Sarkar, University of North Bengal, for his 

scholarly and encouraging suggestions regarding my study. I am also thankful to 

Dr. Dalia Bhattacharya, Head, Department of History, University of North Bengal 

and also to the faculty members of the Department of History, University of 

North Bengal for their encouragement. 

 My heartfelt thanks to all my colleagues, who have helped and 

cooperated to finish my research, work in time. Lastly, I take this opportunity to 

acknowledge a deep sense and indebtedness towards my father, wife and only 

son (Aitareya), whose unending sacrifices have gone a long way in helping me to 

prepare this work. No word is sufficient to express their contribution to my 

research work. I remember my dearest mother, who is no more in this material 

world, but her blessings are always with me. 

 It is my sincerest hope that the present work would encourage the next 

generation to take up and explore some other areas of research which have not 

been highlighted in the present work. 
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Introduction 

The name ‘Bengal’ does not appear at present, on the political or 

administrative map of the Indian sub-continent. But it denoted a politically 

united zone during the British period. In 1947 Bengal was divided into two parts - 

East Bengal merged with Pakistan and West Bengal included in India. The region 

has a substantial homogeneity linguistically and culturally. The territory of 

Bengal, now divided into West Bengal and Bangladesh, is an area where 

hydrography had been the main factor in determining the limits of geographical 

as well as administrative division in early and medieval periods. The periodisation 

of Bengal as well as India is very desirable, as it helps to make accurate sense by 

analysing the stages in its evolution. While it is not difficult to make broad 

divisions, the real problems arise when one looks for sharp dividing lines. History 

is a continuous process; therefore, it cannot be divided into water-tight 

compartments. Any given trend or institution has a long history before it finally 

emerges as a recognised form, and likewise it continues to live in some form 

even after its existence ceased to exist. In this way, one can only approximate 

fairly roughly the states and should not expect to find specific dates. 

It is difficult to say when, why and how ancient history ended and the 

medieval period began in Indian History. There are several scholarly views on the 

starting point of the medieval period. The arrival of Muslims in India is generally 

marked as the end of the ancient period. V.A. Smith (1914) divides Ancient Indian 

history into three sub-periods: Ancient India (from the earliest times to c. 322 

B.C.), Hindu India (c.c. 322 B.C.-647 A.D.) and Medieval Hindu Kingdoms or the 

Hindu period (c. A.D. 647-1200 or 1300).1  A similar suggestion is made by C.V. 

Vaidya (1921) who speaks of three periods in the early history of India, Aryan (c. 

4000 or 2000 B.C.-300 B.C.), Aryo-Buddhist or Buddhist (c. 300 B.C.-600 A.D.), 

and Hindu (c. A.D. 600-1200 or 1300).2 The writings on ancient Indian history by 

renowned scholars like R.D. Banerjee(1924), R.S. Tripathi (1942),R.C. 

Majumdar(1943), and K.A. Nilakanta Sastri(1950) also carry the narrative up to 
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around 1200 A.D. However, this position is based on the British scheme of 

dividing Indian history into Hindu, Muslim and British rules.3 Following this, some 

scholars try to define the entire period of Indian history from the beginnings until 

the beginning of the Muslim rule in 1206 AD as ancient India. R.C. Majumdar has 

taken the beginning of the medieval ages in 1000 AD indicating arrival of Islam 

and its degenerate culture. He thus remarks, “The onslaught of Islam, 

accompanied by a marked decadence of culture and the disappearance of the 

creative spirit in art and literature, seems to mark A.D. 1000 as the beginning of 

the Medieval Age.”4 K.M. Munshi (1955)5 regards A.D. 997 as an unfortunate 

year, with which ancient India ended and medieval India began. In that year 

Sultan Mahmud, son of Sabuktigin, occupied Ghazni. Mahmud’s victory led to the 

ultimate establishment of Muslim rule over northern India. Afghanistan and 

Punjab were brought under Muslim authority thus paving the way for its rapid 

extension. But it was only the Mamluk Sultans of Delhi who strengthened and 

extended the Muslim rule in India. Until the establishment of Mamluk rule in 

India after a long span of two hundred years of Mahmu'd invasion in India, the 

Muslims did not attempt an effective conquest of India to the east Punjab. Thus 

considering the establishment of Muslim rule as the beginning of the medieval 

period, the dividing line should be established between the end of the 12th 

century and the beginning of the 13th century.6 Ashok Kumar Majumdar fixes the 

end of the ancient period at a point towards the last of the 13th century and the 

beggning of 14th century.7 It is thus said that the early 13th century was the 

beginning of the medieval period which continued for a long time. Thus, ancient 

India is confused with Hindu India and medieval India with Muslim India. But this 

line of demarcation between the two is not fair anyway.  

The idea that the beginning of the medieval ages in India started with the 

conquest of Muslim invasion is debatable. There are some realistic obstacles to 

that theory. If that idea is accepted freely, then the question that would arise is 

whether the medieval period would not have begun in India the arrival of 

Muslims did not happen. Also, if the establishment of Muslim rule is taken to 
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mark the beginning of medieval India, then Turkey, Egypt, Iraq, Iran, Pakistan and 

Indonesia, will have to be permanently placed in the medieval period and Hindu 

Nepal in the ancient period. The purpose of this argument is to make the point 

that it is not correct to conflate at the beginning of the medieval period with the 

onset of Muslim rule in India.  

Now naturally, the question arises about when and how the medieval 

period began in India? Needless to say, the issue is very controversial. However, 

recent historians believe that the medieval period began in India even before the 

advent of Muslim rule in 1206 AD. It is true that the establishment of the Muslim 

Turkish rule introduced significant changes in the social, economic and political 

organisation of the country. But most features such as the feudal state 

organisation, control of the landlords over production, proliferation of castes, 

regional identity in art, script and language, pujā, bhakti, rtha and tantra, which 

came to the fore in medieval times and continued later, can be traced back to 

the 6th and 7th centuries. More importantly, land assignments first appeared 

between the 4th and 7th centuries and became widely prevalent under the Turks 

and Mughals when they were called iqta, jagir, mansab, madad-i-maash, milk, 

inam, lakharaj, nazrana, etc.8 Older practices of giving brāhmottara, devottara, 

etc., were continued by the Muslim rulers. Further, the old commentarial 

tradition, which relied on scripturalauthority as the main sources of knowledge, 

was pursued with vigour. The system of law introduced by the Muslims was 

fundamentally similar to that of the Hindus. Neither system made provision for 

legislation; only authorities and commentaries were quoted.9 In would then 

appear that between the fourth and the seventh centuries ancient Indian life was 

in a stage of fermentation and transformation. Momentous changes appeared in 

polity, society, economy, language, script, art and architecture, and in religion 

and intellectual life. Thus, Rapson takes the establishment of the Kuṣhāṇa 

dynasty to mark the dividing line between the ancient and the medieval 

periods.10 However, this suggestion ignores the fact that the Gupta period 

representing the classical period of ancient Indian culture, came a er Kuṣhāṇa. 
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Sir John Marshall11 and F.J. Richards 12seem to have traced back to the rise of the 

Guptas as the dividing line between ancient and medieval India. This implies a 

misconception about the nature of the Gupta period, which was undoubtedly the 

age of the efflorescence and even some earlier trends. It does not, however, 

represent any significant transforma on from the previous centuries. Some 

scholars regard the death of Harṣa as marking the change from the ancient to 

medieval times.13 V.A. Smith (1914) also takes the year 647 A.D. as marking an 

era in the history of India. He observes that there was a general decline in 

everything from about 647.14 However, recent research has rejected this view 

because of the misconcep on that Harṣa was the last emperor of Indian history, 

and a er Harṣa’s death, everything, including prosperity and religion, diminished. 

H.C. Ray (1931)15 has adopted 916 A.D as a line of demarcation between two 

periods in the history of northern India, as it saw the beginning of the break-up 

of the Gurjara-Pra hāra Empire, the last great empire of northern India. No 

doubt, no empire developed in northern India after this period which could 

compare with that of the Pra hāras, though we cannot ignore the imperial 

families of the Chāndellas, the Paramāras, the Chālukyas etc. Ray himself 

recognises 916 A.D. as a weak dividing line.16 According to N.R. Ray (1967),17 the 

early medieval period began around 7th century AD, and its characteristic 

features became prominent in the 8th century. He envisages three sub-periods 

within the medieval: I) 7th to 12th century II) 12TH to the first quarter of the 16th 

century; and III) first quarter of the 16th to the end of the 18th century.  

Judging from the Marxist point of view, most historians have tried to 

come to the conclusion that the socio-economic process of India has undergone 

many changes since the Gupta era and its, and from this time some medieval 

features have been observed. This new phase is what they call the Early Medieval 

Period.18 N.R. Ray (1967), B.D. Chattopadhayaya (1994) and R.S. Sharma (2001) 

are historians who upheld such views. R.S. Sharma gives a strong opinion of the 

post-Gupta era as being medieval. According to him, the beginning of the 

medieval period may be thought to have begun in India soon after the collapse of 
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the Gupta Empire or after its termination. He opines that the medieval 

characteristics of the transfer of land holders, the emergence of a feudal system, 

the shortage of coins, the diversion of urbanisation, were evident in India long 

before that of 750 A.D.19 

L. Gopal (1965) fixes the early medieval period from 700 A.D. to 1200 A.D. 

which coincided with the establishment of the Muslim rule, and the medieval 

period proper or Late Medieval Period started with establishment of the Muslim 

rule. Thus the whole medieval period lasted until the establishment of British 

rule.20 The period starting from 700 AD has been variously called as the post-

Gupta period, late ancient period, pre-medieval period, later classical age and 

developing medieval period. In recent times the tendency is to take it as the early 

medieval period. Now the question is - what were the characteristic features of 

early medieval period and what changes occurred in the Early Medieval Period? 

It denotes a phase in the transition from ancient to medieval in Indian history. In 

many respects, the Early Medieval Meriod prepared the ground for the later 

period, which largely represented a continuation of the earlier one.21 The one 

fundamental difference between these two sub-periods is the presence of 

Muslims as rulers in the later period. This fact often led scholars to bracket Early 

Medieval Period with the Ancient Period.22 

The period represents both a chronological phase and a signifier of 

processes of change which correspond to the phase.  It can be seen as a 

transition where changes occur in almost all institutions and fields of society, 

polity, culture as well as economy. In the political sphere, the continuation and 

acceleration of land grants can be attributed to the emergence of small landed 

estates, the fragmentation or decentralisation of political authority, and the 

emerging new trends of lord vassal relations. The most interesting phenomenon 

of this period was the modification of the varṇa system, and the proliferation of 

caste into hundreds of sub-castes and the rigidity of the system.23 In the class 

context, there emerged two major classes, one was the landed aristocracy, and 

another was the large body of subjected peasants. In this phenomenon, the 
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declining status of former vaisy̒as and rise of sūdras were further developments 

in medieval India. The most striking development was that the servile sū̒dras 

were transformed into farmers and indirectly to a large number of producers.24 

In the post-Gupta period the sū̒dras no longer appear mainly as slaves, artisans 

and agricultural labourers; they take the place of vaisyas as cultivators. Hiuen 

Tsang clearly states that the sū̒dras were agriculturists.25 Alberuni also notes the 

absence of any significant difference between the vaish̒yas and the sū̒dras. They 

lived in the same towns and villages and mixed freely in the same houses.26 This 

change is also reflected in some medieval texts, which represent the sū̒dras as 

farmers and agriculturists.27 

Thus, it is widely recognised that the medieval period of India began 

before the beginning of Muslim rule in 1206 A.D. Thus, what was previously 

thought to be the beginning of the medieval period from 1206 A.D is no longer 

recognised. However, when the era began, or when it ended, has not yet been 

finalised. Indian political, economic, and social processes have undergone many 

changes since the end of the Gupta period. The influence of regionalism has 

become apparent in the politics of this period. No such mutual co-existence of 

political powers has been seen in the entire Indian sub-continent before. In most 

cases, these powerful forces were characterised by regionalism. There were also 

small petty groups under their suzerainty. They were particularly keen on 

securing independence in the face of weakening of power. Therefore the 

weakness of the central power is the political feature of this era. After all, 

regionalism has become a staple feature of that period. The impression of this 

regionalism is evident in literature, sculpture, architecture, and painting. 

Therefore, after the fall of the Guptas the next few centuries were certainly 

marked by the special feature of regionalism and its consequent fallouts. 

A section of Indian historians believe that the origin and the development 

of feudalism was the main change which marked the beginning of Early Medieval 

India. B.N. Datta (1952) was the first to discuss the origin and development of 

feudalism.28 Later D.D. Kosambi (1956) asserted that feudalism came to be 
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established in two ways.29 Land grants and agrahār system were the first causes 

of its origin. The second cause seems to be the miserable condition of the 

peasantry. Taking advantage of their helplessness the well-off peasants 

purchased their lands and became landlords. But Kosambi did not elaborate his 

idea of feudalism. R.S. Sharma (1965) , Lallanji Gopal (1965), B.N.S. Yadava (1973 

& 1979), Devangana Desai (1974), Dasaratha Sharma (1975), N. Karashima (1976 

& 1984), D.N. Jha (1979 & 1987), and T.V. Mahalingam (1987) have established it 

as a central issue in the history of Early Medieval India.30 According to Sharma, 

feudalism originated between 300 and 600 AD, developed between 600 and 900 

A.D. and its fully developed form is noticeable between 900 and 1200 AD.31 This 

feudalism of early medieval India had several salient features. In politics there 

was decentralisation, regional powers were following separate independent line 

of politics. A few small principalities and semi-independent feudal states came 

into being. The contemporary literatures mention the existence of sāmantas and 

mahāsāmantas. They were not fully independent but autonomous so far as 

internal administration was considered. These petty kings and feudal chiefs 

maintained courts, officials and departments for administration. The officials 

were granted land in lieu of cash salary. There were innumerable inter-mediaries 

in the land system. They mediated between the feudal lords and the peasants. 

The agrahāra system was responsible for the spread of feudalism both in the 

North and the South. The intermediaries took initiative for the extension of 

cultivation but they imposed illegal levies and forced labour on the peasantry. 

Indian historians have compared them with the lords and vassals of Europe. 

Lands under their control were called fiefs.  

The other feature of the feudal age was the decrease in crafts production 

and decline in trade and commerce. There was no money economy, use of coins 

decreased. The cities and towns based on trade and industry gradually declined 

giving rise to self-sufficient village economy. In this period, industries, trade and 

commerce declined due to over emphasis on agriculture. The peasants became 

landless and transformed into serfs. As a result agricultural production decreased 
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and closed economy emerged. Due to the shortage of agricultural production, 

there was no surplus production. Therefore, there was no need to transact the 

products to other areas. Thus, the commercial transactions were stopped and 

heavily disrupted. Naturally trade and commerce disappeared from the 

economic scenario of India affecting trade and urban centres and also the 

coinage. The scholars describe such situation of North India as feudalism. On the 

basis of that view it is also a notion that trade and commerce also declined in 

Bengal along with North India. In the villages, the jajmāni system came into 

being.32 Blacksmith, potter, leather worker, and barber supplied commodities 

and services throughout the year. At the time of harvest these social groups got a 

share of the produce. In the feudal system of production the peasants were 

oppressed and exploited. They became baddha halla and āsh̒rita hālik (bonded 

peasant).They had no freedom, the rate of taxes was high and in addition they 

had to pay forced labour. Sharma tells us that through feudalism the early 

historical period entered into the Early Medieval Period.33  

But others such as D.C. Sircar (1966), B.D. Chattopadhyaya (1974 & 1987), 

Harbans Mukhia (1981), and Ranabir Chakrabarty (2001 & 2002) have not 

accepted this interpretation. Harbans Mukhia vehemently opposed it. In his view, 

Indian peasants retained their control over the means of production and 

produced from the land.34 The landlords had failed to establish absolute control 

over the land. In the European system, contract was the pivot which was absent 

in the Indian system. B.D. Chattopadhyaya has shown that in the early medieval 

period there were several living cities and towns all over the country.35 The 

handicrafts production system was not destroyed. It produced consumer goods 

like textiles, silk, oil and sugar. Haṭṭa, haṭṭika, maṇḍapikā, and nagaram were 

spread all over the country.36 There was well-organised transport and 

communication system. Internal trade was vibrant and brisk. R. Champaklakshmi 

has argued that the economic life was very much active.37 Foreign trade with 

western Asia and south-east Asian countries was continuing. Indian merchants 

traded in the Indian Ocean countries.38 Coins were not as rare as Sharma would 
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have us believe. B.N. Mukherjee has shown that Bengal had plenty of silver coins. 

Coins such as purāṇa, dharaṇa, kārshāpaṇa and dramma were used in 

transactions.39 Thus, the theory of feudalism in Early Medieval India is still a 

debatable proposition. Though a good hypothesis, it is not yet universally 

accepted.  

B.D. Chattopadhyaya has shown that during the Early Medieval Period 

India saw the rise and development of the regional state and society.40 Burton 

Stein has called them segmentary state.41 These states were regional, local and 

free from the control of any imperial power. Chattopadhyaya asserts that this 

was the age of an increasing scale of local state formation. Several new states 

came into being. From the seventh century onwards this process of state 

formation was a historical fact. Nobody can deny it. Between 7th and 10th 

centuries the Pra hāras in the north and west, the Pālas in the East and the 

Rāṣhtrakutas in the Deccan laid the founda ons of powerful regional states. 

Monarchy was the norm of polity; no republics existed in this age. The process of 

state formation was equally active in Rajasthan. The Ahar branch of the Guhilas 

set up the Mewar state.42 The tribal people turned peasants and formed the 

basis of new states. Land grants and irrigation system were other factors that 

facilitated the state forma on. In Orissa Coḍa Gaṅga Kings set up a state in the 

11th century. 43 The Pallavas, Cholas and Pāṇḍyas set up separate states in the 

south on the basis of extension of cultivation and irrigation system. They had 

separate identities and systems of administration and culture. 

On the basis of the views of the historians, there is an attempt in each 

chapter of this work to highlight the existence of flourished economy, 

commercial transactions, trade and urban centres, trade routes, coinage system. 

In the first chapter, I try to highlight the transformation of geography of Bengal 

from ancient to medieval period. There is also a discussion on political history 

delineating the rise and fall of political powers.  In any country the geo-political 

cause always played important role for its economic prosperity. The Gaṅgā-

Jamunā-Padmā-Meghnā-Karotoyā and its numerous tributaries make the region 
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on one hand prosperous, and on the other hand balanced political condition 

pave the way for economic development. 

In the second chapter, I discuss the society and economy in Bengal since 

ancient times. The caste based society, position of women and other daily 

activities have taken place here. In the economic side, the agricultural products 

and industrial items are discussed here. 

In the third chapter, crafts and industries are discussed. The fertility of 

Bengal encouraged surplus production leading to the growth of crafts and 

industries. The aesthetic sense of people also is revealed from this chapter. The 

industries of textile, sugar, oil, pottery, stone, brick, metal, wood, bamboo, ship, 

leather, ivory, glass and terracotta are in this category. This obviously implies the 

existence of a flourished economy. 

In the fourth chapter, circumstances leading to trade and commerce are 

highlighted. From the beginning, commercial transaction developed in local areas 

such as haṭṭa, haṭṭikas, are given here. The littoral tract of Bengal mainly played a 

leading role in the growth of Bengal trade and commerce. It was vibrant and 

spread over a large area in South-east Bengal which is proven from the 

epigraphic and literary sources. The interior part of the region supplied the 

surplus production and it was carried through the different rivers and its 

tributaries to the trade centres and ports and then it was traded to different 

countries through land and sea routes.  

In the fifth chapter, the trade centres and routes which formed the 

backbone of trade and commerce are discussed. In the work, there is a discussion 

on rise and fall of the trade centres. In this respect, Tāmralipta and Samandar 

have been given a special importance. The trade centres connected with the 

interior part of the region mainly collected the surplus production from the 

producers and sent it to the deficit areas. The land as well as rivers was well 

connected with area situated far away. On the other hand the overseas routes 

were also used to transit the products to different countries. 
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The seventh chapter provides a summarisation of the whole work. Here 

we refute partially the concept of feudalism affecting sound economy existing in 

littoral tract of Bengal. In the discussion, it tries to prove the fact that though 

there existed of the feudalistic features in North Indian Economy; Bengal 

maintained a distinctive character in economy based trade and commerce. 

Thereafter, in the Appendix is discussed the role of the State in the 

development of agriculture, trade and commerce. Here the initiative of the state 

for improving the economy has been highlighted. In this respect, the role of 

guild, its rise, transformation, functions and relation with state has also been 

highlighted. The means of exchange intimately connected with trade and 

commerce also has been given special importance. Since, there was trade and 

commerce in ancient time, it can be assumed that there were surely means of 

exchange. This chapter, therefore, consists of a study of different types of coins 

used in ancient times up to the concerned period of study. 
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Chapter: 1 
Geo-political History of Bengal 
1.1. Physical Setting 

The land of Bengal has historically had a distinct ‘regional entity’. The land is 

considered as a definite ‘geographical region’ in the entire sub-continent with 

distinct geo-features.1 Bengal is the name given to the eastern part of the Indian 

sub-continent which formed a single province of British India. It extended up to the 

Himalayas in the north and the Bay of Bengal in the south. Its eastern and western 

limits were Brahmaputra, the Kaṅgsa, the Surmā, the Sajjuk rivers and the Nāgar, the 

Barākar and lower reaches of Suvarṇarekhā respectively.2 The above area was 

located roughly between 27˚9ˡ and 20˚50ˡ north latitude and 86˚35ˡ and 92˚30ˡ east 

longitude.3 There were deep forests, highlands and mountains in the east, west and 

north, and the Bay of Bengal in the south. This way Bengal was surrounded by these 

natural girdles. As Niharranjan Roy rightly puts, “At one extreme are the very high 

mountains, at the other the sea, and on both sides the hard hilly country, within, all 

the land is a plain. Such is the geographical fortune of the Bengali people.”4  

In the early period of Indian history, the region of Bengal covered a large 

territorial area including the modern state of West Bengal and some parts of the 

adjoining districts of Assam and Bihar and also included most of present day of 

Bangladesh. In Assam the area included under the provinces of Bengal were 

Goālparā, Sylheṭ and Cachar. The districts of Mānbhūm, Sāntāl Pargaṇās and Purnea 

of Bihar, also formed the part of the territory of Bengal. The sarkārs of Sylhet and 

Purnea, the parganā of Ākmahal (now Rājmahal) and the famous pass of Teliagarhi, 

now in Sāntāl Pargaṇās, formed the integral parts of the subāh of Bengal in the days 

of Ākbar.5  

The internal area of Bengal mostly depended on its river system which 

formed the most characteristic physical feature of the land. Satish Chandra precisely 
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states that as we have veins and arteries in our body, Bengal is also vivified by its 

numerous rivers.6  N.R. Roy also mentions that the course of the history of Bengal 

has largely been dictated by its numerous and diverse rivers and streams. These 

waterways have developed as the life-force of the country through the ages. They 

have determined its appearance and nature, as they continue to do still.7 These 

waterways, however, have sometimes been a boon to Bengal and sometimes a 

curse. Since time immemorial, they played a very important role in the formation of 

deltaic land, which, in turn, moulded the nature and character of human inhabitants. 

Amongst all the rivers that drenched the region, Brahmaputra was the greatest, 

stretching approximately 1800 miles.8 The second largest river was the Ganges, over 

1200 miles long in the delta. Other rivers included Bhāgīrathī, Padmā, Meghnā, 

Surmā, Ichhāma , the Mathābhāṅgā and the Garāi, the Betnā, the Rupsā, the Kumar, 

the Bhairab, Ajay, Dāmodar, Kāsāi or Kapisā̒, Dvārakesv̒ar, Rūpnārāyaṇ, Tistā, Torsā, 

Karatoyā, Ātrāi, Punarbhavā, Koush̒ikī (the modern Kosī̒) and more. All these rivers 

repeatedly have changed their courses over the centuries. The process of 

destruction and reconstruction is still active.9 M.H. Rashid comments that it was 

indeed the tangled network of these rivers and their countless branches that 

formulated this geographical entity.10 Unfortunately most of the above mentioned 

rivers have disappeared in modern Bengal. Apart from rivers, canals, streams, bils 

and haors also formed significant elements of the historical geography of Bengal.11 

The total area of the region of Bengal is approximately 80,000 sq. miles (2, 07,000 sq 

km).12 Nafis Ahmed and M. Harunur Rashid are of the opinion that the area should 

be extended to 84,832 sq. miles (30,691 sq. miles in West Bengal and 54,141 sq. 

miles of present Bangladesh).13 Two other prominent researchers like B.M. Morrison 

and Abdul Momin Chowdhury have indicated the extension of territory as 80,000 sq. 

miles on the basis of Spate, Bagchi and Strickland. So it is too tough to verify the 

exact geographical area of Bengal. 
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The different areas of what was known as Bengal in pre-partition days carried 

different geographical designations in ancient times. It is, therefore, very difficult to 

ascertain anything definite about the geography and local areas of ancient Bengal. It 

can be said that in ancient Bengal and present day, the natural boundary of an area 

was usually the river, whose beds changed  constantly14 and the area adjoining the 

river changed its geographical boundaries accordingly. The difficulty is further 

enhanced by the rise and fall of the poli cal circumstances also. It can be clarified 

from an example that Tāmralip  (modern Tamluk) was included in Vaṅga and 

Ko varṣha (modern Dinajpur) is men oned as the chief city of Rāḍha since the early 

period of the zenith of Vaṅga and Rāḍha. But in the era of the Pālas and the Senas, 

there were two general and broad geographical divisions: Gauḍa and Vaṅga. These 

were the two broad politico-geographical divisions of the ancient and medieval era, 

and can be roughly identified with west and eastern Bengal respectively. From the 

12th and 13th centuries onwards, Gauḍa and Vaṅga gradually became 

interchangeable terms owing to their poli cal unifica on under the same sovereign, 

styled both Vaṅgapa  and Gauḍesv̒ara, and the process was completed in the 

Mughal and the British periods. Thus the other geographical names of Bengal in 

olden days included Puṇḍravardhana and Varendrī (North Bengal), Suhma (Hooghly 

district), Rāḍha (the Birbhum-Bankura-Hooghly-Howrah and por ons of Medinipur 

districts, thus including at mes the ancient Suhma region),Tāmralip  or Tāmralipta 

(modern Tamluk in the Medinipur district) and Daṇdabhūk  (Danton and its 

adjoining regions in the Medinipur district, sometimes including northern portions of 

Orissa), Samataṭa (comprising Chittagong, Comilla and Noakhali districts of present 

day Bangladesh), Harikela (Comilla, Srīhaṭṭa and Chittagong districts of Bangladesh), 

Chandradvīpa (Barisal district of present Bangladesh) and Vaṅgāla (Chittagong, 

Noakhali and Barisal districts of present Bangladesh)(Map-1).15 These names have 

come to us from ancient epigraphic and literary records. The detailed analysis of the 

relevant informa on shows that they were geographically associated with Gauḍa or 
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Vaṅga, that is, Western and Eastern Bengal. No two of them are mutually exclusive. 

In other words, some geographical boundaries are known to have overlapped and 

not remained restricted in the same region, and have assumed different names in 

different historical period. Thus it is proven that the well-known area has shifted 

boundaries from time to time, assuming a new shape and a new name each time. 

The province of Bengal is given its present name by the British, and this name 

does not find place in ancient and medieval literature. So the question that naturally 

comes to our mind is how Bengal received its present name. In Bengali, the term 

employed in modern mes to denote the province is Bāṅglā, of which the English 

rendering is Bengal. The term ‘Bāṅglā’ or ‘Bāṅgālā’ is derived from ‘Vaṅga’ which is 

so frequently used in early and medieval Indian epigraphy and literature. The English 

have adapted it into their own language as ‘Bengal’. Before the par on of India in 

1947, ‘Bengal’ or ‘Bāṅglā’ was introduced as the name of the province of Bengal in 

British India. Due to the division, the area was divided between the provinces of 

West Bengal and East Pakistan. In 1971, East Pakistan region became the Republic of 

Bangladesh. The word ‘Bāṅglā’ or Bengal is s ll in use in the areas of West Bengal 

(India) and Bangladesh. However, these conditions are largely at a private level 

aimed at strengthening the cultural unity between West Bengal and the people of 

Bangladesh. These names have been culturally consolidated and kept alive in West 

Bengal, Bengali speaking areas of Bangladesh and adjacent areas. Two terms, 

phone cally akin to Bengal or Bāṅgālā occur in epigraphic and literary documents of 

the ancient and medieval periods. They are Vaṅga and Vaṅgāla. The famous historian 

Abul Fazl in his Āin-i-Ākbarī made the following remark, “The original name of Bengal 

was ‘Baṅg’. Its former rulers raised mounds measuring ten yards in height and 

twenty in breadth throughout the province which were called al. From this suffix, 

the name Bengal took its rise and currency.”16 Under Akbar's rule, the en re area 

from Chi agong to Teliagarhi pass was known as ‘Subāh Bāṅgalāh’. Sources of still 

earlier periods refer to a tract known as Vaṅgāla. Its existence as a geographical 
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entity can be traced from the 8th century AD onwards. But epigraphic and literary 

references to Vāṅgāla amply bear tes mony to its existence territorially dis nct from 

a region called Vaṅga. Marco Polo describes Bāṅglā as a province in the south, its 

people speaking a strange language and being ‘wretched idol worshipers’. It is 

further described as ‘a favorable stop for India’.17 According to Yule, Marco Polo’s 

Bāṅgālā was the Pegu. However, this note may also apply to the Noākhāli-

Chittagong-Tippara region of south-eastern Bengal. It is corroborated by the account 

of Ovington. It runs, ‘‘Aracan is bounded by the kingdom of the Bay of Bengal, some 

authors making Chaṭigam its first border city”.18 It is thus clear that the subāh of 

Bāṅgalāh during Akbar's paramountcy time marks the entire area which was 

equivalent to the undivided province of Bengal. Bengal is referred to as the Bengal 

country by Ralph Fitch, and denotes the same region. But the term Vaṅgāla is used in 

a restricted sense. If Abul Fazl is to be believed, the term Vaṅgāla is derived from the 

word Vaṅga. Thus from the above discussion we may conclude that Bāṅgalā came 

from the word ‘Baṅga’. It includes the entire Bengali-speaking area of the eastern 

part of the Indian sub-con nent. Though in early period of history ‘Baṅga’ denoted a 

part of Bengal, that is, south-eastern Bengal, a er the assump on of power by the 

Bri sh the term ‘Vaṅga’ or ‘Bāṅgalā’ converted to ‘Bengal’ linguis cally. 

From the pre-historic time to the Medieval Age Bengal was divided into 

different janapadas such as Gauḍa, Puṅḍra, Varendra, Rāḍha, Sumha, Tāmralipta, 

Samataṭa, Vaṅga, Vaṅgāla etc, as already mentioned before. These janapadas did 

not emerge as powers at the same time. In different courses of time, a certain 

portion of the entire area emerged as a supreme power and it extended its territory 

over a large area. Sometimes it included the other powerful states mentioned above 

within its territory. These janapadas had separate existence. It was during the time 

of gauḍadhīpa Sasā̒ṅka in the eight century AD and a erwards that the janapadas of 

Puṇḍra, Gauḍa and Vaṅga became iden cal with the whole of Bengal. Apart from the 

existence of different janapadas, new divisions of Bengal like Vaṅgāla, Harikela, 
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Chandradwipa, and Samataṭa emerged and they had further sub-divisions also.19 

Gradually, however, those sub-subdivisions ceased to exist. There was an endeavour 

to integrate the different areas in the name of Gauḍa from the period of Sasā̒ṅka to 

the rise of the Pālas, but it proved to have been a failure.20 The whole of Bengal 

assuming the name of Vaṅga emerged in the Muslim period. The culmination was 

reached during the me of Ākbar when the subāh of Bengal came into prominence. 

Bengal came into existence with more complete form during the time of the British. 

Although it was cut to size from what it was during the me of Ākbar. From the 4th 

century AD onwards, the chronological periods are satisfactorily datable on the basis 

of epigraphical records. These help us to trace more clearly the chief political or 

geographical divisions and administrative units of Bengal. Therefore, at the present 

state of our knowledge, it would perhaps be appropriate to enumerate the more 

important divisions along with short explanatory notes on the various connotations 

of the names gleaned from epigraphic and literary sources.  

1.1.1. Puṇḍravardhana 

Puṇḍravardhana was an ancient earmarked kingdom from the Indian sub-

continent. According to P.L. Vaidya, the name Puṇḍravardhana occurred for the first 

time in the Buddhist text Divyavadana.21 It was composed between A.D. 200 and 

350 A.D. Generally, the home of Puṇḍra, a group of people speaking a language 

different from those of the Indo-Aryan family, was known as Puṇḍravardhana.22 

There are various theories about the origin of the word ‘Puṇḍra’.  According to a 

theory, the word ‘Puṇḍra’ is derived from a disease called ‘Pāṇḍu’. The majority of 

the people in the area who were suffering from this disease were known as 

Puṇḍrakṣhetra (land of Puṇḍra). Another theory indicates that Puṇḍra is a species of 

sugarcane. The land which cul vated a large quan ty of sugarcane was known as 

Puṇḍadesa̒ (Land of Puṇḍa).  It is said in a legend that Ṛṣi Dīrghatamas, who gave 
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birth on the queen of the Asura king Bāli five sons Aṅga, Vaṅga, Suhma, Puṇḍra and 

Kaliṅga. They established five kingdoms after their own respective names. 

The earliest reference to the Puṇḍras as a group of people goes back to the 

Aitareya Āryaṇaka in 8th century B.C. along with other peoples like Andhras, Savaras, 

Pulindas and Mutivas .They lived in the east of the Sadānirā river (Ganḍakī river).23 

Patañjali also men ons Puṇḍra along with Aṅga, Vaṅga and Suhma. There is also 

mention in the Epics and the Purāṇas, the later sūtras and the Dharmasā̒stras of the 

Puṇḍras as allied to the dāsas and the dasyus.24 In the Droṇaparvaṇ of the 

Mahābhārata, Vāsudeva is said to have defeated the Puṇḍras along with other allied 

peoples. Vāsudeva has also been described as a sovereign ruler over the Puṇḍras.25 

None of the texts, however, mention anything about the geographical denotation of 

the term Puṇḍra or Puṇḍravardhana. The Digvījaya sec on of the Mahābhārata 

located the Puṇḍras towards the east of Monghyr. In the above text, the epic hero 

Bhīma in his East Indian campaign is said to have killed the king of Modagiri 

(Monghyr) and conquered Puṇḍra and Kausi̒kī-kaccha.26 The name Puṇḍra gradually 

developed into that of a territorial unit. Puṇḍra subsequently shaped into a regional 

unit. Puṇḍravardhana, land of the Puṇḍras, was placed by epigraphs of the Gupta 

period and the ancient Chinese writers in North Bengal. 

Puṇḍranagara or Puṇḍravardhanapura, the capital of ancient 

Puṇḍravardhana, is iden cal with the ruins of Mahāsthāngarh. These ruins were 

discovered on the right bank of the river Karatoya in the Bogra district in 

Bangladesh.27 Puṇḍranagara was the first ancient urban center with politico-

economic and religious importance.28 It continued to be an important place up to 

the 12th century AD, as it is proven by the Karatoyā Māhātmya.29 However, 

Puṇḍranagara as also Puṇḍravardhana, came to be designated as Mahāsthān.30 An 

inscrip on of the third century BC found in Mahāsthāngarh indicates that the 

inhabitans of area imbibed many elements of Aryan culture31.The scholars are 

unanimous in identifying this administrative division with northern Bengal and 
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deriving its name from the well-known ancient tribal name, the Puṇḍras, and also in 

iden fying their capital Mahāsthān in Bogra district. But when the question comes to 

the extent of the jurisdiction of the bhukti, no definite answer can be offered. 

Moreover, the variations of its extent of jurisdiction at different periods of history 

would be worthy of investigation. There is need to answer these points by tabulating 

and collating the data available in the epigraphs.  

The unit originally included the northern part of Bengal, i.e., Rājsh̒āhi- Bogrā- 

Dinājpur areas of Bangladesh and parts of northern section of present West Bengal 

and subsequently extended in a large area to the east of the Bhagirathi up to 

Chittagong and Sylhet. It means that it included a wide part of Bengal which 

extended from Sylhet to Rājmahal, from the mountain region of North Bengal to the 

sea-shore, and from Comilla to the 24 Parganas.32 It also means that about 75% of 

the area of Bengal was under the jurisdiction of one administrative division, whereas 

in the remaining 25 %, we know of the existence of even three bhuktis in the later 

period.33 Collating the information of the Gupta epigraphs and Hiuen-Tsang’s 

account, the boundary of Puṇḍravardhana-bhukti in the Gupta age and the 

succeeding centuries may be fixed with a fair degree of certainty. Thus it comprised 

the whole region of northern Bengal from the Rājmahal, the Ganges and the 

Bhagirathi to the Karatoya.34 

So far no reference has been found of Puṇḍravardhana in any record of the 

kings who ruled northern and western Bengal during the period between the Guptas 

and the Pālas. The five Dāmodarpur Copper-plate Inscrip ons issued from 128 to the 

year of 224 (of the Gupta Era) inscribed Puṇḍravardhana-bhukti as an important 

administrative division of the Gupta Empire. Seven Pāla Copper-plates refer to the 

Puṇḍravardhana-bhukti.35 The internal evidence could suggest that the land granted 

by them might have been located in northern Bengal.36 Thus it would appear that 

the Puṇḍravardhana-bhukti of the Pāla records should also be taken to imply an area 

similar to that mentioned in the Gupta records, i.e., northern Bengal.37 There is no 
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doubt that this geographical division was transformed into an administrative unit 

under the imperial Guptas. The rulers of Chandra dynasty, who ruled in south-

eastern Bengal, have mentioned ‘Pauṇḍra’ or ‘Pauṇḍravardhana-bhukti’, and not 

Puṇḍravardhana-bhukti as a bhukti in their records. Four plates of Srīchandra, one 

plate of Kalyāṇachandra, two plates of Laḍahachandra and one plate of 

Govindachandra refer to records of land granted within Pauṇḍra-bhukti.38 From 

these plates, it appears that the land granted by kings included the Dacca-Faridpur, 

Comilla-Noakhali and Sylhet areas of south-eastern Bengal. Therefore, the Pauṇḍra-

bhukti of the Chandra records should reasonably be taken to connote an area falling 

in south-eastern Bengal.39 

Pauṇḍra-bhukti is also found in the records of the Varmana rulers who ruled 

in south-eastern Bengal in the late 11th and early 12th century AD.The records make 

it clear that the place must have been in south-eastern Bengal and there is no 

possibility of its having been in northern Bengal. We know that in the said period 

North Bengal was first under the Kaivarta rulers and later on retrieved by 

Rāmapāla.40 Later, the Senas ruled the whole of Bengal including northern and 

south-eastern Bengal under one patron. In the records of Senas, too, there is 

mention of Pauṇḍravardhana-bhukti, but the precise location of the land is in 

question. The Bārāckpur plate of Vijayasena also records a land grant in Khāḍi viṣaya 

of Pauṇḍravardhana-bhukti.41 The Sundarban plate of Lakṣmaṇasena is about a land 

grant in Khāḍi maṇḍala of Pauṇḍravardhana-bhukti.42 The Tarpanadighī43 and 

Mādhāinagar plates44 of Lakṣmaṇasena are records of land grant in 

Pauṇḍravardhana-bhukti. Both the plates have an additional phrase vārendryam 

(Varendrī), which unques onably place the lands in northern Bengal. The 

Madanapāra45 and Edilpur plates46 of the successors of Lakṣmaṇasena also men on 

Pauṇḍravardhana-bhukti and its location with the additional phrase, vaṅge-

vikramapura-bhāge while the Sāhitya Parisat plate47 has the phrase vaṅge nāvye. 

Thus, from the Sena records it would appear that the Pauṇḍravardhana-bhukti 
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included northern, south-western as well as south-eastern parts of Bengal.48 The 

bhukti under the Senas, therefore, can be said to connote a very wide area.  

From analyzing the above data of the epigraphs it can be safely concluded 

that the ‘Puṇḍravardhana’ in the Gupta and Pāla records and the ‘Pauṇḍra-bhukti’ of 

the Chandras and Varmans cannot be considered to be one and the same.49 The 

Gupta plates locate the lands of Puṇḍravardhana-bhukti unques onably in Rājsh̒āhi, 

Bogrā and Dinājpur districts or broadly in the region of north Bengal. The Pāla 

records also largely locate it in the same loca on except for the devia on found in 

the Khālimpur plate. The plate men ons Vyāghrataṭī-maṇḍala and if it's suggested 

location in south-western Bengal is accepted then we have to decide the extension 

of its jurisdiction in south-western Bengal. The Chandra and Varmana epigraphic 

sources clearly indicate the loca on of Pauṇḍravardhana-bhukti in south-eastern 

Bengal with headquarter at Vikramapura and their contemporary Pāla rulers ruled in 

north, north-western and south-western parts of Bengal. Hence, it is obvious that 

the Pauṇḍra-bhukti of the Chandras and the Varmanas was definitely different from 

the Puṇḍravardhana-bhukti of the Gupta and Pāla records.50 

So there can be two suggestions regarding the repetition of this name. The 

first one is that the names are apparently the same. This can only be the case of 

duplica on of place names. It is not something extraordinary in ancient India. The 

other explana on is that the two names are derived from the tribal names ‘Puṇḍra’ 

and ‘Pauṇḍra’, the latter being an offshoot of the former.51 In view of the fact that 

the origin of the name of the bhukti in the Chandra epigraphs cannot be explained 

by the extension of Pāla rule in the region of south-eastern Bengal .The Senas 

established their control on the entire area of Bengal with their headquarter at 

Vikramapura. It is to be said that they took possession of south-eastern Bengal 

before they completely ousted the Pālas from northern Bengal. After that they 

adopted the term Pauṇḍra following the tradi on of south-eastern Bengal and 

applied it in their records and thus Pauṇḍravardhana-bhukti came to denote a very 
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wide territorial unit including the regions of northern, south-western and south-

eastern Bengal. With the occupation of this region, they realised that the names of 

two areas are almost the same, and so they chose to use only one. But at the same 

time, the need for laying down the conditions for identifying the location of the 

lands was also felt. 

The Mauryas first established a large empire spread across Ancient India, 

with its capital at Pāṭaliputra. It was very near to Puṇḍravardhana. A er the fall of 

the Mauryas, the Guptas built a vast territory across India including Puṇḍravardhana. 

Most copper-plates in the Gupta period refer to her eastern region as 

Puṇḍravardhana-bhukti .It was the core territory of the Guptas until the end of their 

rule.52 In the 6th century A.D., the Gupta Empire decayed and the region was ruled 

by the Tibetan ruler in 567-579 AD named Sambatson. Therea er, Bengal was 

divided into two empires, Samataṭa in the east and Gauḍa in the west. Gauḍa 

became a part of Sasā̒ṅka’s kingdom in the 7th century A.D.53 From Pala epigraphical 

sources it also appears that Puṇḍravardhana-bhukti was included in a region of north 

Bengal, similar to that of the Gupta period, but it was not a power centre any 

more.54 It was the part of the empire of Chandra Kings and Bhoj Verma. Finally from 

the Sena records it would appear that Puṇḍravardhana-bhukti included northern, 

south-western and even some parts of south-eastern Bengal.55 Its identity gradually 

faded and it became a part of the surrounding area. 

1.1.2. Varendra 

Another geographical unit came into prominence since the 10th century.56 It 

was co-extensive with large tracts of North Bengal and areas now in Bangladesh. This 

unit was Varendra or Varendrī or Bārind, currently in Rangpur and Rājshāhi division 

of Bangladesh included in the Puṇḍravardhana or Puṇḍra Kingdom of the ancient 

period. Most of the historians believe Varendra is iden cal with Puṇḍravardhana or 

Puṇḍra-desa̒. It is stated in the Rāmacharita of Sandhyākaranandī in the 12th century 
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that Varendra-maṇḍala forms the best part of the world and Puṇḍravardhana is its 

crest-jewel (Varendrī-maṇḍala-cūḍāmaṇi).57 The third chapter of the Rāmacharita 

gives an account of the land of Varendrī-its geographical denotation, topography, 

flora and fauna and men ons its loca on with the streams of Gaṅgā and Karatoya 

flowing on either side.58 Cunningham located the boundary of Varendra to the 

Ganges and Mahananda on the west, the Karatoya on the east, the Padmā on the 

south and the land between Coochbehar and the Terai on the north.59 

Sandhyākaranandī men ons Varendra as the homeland of the Pālas. In the Sena 

period Varendra cons tuted an administra ve unit under the poli cal division of 

Puṇḍravardhana.60 The Mādhāinagar Inscrip on of the reign of Laḳsmaṇasena 

records the grant a village named Dāpaṇiyā Pāṭaka near Kāntāpura in Varendri within 

Puṇḍravardhana-bhukti. The Tābāqat -i- Nāsirī men ons Bārind as a wing of the 

territory of Lakhnauti on the eastern side of the Ganges.61 Morrison writes that 

Varendra might be described as a ‘buffer zone’ between the North Indian dynastic 

territories and the dynastic territories of the Kingdoms centred further down the 

Gaṅgā-Padmā rivers at Vikramapura.62 

An important part of Varendri was apparently known as Sāra hi or Srāvastī. 

The territory included Baigrām near Hili in the Dinajpur District, Krodanja, Kolacha 

and Tarkari.63 Among other locali es of Varendrī may be mentioned Bhagvagrama, 

Belāhish , Kāntapura and Nātari. The first two localities cannot be identified 

satisfactorily, while Kāntapura and Nātari can be iden fied with Kāntanagara in the 

Dinajpur District and Nātor in the district of Rājsh̒āhi respectively.64 According to H.C. 

Raychoudhuri, the Gupta dynasty originated from the Varendri region. According to 

the Khālimpur Copper-plate Inscription,65 the first Pāla emperor Gopāla was the son 

of a warrior who was known as Vapyaṭa. The Rāmacharita admits that Varendra was 

the fatherland (Janakabhu) of the Pālas. 

1.1.3. Gauḍadesá 
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Gauḍa was home to many ancient kingdoms for many centuries a er the 

establishment of the territory. There are several opinions about the precise loca on 

of Gauḍa, mainly due to the obscurity associated with the references made by 

ancient literatures. Pāṇini66 men ons ‘Gauḍapura’ in his book. Kauṭilya also men ons 

the name of Gauḍa along with Vaṅga and Puṇḍra.67 In certain ancient records, there 

is a reference to Puṇḍravardhana, being a part of Gauḍa.68 The country was also 

known to Vātsyāyana, the author of the Kāmasūtra. Varāhamihira in his 

Bṛhatsaṁhitā dis nguishes Gauḍaka from Pauṇḍra (North Bengal), Tāmraliptaka 

(part of the Medinipur district), Vaṅga (central and eastern Bengal), Samataṭa 

(Noakhali, Comilla and Chittagong), and Vardhamana (Burdwan) etc.69  The Haraha 

Inscription states that Iśanavarman caused ‘‘the Gauḍas living in the sea-shore, to 

remain within their proper realm in the future”.70 The Bhavishya Purāṇa indicates 

that on the north the Gauḍa country was washed by the river Padmā and on the 

south by Burdwan.71 Murāri in his Anargharāghava written in the 8th century AD 

mentions the capital of the janapada of Gauḍa as Champā. Murarī iden fies Champā 

with the city of Champānagarī. It stood on the left bank of the river Damodara, 

north-west of Burdwan town. It was included in sarkār of Māndāran men oned in 

Āin-i-Ākbarī. Kṛiṣhṇa Misr̒a in his Probadha Chandrodaya men ons Rāḍha and 

Bhurisr̒eṣh kā as included in Gauḍa-rāṣtra.72 In a broader sense, on the basis of the 

evidence of the Ānandabhaṭṭa’s Vallālacharita,73 Gauḍa corresponds with the greater 

part of northern India including Saraswata (Punjab), Kānyakubja (Kanauj), Gauḍa 

(Bengal), Mithilā (Darbhanga) and Utkala (Orissa). In Kalhana’s Rājataraṅgiṇī74 we 

find the expression of Pañcha-Gauḍa signifying five divisions of Gauḍa itself. Hence 

the sources mentioned above prove its antiquity.  

But is does not provide us with any clue as to when Gauḍa-pura or Gauḍ-desa̒ 

emerged, and its loca on is also obscure ll now. The name Gauḍa is derived from 

the word guḍa meaning ‘sugar’. The country, of which Gauḍa was the chief city, was 

also known by the same name possibly because it was famous in ancient times for 
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its production of sugar. But whether the name of the city was applied to the country 

or that of the country to its chief city cannot be determined in the present state of 

our knowledge.75 In 7th century Sasā̒ṅka, the Gauḍa king, had undoubtedly his capital 

at Karṇasuvarṇa, represented by the ruin of Rājbāḍīdaṅgā six miles (9.6 km.) south-

west of present Berhampur, headquarters of the Murshidabad district.76 Hiuen-

Tsang is also of the view that the capital of Gauḍa was Karṇasuvarṇa situated not 

very far from the Raktaviṭi (Lo-to-wei-chi) monastery.77 Raktaviṭi is iden fied with 

Rāṅgamā  in the Murshidabad district. So it seems to suggest that the centre of 

Gauḍa was formed by the territories in and around the Murshidabad district. There 

is a story linking Gauḍa with Rāḍha region. The Haraha Inscription of 554 AD reveals 

the fact that Īsā̒navarman Maukhari defeated the Gauḍa people who lived near the 

sea.78 This information is also supported by two Medinipur Copper-plate grants of 

Sasā̒ṅka (595-619AD)79 and the Gurgi Inscription of the 11th century AD.80 Another 

fact is that the city of Gauḍa was built in its present site to the south of Malda a er 

some me, probably in the age of the Pālas. 

In modern mes, the name Gauḍa is o en used in Bengali literature in order 

to denote the whole region inhabited by the Bengali speaking people. It is likely that 

a little unit of Murshidabad was ini ally called as Gauḍa. A erwards the en re 

kingdom was renamed as Gauḍadesa̒. Thus the area overlaps with most of the area 

of U ar-Rāḍha, as is going to be men oned below. Kṛiṣhṇa Mish̒ra, an 11th or 12th 

century author in his book Prabodha-chandrodaya men ons that Gauḍa-rāṣhṭra 

includes Rāḍha and Bhurish̒reṣhthikā, identified with Bhurshut, Hooghly and Howrah 

districts.81 The country became very popular during the period of Sasā̒ṅka. However, 

in a sense, the Gauḍa country seems to have comprised with the present district of 

Murshidabad together with the southern most areas of the Malda district of Bengal. 

The loca on of Gauḍadesa̒ and Puṇḍravardhana always kept overlapping. Bhaviṣya 

Purāṇa has given a sa sfactory solu on in this regard. Puṇḍravardhana comprised of 

seven desa̒s, viz., I) Gauḍa II) Varendra (Malda-Rajshahi-Bogra region), III) Niviti IV) 
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Suhma-desa̒ V) Jhārikhaṇḍa (Santal Pargaṇas District) called jāṅgala apparently 

meaning ‘jungly’ VI) Varāhabhūmi (Barabhum in the Purulia District) and VII) 

Vardhamāna (Burdwan).82 The locali es forming the Gauḍa country according to the 

same tradition are: 1) Navadvipa (in the Nadia District), 2) Santipura (in the Nadia 

District), 3) Maulapattana (Mollai in the Hooghly District), 4) Kantakapattana (Katwa 

in the Burdwan District).83 The tradition would imply that the Gauḍa country 

comprised the present Murshidabad district together with parts of the Nadia, 

Burdwan and Hooghly districts of West Bengal. It extended into Malda during the 

me of Pāla and Sena kings. Thus, from the Bhaviṣya Purāṇa, Gauḍa also appears as 

a unit of the Puṇḍravardhana. 

Hiuen-Tsang who travelled to India in the 7th century A.D. describes 

Karṇasuvarṇa as the name of both the kingdom and the capital of Sasā̒ṅka. At the 

same time Bāna, the court poet of Harṣa, who ruled in the same me of Sasā̒ṅka, 

calls her patron as the ‘Lord of the North’ and gauḍādhipa. There is no doubt that 

Gauḍa was the usual name of Hiuen-Tsang’s kingdom of Karṇasuvarṇa.84 The Chinese 

pilgrim dis nguishes the above country from Puṇyavardhana or Puṇḍravardhana in 

north Bengal, Samataṭa in south-east Bengal and Tāmralipti in south-west Bengal. 

Indian literature also separates Gauḍa from that of other parts of Bengal. The 

Arthasā̒stra describes the tex le products of Vaṅga and Puṇḍra alongside Suhma, 

Samataṭa, Lauhitya (the Brahmaputra valley), Gauḍaka (Gauḍa), Pauṇḍra 

(Puṇḍravardhana), Tāmralip ka (Tāmralipta) and Vardhamāna.85  

It is known that a er the fall of the Guptas the Gauḍas established an 

independent monarchy in the sixth century A.D. Gauḍa became famous under the 

leadership of Sasā̒ṅka. He extended his territory across a vast area of Bengal, Bihar 

and Orissa.  Besides Sasā̒ṅka, four other names of kings who ruled over   Gauḍa 

consecu vely before Sasā̒ṅka, are also yielded by the inscription. The kings are 

Jayanāga, Dharmāditya, Gopachandra and Samāchāradeva, who ruled in the 6th 

century AD.86 Under the vigorous rule of these monarchs, Gauḍa appears   to have 



30 
 

extended its power over the neighboring territories. One of the kings of Gauḍa 

mentioned above fought with the Maukhari King Isā̒navarman about the middle of 

the 6th century. Another conquered and annexed Kāmarupa to his empire around 

the close of that century.87 A er the death of Sasā̒ṅka the sun of Gauḍa can be said 

to have ex nguished and it became a territory of the Pāla Empire. The Pāla emperors 

were said to have been known as vaṅgapa  (Lord of Vaṅga) and gauḍesv̒ara (Lord of 

Gauḍa).The Sena kings also called themselves gauḍesv̒ra. Since then, Gauḍa and 

Vaṅga were considered to be interchangeable names for the whole of Bengal. In the 

early Muslim period, Gauḍa used to be a city of Lakṣmaṇāva  and has been renamed 

as Lakhnauti in present-day Malda. 

In order to determine the limits of Gauḍa, various cities, which served as the 

capital of the state of Gauḍa from me to me should also be men oned. The first 

capital of Gauḍa was probably Karṇasuvarṇa established by Sasā̒ṅka. A detailed 

description was given by the Chinese pilgrim in the 7th century AD. The identification 

of Karṇasuvarṇa has recently been made on impeccable archaeological evidences 

found at Rājbāḍidāṅgā in the district of Murshidabad as already men oned. The last 

reference to Karṇasuvarṇa can be found in Karpūramañjari.88 Therea er no 

informa on is available on how the grand old city of Karṇasuvarṇa came to an end. 

Next to Karṇasuvarṇa, Champa has been referred to as the capital of Gauḍa 

in the Anargharāghava of the poet Murāri in the 8th century AD. At that me, the 

Pāla Empire had already been established and they had founded the capital city of 

Champa. The city was located in present Bhagalpur (same as Champānagarī in the 

Āin-i-Ākbarī) in ancient Aṅga-Magadha country, and was ruled by Dharmapāla and 

Devapāla who had assumed the tle of gauḍeśvara. Pāla king Rāmapāla founded 

another capital on the north of Ganges and named it Rāmāvati (referred to in the 

Āin-i-Ākbarī as Ramāu ).Moreover, the water-fortress (jaladūrga) men oned in the 

Gurgi inscrip on might have been another Gauḍa-capital. The modern Samudragarh 

near Navadvipa has been identified with jaladūrga. Dhoyī in his Pavanadūta has 
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mentioned Vijayapura, a royal residence of Gauḍa.89 It was in all probability a new 

capital of Gauḍa. It has been suggested that perhaps Vijayapura might have been 

built on the very site of the present Samudragarh, where the previous capital of 

jaladūrga was located. Along with Vijayapura, Lakṣmaṇasena established another 

capital and named it Lakṣmaṇāva  which is iden fied with present Gauḍa.90 The 

Gaṅgā ran between the ci es of Rāmāva  and Lakṣmaṇāvatī which lay to the north 

and the south of the river respectively. Both of them were around modern Malda. 

About a century after the establishment of the Gauḍa kingdom under 

Sasā̒ṅka, Gauḍa’s name was used in general sense to indicate the countries of 

Eastern India. In Daṇḍin’s Kāvyadarsa̒ written in the seventh century A.D., we find 

Gauḍa as Prācya, i.e., Eastern India. Daṇḍin draws a dis nc on between the Gauḍa 

or eastern and the Vaidarbha or southern styles. The applica on of the name in the 

general sense of Āryāvarta or North India can also be traced elsewhere in literature 

.There is a tradition regarding king Bhoja (circa 1000-55 A.D.) of the Paramāra 

dynasty of Mālava which claims that he ruled over both Gauḍa and Dakṣināpatha for 

a little over 55 years. This description often confused the scholars. Scholars 

concluded that Bhoja extended his territory over Gauḍa which indicates the whole of 

north India and over Dakṣināpatha or south India. It can be said from the above 

statement that Bhoja ruled over the whole of India including both its northern and 

southern halves. Thus in a limited sense it can be said that Gauḍa is an ancient 

division of Bengal among many others. The term initially denoted a small area, but it 

came to denote a larger area in subsequent times. Sometimes it overlapped with the 

other divisions of Bengal, which was quite the norm in that period. 

1.1.4. Rāḍha 

Rāḍha or Rāḍhā is another territorial unit frequently referred to in both 

literary and epigraphic records under various names such as Rāḍha, Raḍa, Lāḍha, 

Laḍa, Lāṭa, Lāla, Rāla, Rāḍhī, Rārā, Rāl, Sumha etc. The unit falls to the west of the 
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Bhagirathi. The present districts of Birbhum, Bankura, Burdwan, Hoogly, Howrah and 

Medinipur in West Bengal were under the territory of Rāḍha. The old lateritic 

alluvium formed the historic land. This area was situated on the rich banks of the 

rivers such as Ajay, Damodar, Rupnarayan, Kasai and Bhagirathi-Hughli Rivers, with 

rich alluvium soil and mature deltas.91 It is bounded by the Rājmahal and 

Chotanagpur plateau on the west and Padmā and Bhāgīrathī rivers on the east. The 

region hosted an ancient civilization though not much of its ancient history is 

available.92 

The varia ons of the name Rāḍha are found in different sources. The name of 

an ancient Indian people, Gaṅgāriḍai has been referred to in Greek literature. It is 

some mes considered to be a Greek corrup on of ‘Gaṅgā-Rāḍha’. The Greek writer 

Diodorus Siculus has men oned that the river Ganges cons tuted the eastern border 

of Gaṅgāriḍai. Based on this statement and the identification of the Gaṅges with 

Bhāgīrathī-Hoogli, Gaṅgāriḍai can be iden fied with the Rāḍha region. However, 

other writers like Plutarch, Cur us, and Solinus men on that Gaṅgāriḍai was located 

in the eastern part of the Gaṅgā river. In addition, Pliny writes that Gaṅgāriḍai 

occupied the en re territory in the mouth of the Gaṅges.93 From this, it is 

understood that the Gaṅgāriḍai region comprised West Bengal and the greater 

coastal region of Bangladesh, from Bhāgīrathī-Hughli River in West Bengal to the 

Padmā River of present day of Bangladesh. However according to D.C. Sircar, the 

word ‘Gaṅgāriḍai’ is simply the plural for ‘Gaṅgāriḍ’ and it is derived from the base 

‘Gaṅgā’. It means Gaṅgā people.94  

The earliest literary reference to Rāḍha, Lāḍha, and Laḍa is to be found in 

Jaina chronicle Āchāraṅgasūtra. Here we find that Mahāvīra travelled the pathless 

country of Vajjabhūmi and Subbabhūmi in the 6th century BC aiming to promote his 

religion.95 During his journey the people treated him very badly. They provoked their 

dogs to bite him. These two names Vajjabhūmi and Subbabhūmi were replaced by 

Dakṣhiṇa-Rāḍha and U ara-Rāḍha in the 9th or 10th century AD. The fact indicates 
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that the people of Rāḍha of western Bengal were very savage and barbaric at that 

time. Dipavaṁsa̒ and Mahāvaṁsa̒ refer to the tradition that Vijaya, who hailed from 

Siṁhapura in Lāla, conquered Srilanka .This ‘Lāla’ is iden cal with Rāḍha.96 

The earliest epigraphic reference to Rāḍha is possibly found in an inscrip on 

from Mathura. It indicates the erection of a Jaina image at the request of a Jain a 

monk, an inhabitant of the territory of Rāra.97 Scholars have iden fied this loca on 

with Rāḍha or Western Bengal.98 The succeeding reference has been found in the 

Khajuraho inscription of 1059 V.S.99 It claims that the queens of Kāñchī, Andhra, 

Rāḍha and Aṅga were imprisoned by the Chāndella king, Dhaṅgadeva. It is known 

from the Naihā  Copper-plate Inscrip on of Vallālasena (1160-1178 AD)100 that 

Rāḍha was the ancestral se lement of the Senas. The Deopāra Inscrip on of 

Vijayasena also provides us with the fact that Sāmantasena, the founder of the royal 

Sena Dynasty, took shelter in a hermitage on the bank of the Ganges in his old 

age.101 The hermitage was located in Rāḍha. The Bhūvaneśhvara Inscrip on of Bhaṭṭa 

Bhavadeva102 records that Rāḍha was a waterless, dry and forested region. The 

description is very similar to the weather of parts of West Bengal such as Burdwan. A 

tradition mentioned in Digvījaya Prakāsá locates Rāḍha to the north of the river 

Damodara and to the west of Gauḍa. Tābāqat-i-Nāsirī also suggests that the territory 

of Rāḍha was located to the west of the river Gaṅgā and formed the left wing of 

Lakhnauti.103 

The unit of Rāḍha is further divided into two parts- Dakṣiṇa Rāḍha (South) 

and Uttara Rāḍha (North) with the Ajaya river as their border.104 Tirumālāi Rock 

Inscription of the 13th regnal year (1025 A.C) of Rājendra Chola of Chola dynasty 

refers to the two divisions of Rāḍha, northern (Uttira Lāḍam) and southern (Takkana-

Lāḍam).105 The earliest reference to Uttara Rāḍha is found in Indian Museum Plate of 

the Gaṅga King Devendravarmana in the 9th century AD.106 The Belāva Copper-plate 

of Bhojavarmana107 men ons that Siddbāla was a village in U ara-Rāḍha. The 

Naihā  Grant of Vallālasena108 also describes U ara Rāḍha as maṇḍala of bhukti of 
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Vardhamāna. Sak pura grant of Lakṣmaṇasena109 mentions U ara-Rāḍha as a 

territorial unit denoting an area which at least partly included the Mayuraksi Valley 

flowing through the Birbhum district. Among the sites belonging to U ara-Rāḍha are 

Rājbaḍidāṅga and Gītagrāma in Murshidabad, Paikor, Batikar, Bahiri Kags and 

Kotasur in Birbhum, and Vallala Rājār Ḍhibi in Nadia.  

The men on of Dakṣhina-Rāḍha is also found in the Gaonri plates of Vākpa  

Muñja (981 AD).110 In the well-known Tirumālāi Rock Inscrip on of Rājendra 

Chola,111 Takkana-Lāḍam (Dakṣina-Rāḍha) was separated from Daṅḍabhuk , 

Vāṅgalādesa̒ and U ara-Rāḍha. The 10th century author Srīdhara Bhaṭṭa who 

composed the famous philosophical work Nyāyakandalī in the year 913 A.D. was 

born in a village called Bhūrisṛṣṭi. This Bhūrisṛṣṭi is identified within the territory of 

Dakṣiṇa Rāḍha.112 The Prabodhacandrodāya of Kṛiṣṇa Misr̒a113 suggests that 

Bhurisr̒eṣthikā, identified with modern Bhusrsut on the Damodar in the Hoogly 

district, belonged to Dakṣiṇa-Rāḍha. Rupendra K.Chattopadhyaya114 therefore claims 

that a large part of West Bengal belongs to what was formerly Dakṣiṇa Rāḍha, placed 

between Ajay and Damodar river. It includes a large section of Burdwan, Howrah, 

Hooghly and Burdwan districts. Dakṣhiṇa Rāḍha's southern boundary could have 

extended up to the Rupnarayan river, and its western border crossed Damodar river 

and is now in the Arambagh subdivision. The well-known archaeological sites like 

Betor in Howrah, Saptagrām and Garh Mandaran in Hoogli, Bharatpur and 

Mangalkot in Burdwan and possibly Dihar and Puskarana in Bankura, belonged to 

Dakṣina Rāḍha. On the other hand sites such as Rājbaḍidāṅga and Gitagram in 

Murshidabad, Paikar, Ba kar, Bāhiri, Kagas and Kotāsur in Birbhum, and Vallāla Rājār 

Ḍhibi in Nadia were in U ara Rāḍha. From 16th century A.D. we encounter the name 

of Rāḍha in Bengali literature. All poets have wri en about the glorious past of 

Rāḍha from Vrindābon Dāsa and Lochana Dāsa up to Bhārata Chandra and Narahari 

Chakravarti of 18th century AD. 
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1.1.5. Suhma 

Generally the region of Suhma is some mes iden fied with Rāḍha. According 

to the Āchāraṅga Sū a, Suhma formed a part of the Rāḍha country.115 Patañjali in 

his Mahābhāṣya refers to Sumha along with Vaṅga and Puṇḍra.116 The epic 

descrip on of the eastern conquests of Bhīma makes the country of the Suhmas 

dis nct from Vaṅga, Tāmralipta as well as the sea-coast region.117 Suhma is also 

dis nguished from the sea-coast and the country of the Vaṅgas lying within the 

streams of the Ganges, in the Raghuvaṁsa̒ of Kālidāsa.118 From these two accounts, 

it is clear that the Suhma country  was situated on the northern side of Tāmralipta( 

modern Tamluk in the district of Midnapore).It lay a little to the interior but not very 

far from the sea-coast and to the west of Vaṅga, apparently on the other side of the 

Bhāgīrathī. But this information is not enough to identify Suhma more accurately. 

The boundaries of the Suhma country, like those of all other states, changed from 

time to time. In the Dasa̒kumāracharita Tāmralipta is mentioned as a part of 

Suhma.119 In the Raghuvaṁsa̒, Tāmralipta is omi ed, but apparently it was then a 

part of Vaṅga which seems to have extended up to the river Kapisa, the modern 

Kāsāi flowing to the east of modern Tamluk. Therefore, Suhma might have been 

included in the large kingdom of Karṇasuvarṇa during that me. Thus it can be 

assumed that the ancient settlement of Suhma extended over the southern stretch 

of the west bank of the Gaṅgā-Bhāgīrathī comprising the southern part of modern 

Bardhaman, most of Hoogli, and Howrah.120 In later mes the area came to be 

known as southern Rāḍha; indeed, Nilakantha, the commentator on the 

Mahābhārata, said that Suhma and Rāḍha were one and the same.121 Still later, the 

name Suhma disappeared and gave way to the more comprehensive name of Rāḍha. 

1.1.6. Vaṅga 
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Vaṅga was an ancient janapada or human settlement in the history of 

eastern Bengal of history.122 This unit was mainly restricted to Dhaka-Faridpur-

Munshiganj and Barisal areas of present Bangladesh. B.N. Mukherjee suggests that 

the area covered the modern districts of 24-Parganas (both north and south), Hoogli, 

Howrah, Medinipur, and parts of Burdwan (and also of Birbhum, Bankura and 

Nadia). He also adds that the coastal region of present Bangladesh up to the mouth 

of the Padmā during the first three or four centuries AD were included under the 

unit.123 Geographically, it was composed of the Ganges Delta. The rivers such as 

Bhāgīrathī, Padmā and Meghna surrounded the unit and its boundaries have 

changed from time to time.  

The name Vaṅga, indicating a people and also a state, is mentioned for the 

first time in Aitareya Āraṇyaka.124 Here they are represented as a group of people 

who were associated with the Magadhas. Vaṅgas have been men oned in the 

Baudhāyana Dharmasūtra125 as a group of people who lived in areas beyond the 

pale of the Aryan civilization. In the Purāṇas, other people are mentioned along with 

Vaṅgas, such as Aṅga, Magadha, Mudgaraka, Puṇḍra, Videha, Tāmralipta and 

Prāgjyyo sa. The earliest reference to Vaṅga as a territorial unit is found in the 

Arthasā̒stra. Here we find an area famous for and enriched with white and soft 

cotton fabrics.126 The references in the Mahāniddesha (2nd century A.D.) and the 

Milindapanho (c 1st or 2nd Century A.D.) indicate that there was a coastal area 

approachable from the sea in the territory of Vaṅga. Some indication of its location 

and its political power can also be gleaned from Kālidāsa’s Raghuvaṁsa̒. Raghu, the 

hero of Raghuvaṁsa̒, came to Vaṅga a er having defeated Sumha. Then he set up a 

pillar to mark the victory in the islands situated between the channels of the Ganges 

where people fought in their boats.127 So the story indicates that the loca on of 

Vaṅga is on the eastern side of the Hooghly branch of the Bhāgīrathī.The Sumha 

lived on the other side. Mehrauli Inscription of Chandra indicates that the King 

Chandra ex rpated his enemies from the Vaṅga country in ba le.128 According to 



37 
 

Yaso̒dhara, a commentator on the Kāmasūtra of Vātsyāyana, Vaṅga lies to the east of 

the Lauhitya (the Brahmaputra).129 Thus it may be inferred that the loca on of Vaṅga 

was in the triangular deltaic land between the two main streams of the Ganges-the 

Bhāgīrathī and the Padmā. This was probably what the Classical Greek and Latin 

writers referred to by the term Gangāriḍai or Gañge. The inhabitants of this area 

naturally were well-known for their naval power.130 The Chinese text Wei-luch (3rd 

Century AD) referred to Pan-Yech, i.e., Vaṅga, as the country of Han-yuch (Xan-

gywat) or the Gaṅḡa.131 

According to the Great Epic,132 the sage Dīrghatamas and Sudeṣṇa, queen of 

Bali, gave birth to five sons who were named Aṅga, Vaṅga, Kaliṅga, Puṇḍra, Suhma 

and the lands conquered by them came to be known after their names. This story is 

loosely supported by the Purāṇas. Among them, Vaṅga, Puṇḍra and Sumha formed 

three important principalities over Bengal’s territorial area in the early stage.133 This 

story a ests to the fact that the kingdom of Vaṅga as a janapada existed in the Epic 

period extending roughly from 4th century B.C. to 4th century AD.134 The story of 

Dīrghatamas also indicates that in ancient India, ṛṣis and saints used to take an active 

role in spreading the Aryan civilization to remote areas.135  

In the Mehrauli Iron Pillar Inscription of King Chandra,136 dated to the 5th 

century AD Vaṅga has been men oned for the first me as a janapada. The name of 

Vaṅga used as Vāngalādesa̒m in the Tirumālāi Rock Inscrip on of Rājendra Chola, 

dated 1025 AD.137 Like the other janapadas, with the change of power, the regional 

jurisdiction of Vaṅga expanded at times beyond its boundaries or contacted within 

its boundaries. So it is a very difficult task to demarcate the exact boundary of any 

janapada like Vaṅga in the ancient period. But the available sources help us to 

hypothesize that at least in the 12th century AD, Vaṅga (in some accounts Bang or 

Bāngālāh) generally related to the eastern and southern Bengal,138 lying on the 

western side of the Bhāgīrathī including Chittagong and Dacca Division.139 
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The epigraphical sources reveal that there were two sub-divisions of Vaṅga 

named Vikramapura-bhāga and Nāvya-bhāga.140 In the later Pāla period we find 

Vaṅga divided into two parts: northern and southern (Anuttara).The Kāmāuli 

Copper-plate of Vaidyadeva distinctly refers to Anu ara-Vaṅga or southern Vaṅga.141 

It implies sharply the existence of Uttara-vaṅga (Northern Vaṅga). It has been 

suggested that Gaṅgā served as the boundary between north and southern Vaṅga. 

The two divisions of Vaṅga implied in Vaidyadeva’s Grant might have been identical 

to the two bhāgas of the same territory mentioned in the later Sena inscriptions, 

namely the Vikramapura-bhāga and Nāvya.142 King Vallālasena (c 1058-117AD) 

divided his territory of Bengal into five principali es or divisions. The divisions are 

Rāḍha, Bāgdi, Vaṅga, Varendra and Mithilā.143 Thus, the fact is that during the Sena 

period Vaṅga was assimilated within the Sena Kingdom, but it existed as a separate 

administrative unit. 

Vaṅga rose as an independent kingdom in the 6th century A.D. Gopachandra 

(525-540), Dharmāditya (540-560 AD) and Samāchārdeva (560 AD) were powerful 

rulers of this unit. They issued seven copperplates which suggest that the territory 

extended over an area from Baleswar in Orissa, through the southern part of West 

Bengal (Vardhanamāna bhukti) to the southern part of Bangladesh (Navyāvakāsi̒kā 

and Varakamaṇḍala).These include three copper plates from Jayarāmapura, 

Mallasarul and Faridpur issued by Gopachandra, two Faridpur copper plates issued 

by Dharmāditya, and two others, the Kurpala and Ghugrahati copper plates, issued 

by Samāchārdeva.144 From the 10th to the middle of 13th century A.D. Vaṅga was 

under the rule of the Chandras, the Varmanas, and finally the Senas. 

From the above discussion it is very difficult to ascertain the exact loca on of 

Vaṅga in different periods of history because its territorial areas changed from me 

to time. Though it extended over a vast area, but in the Sena period the territorial 

jurisdic on of Vaṅga had contracted, and on the eve of the Muslim invasion, the 

name Vaṅga was in vogue deno ng a small por on of Bengal. But it gradually 
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extended its territorial jurisdiction and ultimately came to denote the entire land 

with the name of Bengal. 

1.1.7. Vaṅgāla 

Another territorial unit sometimes considered iden cal with Vaṅga, named 

Vaṅgāla, was a well-known division of ancient Bengal. The unit phone cally similar 

to Vaṅga denotes south-eastern Bengal in general. The location of Vaṅgāla and its 

rela on with Vaṅga deserve special a en on. It might have had a separate existence 

at a certain period of me. Vaṅga no doubt is older than Vāṅgalā and it can be traced 

back to the Epic Age.145 Dr. H. C. Roychowdhury is of the opinion that ‘Vaṅga’ and 

‘Vāṅgalā’ are two separate countries and he suggests that Vāṅgalā was probably 

iden cal with Chandradvīpa.146 Several inscriptions of south India and the Tārikh-i-

Firuzsh̒āhi147 mention Vaṅga and Vaṅgāla separately.148 On the other hand, P.L. Paul 

states that Vaṅga and Vaṅgāla cannot be counted as two separate countries.149 

Vaṅgāla is probably thought to be an etymological varia on of Vaṅga, possibly made 

by southerners and foreigners.150 We do not find any mention of Vaṅgāla before 10th 

century AD. 

Originally Vaṅgāla denoted the coastal areas of south-eastern Bengal.151 Thus 

the territory overlapped with the Nāvya sub-division of Vaṅga. This area may be co-

extensive with Chandradvīpa (present Barishal division in Bangladesh). This was the 

stronghold of the Chandras before the expansion of their rule over the whole of 

Vaṅga. Thus the terms gradually superceded Vaṅga in ordinary use and at a certain 

point, started denoting the entire land comprising all the previous janapadas or 

divisions in its jurisdic on in subsequent mes. Thus Vaṅga proper was now included 

in the new kingdom of Vaṅgāla. As a result of this, the name Vaṅgāla could be 

optionally used in an expanded sense to indicate a large area in east Bengal that 

formed part of the kingdom of Srīchandra (of the Chandra dynasty) and his 
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successors. By this me, Vaṅga and Vaṅgāla apparently signified more or less the 

same territory.152 

The earliest reference to Vaṅgāla is found in the Nesari plates (805 AD) of the 

Rāṣtrakūṭa king Govinda III. It speaks of Dharmapāla as the king of Vaṅgāla.153 The 

name is often used in records and works later than 10th century A.D. The Tirumālāi 

Inscription (1025 AD) of Rājendra Chola speaks of king Govinda Chandra of Chandra 

dynasty as the Lord of Vaṅgāladeśa.154 In the Āblur Inscrip on, Vaṅga and Vaṅgāla 

have been mentioned as two separate countries.155 Lāmā Tārānātha, a great Tibetan 

Buddhist monk used the term Bhāṅgalā instead of Vaṅgāla to differentiate it from 

Rāḍha and Varendra.156 After a vivid observation, Abul Fazl comments, Bāṅgāl’s 

(Vaṅgāla) original name was Bang (Vaṅga).Its former rulers raised hillock. It was ten 

yards in height and twenty yards in breadth, throughout the province. These were 

called al. The name of Bāṅgāl might have come from this suffix.157 

It is recorded in the Raghuvaṁsa̒ that the Vaṅga people were defeated in the 

land watered by the lower streams of the Ganges.158 From the epigraphic references 

it is revealed that Vaṅga comprised the Vikramapura region of Dacca and Faridpur 159 

and the Nāvya region most probably the Faridpur and Buckergunge districts.160 Thus 

it indicates that Vaṅga certainly includes at least the part of present Dacca, Faridpur 

and Buckergunge districts.161 Thus it is clear that the southern part of the Vaṅga 

region became known for the first time as Vaṅgāla, as known from many references. 

In course of time the region acquired a separate iden ty as Vāṅgalā. 

European writers of the 16th and the 17th centuries mentioned a city of 

Bengala near the Meghna estuary i.e. the confluence of the Padmā and the Meghna. 

This estuary extends over the wide area between the districts of Buckergunge and 

Chittagong in East Pakistan. Here Bengala is evidently a foreign corrup on of 

Vāṅgalā. R.C. Majumdar, in this connection, has suggested that this late medieval 

city of Bengala which was situated near modern Chi agong was the capital of the 

ancient Vāṅgalādesa̒. The city of Bengala was also famous for its sea port.162 



41 
 

Thus, the above discussion shows that the two words ‘Vaṅga’ and ‘Vāṅgalā’ 

are indiscriminately used in various sources. Sometimes both are mentioned 

together. Most probably the term Vaṅgāla first became popular in South India. From 

the references of the South Indian inscrip on, it can be seen that the word ‘Vāṅgāla’ 

used to refer to a part of Vaṅga and does not refer to a separate unit of Vaṅga. In this 

connection, D.C. Sircar stated that the Chandras of south-east Bengal are sometimes 

represented as lords of Chandradvīpa and sometimes as lords of Vāṅgalādeśa. The 

connotation of the name began to expand with the expansion of the Chandra 

Kingdom of Vaṅgāla over wide areas of south-east Bengal.  

1.1.8. Samataṭa 

Samataṭa is another ancient regional unit of south-east Bengal, whose name 

is not ethnic, but descriptive. Since Samudragupta’s time the unit had a distinct 

identity and was well-known and well-recognised. It was located at mouth of the 

Brahmaputra River (near Comilla) in the south-east of Bengal. It includes the areas of 

Noakhali, Comilla, Chittagong and adjacent areas in present Bangladesh and some 

parts of present Tripura in India. Geographically it was a low-land constituted by 

delta and flood plains made by the activities of the rivers Surma and Meghna. It was 

on the surface of Trippera, with the low hill range of Lālmāi as its eastern end.163 

Prac cally the river Meghna formed the western boundary of Samtaṭa separating 

her from the rest of Bengal. This separation makes her distinct geographical entity 

from Vaṅga as well as its close proximity with Devaka and Kāmrupa as frontier belt of 

Samudragupta's empire.164 Cunningham is of   the opinion that Samataṭa is to be 

identified with the delta of the Ganges including the Sunderbans between the 

Huranghata river and Bukerganj.165 He further added that Samataṭa is a place 

covering 200 or 217 miles to the south of Kāmarūpa and 150 miles to the east of 

Tāmralip .166 
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In the Allāhābād Pillar Inscrip on of Samudragupta Samataṭa is men oned as 

a fron er state along with Dāvaka, Kāmarūpa, Nepala and Karttrpora.167 Varāhamihir 

who lived in the beginning of the 6th century AD also men ons Samataṭa as 

geographical unit.168 The Chinese pilgrim named Hiuen-Tsang, who visited India in 

the 7th century A.D., described it as a low and moist sea-side area with Buddhist 

monasteries. He men ons that he reached Samataṭa a er a southward journey of 

1200 or 1300 li from Kāmarupa and that the country was more than 3000 li(about 

800kms) in circuit.169 He indicates that the land was a Buddhist centre. On the basis 

of the statement of Hiuen-Tsang, it may be assumed that Samataṭa was bounded on 

one side by the sea, and concluded that ‘the districts of 24Parganas, Khulna, 

Buckerganj etc, standing near the sea, were incorporated into Samataṭa’.170 

Further informa on for the loca on of Samataṭa is provided by I-tsing, who 

men ons the king Rājbhaṭa ruling over Samataṭa. This king is iden fied with 

Rājarājabhaṭṭa of the Khaḍga dynasty, mentioned in Ashrafpur Copper-plate.171 The 

king ruled from the capital of Karmānta-Vāsaka. On the basis of above sources M. 

Harunur Rashid suggested that Karmānta-vāsaka was the 2nd capital of Samataṭa.172 

The capital is iden cal with modern Baḍkamtā in the district of Tipperah (present 

Tripura), situated twelve miles west of Comilla.173 The fact tes fies that Samataṭa 

extended up to Tipperah (present Tripura).174 Further information is corroborated by 

Baghaura and Nārāyanpur Image Inscrip ons of the reign of Mahīpāla I and the 

Mehār Copper-plate of Dāmodaradeva.175 It refers to also a place named 

Vilikāndhaka in Samataṭa. It has been identified with the present village of 

Bilakindhuai in the Tippera district. The Kailan Copper plate of Sridharana Rāta also 

refers to Devaparvata as the headquarter of Samataṭa,176 now styled 

sārvatobhadraka (square or rectangle-shaped), encircled by the river Kṣīrodā like a 

moat. Elephants played in its water, and its banks were adorned by a cluster of 

boats.177  
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Samataṭa was created a er the fall of the Mauryan Empire, sometime after 

the death of Aso̒ka in 232 B.C. Thereafter it has been incorporated into the Gupta 

Empire by Samudragupta, around 335 A.D. After the fall of the Gupta dynasty 

political unrest arose in north India and also in Bengal. Depending on the scope and 

the situation, some small dynasties ruled here, sometimes independently and 

sometimes under someone else’s control. Not much is known about the kingdom’s 

history. But it is known that it was ruled by Buddhist kings in 7th century A.D. Thus 

we find here five capitals of Samataṭa in five different consecu ve phases of history 

from 6th to 13th century AD, namely Kripura,178 Karmānta-vāsaka,179 Vikrampura,180 

Devaparvata, 181and Paṭṭikera.182 

1.1.9. Harikela 

Another geographical unit in ancient Bengal that existed in the tracts of 

south-east Bengal was Harikela or Harikeli or Holikola. There is some controversy 

among the scholars on the issue of the exact location of the area. Some scholars 

locate the division as a neighbour of the Samataṭa and iden fy it with Srīhaṭṭa or 

Srīhaṭṭadesa̒ now known as Sylhet.183 After careful observation, Adhir Chakravarti 

identifies Harikela with Noakhali, Comilla, parts of Tippera and Chittagong districts, 

but claims that it did not extend up to Srīhaṭṭa, at least not before the reign of 

Srīchandra.184 I-tsing, the 7th century Chinese traveler, has defined its position as the 

eastern limit of the eastern India.185 The evidence of this information is supported by 

that of the Karpūramañjari of Rājsékhara186 written in 9th century AD. It mentions 

girls from Harikela among women of eastern Bengal.187 The most confusing 

statement appears in two late manuscripts now in the collection of Dhaka University 

Library named the Rudrakṣa Māhātmya188 and Rupachintāmaṇikoṣa.189 They take 

‘Harikela’ as a synonym for Sylhet, without mentioning any source or evidence. This 

has created a lot of confusion. Another confusion comes from Hemachandra, the 

12th century lexicographer. In his book Abhidhanachintāmani, he equates Harikela 
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with Vaṅga.190This, however, has been contradicted in the Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa,191 

where Harikela, Vaṅga, and Samataṭa are cited as separate units. 

The most reliable document is supplied by an incomplete copper plate of 

Kān deva who lived around 9th century AD. It was discovered in an old temple in the 

Nasirabad area of Chi agong. The source clearly points out that Kān deva was the 

ruler of Harikela.192 But unfortunately no further information has been found from 

this source. The epigraphic sources such as the Rāmpāl Copper plate Inscription 

describe Trailokya Chandra (belonging to Chandra dynasty of eastern Bengal) as the 

mainstay of the royal family of Harikela,193 who became the king of Chandradvīpa 

(Bakarganj district).Two other copper plate inscrip ons of the Chandra ruler 

Srīchandra (930-975 AD), the Dhulla and Madanpur Copper-plate inscriptions, also 

furnish the fact that the Chandras belonged to the landowners of Rohitagiri under 

the kings of Harikela.194 The above facts indicate that first Trailokyachandra inherited 

his feudatory position, gained more power and became the mainstay of the Harikela 

king.195 But unfortunately the Chandra inscription does not provide any information 

needed for the location and identification of this kingdom. However, after careful 

analysis of the Chandra inscription and the conquests of the Chandras in Bengal, it 

can be clearly mentioned that this region was located in the Chittagong region of the 

Arakan border. The discovery of Kān deva’s copper plate inscrip on supports this 

view.196 However, the view is also supported by reliable evidence furnished by 

Harikela coins discovered at Maināma . It includes about 400 coins, including 3 

hoards consisting of 227 coins.197 A number of silver coins at Maināma  which are 

palaeograplically to be placed in the 7th-8th century A.D.198 prove the existence of 

Harikela in the 7th century AD. It is strongly indicated by the discoveries that this 

Harikela was situated in the neighbourhood of Samataṭa and towards the direc on 

of Arakan. Further evidence has been provided by the discovery of the Jobra coin 

hoard in the very heart of Chittagong. These were 36 ‘Bull and Triglyph’ type thin 
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silver coins, 35 of them with the ‘Harikela’ legend and one with the ancient Arakan 

king ‘Prītichandra’ legend. 

Though confusion prevails, it may be stated with sufficient information that 

Harikela was an important kingdom of ancient Bengal. Of all such kingdoms in this 

area, Harikela has been the best for her contribu on, but least documented. Possibly 

its situa on in an obscure corner of the country is responsible for this neglect. It is a 

complicated ma er that Noakhali, Comilla used to be a part of both Samataṭa and 

Harikela. As a solution to this problem it can be said that when a powerful dynasty 

emerged in these two regions, the regions overlapped under their rule. Therefore, it 

may be concluded on the basis of these observa ons that Vaṅga, Samataṭa and 

Harikela were separate entities in ancient Bengal. But in some places their identity 

presumably used to overlap due to their close proximity. 

1.1.10. Tāmralipta 

Tāmralipta was also a dis nct division in ancient Bengal. The main centre of 

Tāmralipta was also a famous ancient port city. It is identified with modern Tamluk in 

the modern Medinipur district.199 It is jus fied to say that Tāmralipta was the exit or 

entry point of Mauryan trade route for south and south-east Asia. It was located 

near Rupnarayan River. Tāmralipta has been referred to in the ancient literatures 

under various names such as Tāmalites,200 Dāmalipta,201 Tāmalipta,202 Tamalini,203 

Tāmalip ,204 Viṣhnugriha,205 Stambapura,206 Tāmralip ,207 Velakula,208 Tamalika,209 

Tāmraliptakas210 and Tāmralip ka.211  

Tāmralipta is men oned for the first me in Kūrma-vibhāga section of the 

Atharva-veda Pariśiṣta.212 According to the Sabhā-parva of the Mahābhārata, 

Bhīmasena fought and defeated the eastern countries including Tāmralipta.213 

Tāmralipta was one of the tribes mentioned in the Mahābhārata who paid tribute to 

the Paṇḍavas.214 They also fought for the Pāṇḍavas in the Kurukṣhetra war.215 Again 

in the Sabhāparva of the Mahābhārata, Tāmralipta is men oned as a poli cal unit 
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separate and independent from northern, eastern and central Bengal, and also from 

Suhma.216 But according to Jaina texts, it was one with either Rāḍha or Suhma. 

Sometimes it might also have formed a part of the janapada of Vaṅga.217 

Varāhamihira in 6th century AD men ons Tāmralipta as a town.218 The 

Dasa̒kumāracharita (6th century AD.) refers to Tāmralipta as situated very close to 

the sea and not far from the river Ganges.219 The Kathāsaritsāgara refers to it as 

situated near the eastern sea.220 The territory maintained a trade relation with 

China, Ceylon and the rest of the eastern coast.221 

The name of Tāmralipta as a port city is also found in the accounts of the 

foreign writers and pilgrims. Tāmralipta is men oned by Ptolemy as Tāmalites222 and 

by Pliny as Tāluctae.223 P. C. Dasgupta finds no less than fifteen textual references to 

Tāmralipta in ancient literary texts.224 In the Chinese book Shui-Ching-chu, an envoy 

was sent from Tan Mei (Tāmralipta) to Yellow Gate (Chinese royal court).225 Fā-hien 

who visited India between 405 A.D and 411 A.D during the administra on of 

Chandragupta Vikramāditya described it as a kingdom at the sea-mouth nearly fifty 

yojanās east from the city of Champā.226 He himself lived there for two years and 

then embarked on a merchant vessel and sailed to Ceylon. This fact has been 

confirmed by Ptolemy in his book Geography, where Tāmralipta is described as a 

place on the Ganges under the name of Tāmalites. The 7th century AD marked the 

visit of the Chinese travellers Hiuen-Tsang and I-tsing. In the account of Hiuen-Tsang 

Tāmralipta is recognized as a separate poli cal division. He stated, “The Kingdom of 

Tan-mo-li- , or Tāmralipta, is 1400 or 1500 li, about 250 miles in circuit, the capital is 

about 10 li. It borders on the sea. The ground is low and wet. It is regularly cultivated 

and produces flowers and fruits in abundance. The temperature is hot. The manners 

of the people are quick and hasty. The men are hardy and brave. There are both 

hereties and believers. There are about ten Saṁghārāmas with about 1000 priests. 

The Deva temples are 50 in number in which various sectaries dwell mixed together. 

The coast of this country is formed by a recess of the sea, the water and the land 
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embracing each other. Wonderful articles of value and jems are collected here in 

abundance and therefore the people of the country are in general very rich”.227 He 

mentions that it lay near an inlet of the sea where land and water communications 

met.228 He also mentions four kingdoms within the territory of Bengal viz. 

Puṇḍravardhana, Karṇasuvarṇa, Tāmralip  and Samataṭa.229The geographical 

posi on of Tāmralipta has been described in the book of I-tsing. He said, Tāmralipta 

is located 50 yojanās south of India’s eastern boundary and is about 60 yojanās from 

Mahābodhi and SrīNālandā. He no ced five or six monasteries there. This is the 

place where he embarked on his return voyage to China. The kingdom of Tāmralipta 

survived for several centuries but was eventually absorbed in the kingdom of 

Daṇḍabhuk  or South Rāḍha i.e. western Bengal.230 

In the 6th-5th century B.C. Tāmralipta had acquired importance from a 

commercial point of view because of its port city, Tāmralipta. The port of Tāmralipta 

was probably known at that me as Surama. On the basis of a Ceylonese chronicle, 

Kern points out that two merchants, Tapussa and Bhāllika came from 

Utkala(Okkalara) through the port of Surama for offering honey and other articles of 

food to the Buddha.231 Another legend in the Mahāvaṁsa mentions that during the 

reign of Tissa, king of Laṅkā, who ruled over in between 307 and 267 B.C, 

Devānāmpriya celebrated his coronation, many wonders came to pass. In the whole 

island of Lanka treasures and jewels that had been buried deep rose up to the 

surface of the earth. King Devānāmpriya decided to send pearls to his friend king 

Dhammāso̒ka, and sent four ambassadors. They voyaged from Jambukola and in 

seven days they reached Tāmralipta and from there in seven more days they arrived 

at Pāṭalipu a, and gave those gi s to king Dhammāśoka.232 It is not properly known 

exactly when Tāmralipta emerged as an International trade centre. But excavations 

carried out at Tamluk in 1951-55 and later on, indicate that the site was under 

occupation from the Neolithic to modern times.233 It may be inferred from the 

evidences furnished by Mahāvaṁsa that the Maurya King Aso̒ka had established a 
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sea-route between Tāmralipta and Srilanka.234  In the Maurya period, Tāmralipta lay 

within the Maurya kingdom. But the decline of Maurya power led to the shifting of 

the political power from Pāṭaliputra to Vidish̒ā.Thus a political disintegration 

occurred in India and under these circumstances Tāmralipta either rose to an 

independent status or might have merged with the janapada of Vaṅga or Rāḍha. It 

seems that with the emergence of the Gupta Empire some parts of Bengal were 

included in the Gupta Empire. In this period Tāmralipta became famous for the 

growth of flourishing trade and industry. In the post-Gupta period, the region fell 

under the territory of Sasā̒ṅka. This information is attested to by the discovery of 

two copper plate grants of Saśāṅka found at Medinipur.235 It is engraved that 

Saśāṅka was controlling Daṇḍabhuk  through his feudatory Somada a. Daṇḍabhuk  

may be reasonably inden fied with Danton in the Medinipur district. Sasā̒ṅka seems 

to have enjoyed his authority over the coastal parts of south-west Bengal from his 

capital Karṇasuvarṇa. The period from the mid-7th century A.D. to the middle of the 

8th century A.D. witnessed the age of poli cal chaos caused by constant change of 

government and instability in the administra ve set up of the country. Due to the 

lack of central forces, Vaṅga emerged as a separate unit in south-eastern Bengal and 

the region of Tāmralipta could also have been included in it. From the above 

discussion it may be concluded that Tamralipta played a vital role in maintaining 

connection with the neighbouring countries since the remote past. The kingdom 

maintained a peace and prosperity in the region. Moreover, it is also clear that in 

ancient mes Tāmralipta was either independently ruled or was included in other 

states. It can be assumed that the janapada or kingdom of Tāmralipta never rose 

into prominence in the politics of Bengal. 

1.1.11. Chandradvīpa 

Probably the name Chandradvīpa comes from the name of Chandra dynasty. 

The dynasty ruled over the area corresponding to the entire coastal region including 
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the island of Sandvipa, a part of the Noakhali district. In a few copperplates 

of Srīchandra,236 a well-known Chandra king Chandradvīpa has been men oned. 

From the copper plates, it appears that Trailokyachandra became the king of 

Chandradvīpa towards the beginning of the 10th century AD. There is a geographical 

name, which fragmentarily occurs as -ndradvīpa in the Madhyapada (Bakharganj 

district, Bangladesh) Inscrip on of Viśvarūpasena.237 Scholars have variously read 

this fragmentary name as Kandradvīpa, Indradvīpa, and Chandradvīpa. If the last 

reading is accepted, the modern Bakharganj district was once included in 

Chandradvīpa. The famous Buddhist deity Tārā found at Chandradvīp is illustrated in 

a manuscript dated 1015 AD.238 It is believed that Chandragomin, the grammarian, 

composed his famous hymns of Tara while he was living in Chandradvīpa in the 5th 

or 6th century AD. It appears from the South Indian texts and Āin-i-Ākbarī that 

Chandradvīp was called as Vāṅgalādeśa. It is now agreed that Sarkār Bākla (now 

Barisal, formerly Bakerganj) of Āin-i-Ākbari ̄and Chandradvīpa were same and 

identical.239 It is also known that this Chandradvīpa or the area of Bakerganj was 

within Vaṅga in the 13th century A.D. 

Thus, from the above discussion, it is clear that the different areas of what 

was known as Bengal in pre-partition days carried different geographical 

designations in ancient times. The boundaries of these territorial divisions varied in 

different epochs of history owing to the rise and fall of the political powers under 

which they were subjected. These divisions were Gauḍa (Western Bengal), 

Vaṅga(Eastern Bengal), Puṇḍravardhana and Varendrī (North 

Bengal),Suhma(Hooghly),Rāḍha(the Birbhum-Bankura-Hoogly-Howrah and a portion 

of Medinipur district),Tāmralip  or Tāmralipta (modern Tamluk in the Medinipur 

District) and Daṇḍabhuk  (Danton),Samataṭa (South-Eastern Bengal comprising 

Chi agong, Comilla and Noakhali district of present 

Bangladesh),Chandradvīpa(Barishal district of Bangladesh) and Vāṅgalā(Chi agong, 

Noakhali and Barishal districts of Bangladesh). Gauḍa and Vaṅga were the principal 
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among these and roughly denoted western and eastern Bengal. All these have come 

down to us from different epigraphical and literary records and a careful analysis of 

the relevant data would show that they were geographically connected with either 

Gauḍa or Vaṅga, i.e. Western Bengal and Eastern Bengal. In other words, there was 

some geographical overlapping and not the same region was always denoted a 

particular name in different historical epochs. 

1.2. Historical outline 

The geographical boundaries of Bengal have changed from time to time. The 

heart of Bengal is one of the largest deltas in the world, and it consists of a great 

plain of moist silt drawn by the river Ganges and Brahmaputra from the Himalayan 

Mountains. But it is very difficult to determine when the first humans se led in 

Bengal. Stone tools provide the earliest evidence of human se lements which may 

date back to a period of ten thousand years ago. The original inhabitants were non-

Aryan ethnic groups- Niṣādas or Auṣtric or Austro-Ariaties. They are now 

represented by the primitive peoples named Kol, Bhil, Santal, Sabara, Pulinda etc.240 

Stone Age equipments or pre-historic stone tools have been discovered in various 

parts of West Bengal in the districts of Medinipur, Bankura and Burdwan. But it is 

difficult to determine that when people using them first settled in Bengal. The 

remains of the Copper Age settlements of the Bengal region may be dated to a 

period 4000 years ago. In the 1960s, archaeological discoveries in some parts of 

Bengal testified to the existence of civiliza on in the first millennium BC. 

Archaeological discoveries at Pāṇḍu Rājār Ḍhibi in the valley of the Ajay River in 

Bardhaman district and in different sites on the river of Ajay, Kunar and Kopai give a 

new light in the pre-history of Bengal. Pāṇḍu Rājār Ḍhibi represents the ruins of the 

trading townships. It maintained trade relations with the countries of the 

Mediterranean region, over and the remote regions within India itself. But from the 

fourth century onwards, the history of ancient Bengal that appears to us in a more 
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or less clear light is gradually the history of the Aryan peoples and Aryan occupation 

in Bengal. 

However, due to the lack of evidence for the era before the Muslim invasion, 

reconstruction of Bengal's history is very difficult. The difficulties are felt more 

intensely for the previous period down to the 4th century A.D. when Bengal came 

under the rule of the Guptas. For this period we have to depend on very rare written 

records such as epigraphs and literary texts. Prior to the Guptas, there exist some 

stray references to Bengal in Indian and foreign literatures. Thus it is not possible to 

write a chronological history of Bengal in connection with authentic events before 

the Gupta period. Thus the early history of Bengal is almost totally shrouded in 

mystery and, to some extent, mythology.  

There is no reference to Bengal in Ṛigveda. The Aitareya Brāhmaṇa furnishes 

some information about some of the peoples of the regions in ques on. Puṇḍra, 

Andhras and Sabaras are described as living in the territory of the Ārya country and 

they are termed as Dasyus.241 The text ‘Vayāṁsi Vaṅga-vagadhas-Cerapadah’242 

appears in the Aitareya Āraṇyaka mentioned. Some scholars opine that the current 

reading of ‘Vaṅga-vagadhas’ should be Vaṅga-Magadha, which indicate the peoples 

of Vaṅga and Magadha. The Āraṇyaka refers to them as folks, who were guilty of 

transgression. Most probably the expressions in the Āraṇyaka signify old ethnic 

names. The Āraṇyaka also derogatorily compares the language of Vaṅga and 

Magadha with ‘bird language’. The Baudhāyana Dharmasūtra mentions the 

outermost belt of Āryavarta which comprised the Ārattas of the Punjab, the Puṇḍras 

of north Bengal, the Sauviras occupying parts of southern Punjab and Sind, the 

Vaṅgas of central and eastern Bengal, and the Kaliṅga of Orissa and adjoining tracts. 

The inhabitants of these regions were considered completely outside the pale of 

Vedic culture. The Baudhāyana provides expiatory rites a er a journey to the land of 

the Puṇḍras and Vaṅgas. The Mahābhārata men ons Pauṇḍraka Vāsudeva as the 

lord of Puṇḍra, who allied with Jarāsandha against Kṛiṣhṇa. In the Mahābhārata, the 
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inhabitants of Bengal’s coastal regions were described as outcastes. The 

Mahābhārata further mentions that ancient Bengal was divided into different tribes 

or kingdoms. Various janapadas were named after the tribes, such as Vaṅga 

(southern Bengal), Puṇḍra (northern Bengal), and Suhma (western Bengal). In the 

Bhāgavata Purāṇa,243 the people of Suhma are described as a peevish race along 

with the Kirātas, Hūṇas, Andhras, Pulindas, Pukkasas, Ābhiras, Yavaṇas and Khāsas. 

They are also mentioned in the Matsya Purāṇa244 and the Vāyu Purāṇa.245 Kālidāsa 

mentions that Raghu defeated a coali on of Vaṅga kings. The Jaina text 

Achāraṅgasūtra246 men ons Rāḍha inhabited by a rude barbarian people whose 

food was disgusting to the ancient monks. These sources seem to suggest that the 

people of Bengal were not Indo-Aryans. However, many Jain scriptures iden fy 

Vaṅga and Aṅga as Indo-Aryan communities in Bengal. As part of Magadha, western 

Bengal became a part of the Indo-Aryan civilization by the 7th century B.C. 

The literary references in the Vedic, Epic, and Sūtra texts both Brahmanical 

and non-Brahmanical, are not sufficient to make a definite chronological 

arrangement about the period of study. For a chronological treatment of the 

subject, it is necessary to turn to the testimony of literature, both Indian and foreign 

assignable to well-known epochs, and to that of early epigraphs. The first reference 

found in foreign literature is that in the wri ngs of Greeks. The Greek writers who 

accompanied Alexander men on that there was a powerful kingdom named 

‘Gaṅgāriḍae’ whose people were known by their dominion stretching over the five 

mouths of the Ganges. Ptolemy,247 the famous geographer, refers to five 

distributaries of Ganges namely, Kambyson(the most western), Mega, Kamberikhon, 

Pseudostomon and Antibole which are most likely to be identified with modern 

Kapisā̒ (Kāsāi), Hoogly, Kumara (branch of Mathabhanga),the estuary of the Padmā 

and Meghna and the old (Buri) Gaṅgā respectively.248 He clearly states that all the 

country up to the mouths of the Gaṅges was occupied by Gangaridai whose capital 

was Gan͂ge. Diodorus writes that Alexander received a description of the country 
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(beyond the Indus) from Phegetffe. First, he came to a desert, which would take 

twelve days to traverse; beyond this was the river called Gaṅges. It had a width of 

thirty-two stadia and it was deeper than any other Indian river. Beyond this again 

were situated the dominions of the nation of the Braisioi (Prāsii) and the 

Garidarldai.249 Almost the same view is mentioned in the account of Cartius where 

we find two peoples inhabi ng in the banks of Gaṅgā are named as ‘Gaṅgāriḍae’ and 

‘Pharrasii’.250 Strabo also men ons that Gaṅgā lay through the Gangāriḍae forming 

the eastern boundary of the latter.251 According to the Greek authors, these two 

nations could be assumed to have carried arms against Alexander under the 

leadership of the same dynasty. The king has generally been iden fied with 

Mahāpadmananda of the Nanda dynasty, who seems to be the ruler of both the 

nations. Just after the departure of Alexander, Chandragupta founded Maurya 

Dynasty over a vast region of India. It is not yet certain that Chandragupta Maurya, 

who supplanted the Nanda dynasty from Magadha, brought Gaṅgāridai under his 

authority. He is some mes called king of Prasii, but no where that of Gaṅgāriḍae. His 

grandson, the great Aso̒ka extended his territory in North Bengal as is known from 

his Brāhmī Inscrip on found at Mahāsthāngarh in the district of Bogra (now in 

Bangladesh).252 The region became a province of the Maurya Empire under the 

name of Puṇḍravardhana and Puṇḍranagara was the capital of this province. In 

addition to North Bengal, Maurya rule was established in Karṇasuvarṇa 

(Murshidabad), Tāmralipta (Hoogli) and Samataṭa (south-eastern Bengal). After the 

Mauryas, the Suṅgas and the Kaṇvas appeared in the history of Magadha. But they 

ruled over a small area. After that a number of foreign invaders came to India, but it 

is unknown whether they came up to Bengal. Among them, Greeks, Sākas, Pallavas 

and Kuṣāṇas are noteworthy. Thereafter the Guptas came to power in the history of 

Magadha. A considerable number of sources are available to rebuild the history of 

the Guptas and their ac vi es in Bengal. Some por on of North Bengal came under 

the possession of Chandragupta II. Though the whole of Bengal was conquered by 
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Samudragupta, Samataṭa and Ḍavāka became vassal kingdoms. Moreover, from the 

inscription of Meharauli Iron Pillar of Chandra,253 we know that he had defeated the 

‘Vaṅga host in the ba lefield’. So in this inscription, it is clear that various parts of 

Bengal were ruled by many independent kings, who had taken up arms against the 

Gupta kings. They were also defeated by Chandragupta II. The Dhanāidaha Copper-

plate254 and the two Dāmodarpur Copper-plates of Kumāragupta I255 and the 

Baigrām Copper-plate256 of the Gupta year 128 (AD 448) indicate that Kumāragupta I 

mightly retained his control over the region of Bengal. Northern Bengal formed an 

important administra ve division of the Gupta Empire under the name of 

Puṇḍravardhana-bhukti. The inscriptions also prove the fact that Skandagupta ruled 

over Bengal.257 The successors of Skandagupta also ruled in Bengal.258 The 

Dāmodarpur Copper-plates of Buddhagupta indicate that the northern Bengal 

formed an important part of the Gupta Empire down to the end of 5th century 

A.D.259 Like the Mauryas, Puṇḍranagara of Mahāsthāngarh was the capital of the 

province of Gupta Empire. Of Suhma and Rāḍha, the remaining parts of Bengal we 

have no detailed information for the period during which it was subject to Gupta 

rule. 

By the 6th century, the Gupta Empire came to an end. Due to the collapse of 

the Gupta Empire, several independent states emerged in northern India. The most 

important of them were the Maukharis of Kanauja, the Puṣyabhū s of Thaneswar, 

the Maitrakas of Vallabhi and the later Guptas of Mālava. The various dynasties also 

appeared in different parts of Bengal found in these independent kingdoms. Among 

them, Vaṅga and Gauḍa were prominent ones. Their location was at eastern and 

western Bengal respectively. In the 7th century, a little scope to unite the whole area 

of Bengal emerged under the leadership of Saśāṅka, the king of Gauḍa. He even 

attempted to dominate the political efforts of northern India by conquering 

Mahodoyasr̒ī (Kanauj) and formed an alliance with Devagupta of Mālava. Therea er 
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the Pālas and the Senas also tried to create a large territory in the eastern side of 

Indian sub-continent. 

1.2.1. Kingdom of Eastern Bengal 

1.2.1.1. Vaṅga Kingdom 

The Vaṅga Kingdom was the first powerful seafaring na on of South Asia, 

especially Bengal. The earliest men on of the term Vaṅga has been found in the 

Aitareya Āraṇyaka260 of the 7th-6th centuries B.C. Other important sources about 

Vaṅga are found in the Bodhāyana Dharmasūtra (4th-3rd century B.C.), the Rāmāyana 

(2nd century B.C.-2nd century A.D.) and the Mahābhārata (4th century B.C.-4th century 

A.D.), the Milinda-pan͂ha (1st century A.D.), the Nāgārjunakoṇḍa Inscription (3rd 

century A.D.) and the Meherauli Pillar Inscription of 4th century A.D. Historical 

evidences prove the fact that an imperial power first developed in Vaṅga region. A 

copper plate inscrip on discovered at Gunāighar in Tipperah district men ons 

Maharājā Srī Vainyagupta, a member of the imperial Gupta family who had assumed 

the tle of Mahārāja and had founded a kingdom.261 He issued gold coins with the 

biruda dvādasā̒ditya dated in the 507-508 AD. It is therefore reasonable to hold that 

Vainyagupta was initially a de-facto independent ruler. Subsequently taking 

advantage of political crisis he set up himself as an emperor. But the region got 

importance by the succession of three kings- Gopachandra, Dharmāditya and 

Samāchārdeva, as proven from the inscriptions.262 On paleographic basis, these 

inscriptions can be placed in the 6th century AD.263 This fact testifies to the 

disappearance of the last vestige of the authority of Imperial Guptas over the Vaṅga-

Samataṭa region of ancient Bengal on the one hand, and the emergence of a new 

kingdom therein on the other. But there is a controversy regarding the line of 

succession of the three independent rulers of Vaṅga-Samataṭa. While Pargeter264 is 

of the view that Dharmāditya preceded Gopachandra, Dr. R.C.Majumder265 and 

others have put forward arguments in favour of the reverse. Se ng aside all 
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disputes, it is perhaps reasonable to say that Gopachandra, and not Dharmāditya, 

was the earliest of the three kings known to us from the Faridpur Copper plate.266 

But we are in the dark about the rela onship of these three kings. Chronologically, 

the rule of Gopachandra, Dharmāditya and Samāchāradeva were placed between 

525 and 575 AD. It would also seem that their kingdom stretched from Vardhamana 

to Tripura and had two divisions: one was Vardhamānabhuk  and the other was 

Navyāvakāśikā.267 It appears from numisma c evidence that a er Samāchāradeva, a 

few other kings ruled in these regions, among them Pṛithujavira or possibly 

Pṛithuvīra or Pṛithivīrāja and Sudhānya or Srīsudhanyaditya being far. It is difficult to 

determine how this kingdom of eastern Bengal came to an end. It is a notion that 

the king of the ruling dynasty of Chālukya Kīr varman brought the fall of the 

independent Vaṅga kingdom. The fact is a ested to by the Mahākūṭa Inscription268 

dated 602 AD. Here we found that Kīr  Varman I, son of Pulakesi̒n I, defeated the 

kings of Aṅga, Vaṅga and Kaliṅga. It is also speculated that in the first half of the 

seventh century Vaṅga might have been included in Sasā̒ṅka's kingdom of Gauḍa in 

western Bengal. The rise of some feudal chiefs was also responsible for the decline of 

the rule of the independent Vaṅga kingdom, as it is evident that before the 7th 

century A.D. independent and feudal chiefs a ached to Bhadra, Khaḍga, and Rāta 

dynasties rose in the same region or adjoining area.  

1.2.1.2. Bhadra Dynasty 

In the post- Sasā̒ṅka period Vaṅga again emerged as an independent territory 

ruled by a line of Brāhmaṇa kings. Hiuen-Tsang refers to the kingdom of Samataṭa 

which seems to have included the major part of Vaṅga proper. There are two names 

found in literary sources. They were Jyeṣhthabhadra and Sīlabhadra.269 Hiuen-Tsang, 

the Chinese pilgrim, who came to Bengal in 637-38 A.D., men oned Sīlabhadra. He 

served as the patriarch of Nālanda and member of a Brāhmaṇa family.270 The ending 

name ‘Bhadra’ might be considered to suggest the connection of the dynasty with 
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the Bhadras, a royal family. But due to paucity of sources, it is very difficult to 

identify their relations with each other.  It is also very difficult to trace the date and 

dura on of their rule in Vaṅga. It could be assumed that they enjoyed a semi-

independent feudal status under the rulers of Karṇasuvarṇa in the first half of 7th 

century. A vassal chief named Nārāyaṇabhadra is also named in the 

Vappaghoshavāṭa grant of Jayanāga.271 Thus, the name also hints at a relation with 

the Bhadra family. But it is very difficult to draw any satisfactory conclusion about it. 

It is also difficult to suggest the actual date and duration of this rule in Samataṭa. But 

it may be inferred that this minor royal family with Bhadra-ending names appeared 

in Samataṭa or south-east Bengal in the first half of the 7th century AD. It can also be 

presumed that the Bhadra dynasty flourished in Samataṭa almost simultaneously 

with the well-known Khaḍgas and Rātas. It is the observa on of P.L. Paul that the 

claim that the Bhadras and the Khaḍgas ruled about the same time in eastern Bengal 

seems to be unwarranted,272 and that the Bhadras had been overthrown by the 

Khaḍga dynasty, a line of Buddhist kings. 

1.2.1.3. Khaḍga Dynasty 

In the 7th century AD, a dynasty was founded that ruled over Vaṅga and 

Samataṭa areas of ancient Bengal. This was the Khaḍga dynasty. This information can 

be gathered from two copper plates found at Ashrafpur 273(30 miles north-east of 

Dhaka) and a short record inscribed on the pedestal of an image of Sarv̄aṇī 

recovered at Deulbāḍi274 (14 miles south of Comilla).They have revealed the names 

of four generations275 -Nṛpadhirājā Khaḍgodyama ruling between 641 and 656 AD, 

his son Jātakhaḍga between 656 and 671 AD, the latter’s son Devakhaḍga between 

671 and 695 A.D., and Rājarāja (or Rājarājābhaṭa) between 695 and 710 AD. But 

unfortunately they hardly furnish any further historical information. The Chinese 

traveler Seng-chi276 spoke of a Buddhist king of Samataṭa called Rājabhaṭa, and I-

tsing277 reported an eastern king called Devavarma and Rājabhaṭa. The scholars have 
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taken Devavarma and Rājabhata as Devakhaḍga and Rājarājābhaṭṭa respectively. All 

of these were followers of Buddhism. It is to be noted that Khaḍgodyama was the 

founder of the kingdom. The Khaḍgas were poli cally dominant in the region of 

Vaṅga. Therefore, it seems that Devakhaḍga extended his power by overthrowing 

Rāta king Srīdharana Rāta from Vaṅga to Samataṭa. This is epigraphically supported 

by the Deulbāḍi Inscrip on of Queen Prabhāva . Devakhaḍga is also described in the 

inscription as benevolent and powerful and victorious against all enemies. 

Rājarājābhaṭa was perhaps succeeded by Balabhaṭa whose name has been found in 

a copper plate as well as in a few gold coins founded at Maināma .278 Another ruler 

named Udirnakhaḍga is mentioned in the Ashrafpur grant.279 The last part of his 

name may indicate that he too probably belonged to the Khaḍga dynasty, but the 

period of his reign is yet to be determined. The Khaḍga kings did not use any 

paramount title like parameśvara. This indicates that they were local rulers. It is 

difficult to confirm the extent of their kingdom. The Āsh̒rafpur plates refer to 

Talapataka and Da akataka, which may be iden fied respec vely with Tālpāra and 

Dātgaon villages under Rāipura upazila in Narsiṅgdi.280 Their capital was ‘Karmānta-

vāsaka’.281 Probably, ‘Karmānta-vāsaka’ was the ancient name of Badkamta, a police 

station in Tippera district.282 The possession of the Khaḍgas was extended to Tripura 

and Noakhali region. It is very difficult to ascertain when and how the rule of the 

Khaḍgas ended. The Copper-plate Inscription of king Bhavadeva of the Deva dynasty 

shows that the Khaḍgas could not keep control over the heart of Samataṭa for a long 

time and were eventually driven out by the Devas sometime at the beginning of the 

8th century A.D.283 This was possible due to the collapse of the Khaḍga power which 

happened as a result of the invasion of Yaso̒varmana of Kanauj in the second quarter 

of the same century.284 It also paved the way of establishing Gopāla’s power in the 

middle of the 8th century A.D. But it is not clearly known when Samataṭa was 

annexed to the Pāla Empire.285 We can learn from sources how the Pālas first 

achieved success in Vaṅga.286 According to the Tibetan tradi on, Gopāla was 
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originally the king of Bhāṅgāla (Vāṅgalā) and later on he annexed the neighbouring 

kingdom of Samataṭa.287  

1.2.1.4. Nātha Dynasty 

There is indication of the existence of another vassal dynasty in the 7th 

century inscription found in Tripura district. The rulers of this dynasty had names 

ending in ‘Nātha’, they came to power at an unclear date. They appeared between 

Harṣa’s death and the rise of the Khaḍgas in Eastern Bengal.288 The founder of the 

Nātha Dynasty also is unknown, but seems to have assumed the title adhimahārāja, 

or mahārājādhirāja. We also do not have any clear idea as to when he asserted his 

independence. The second king of this dynasty was Mahāsāmanta Sivanātha. His son 

Srīnātha was the next ruler who was a hero and known in history for courage in 

battle. The next king Bhavanātha was too much involved in religious rituals and gave 

up royalty in favour of his brother’s son, whose name is untraceable. The succeeding 

king Loknātha probably was the ablest ruler among the Nātha kings. There is some 

confusion regarding Lokanātha’s rise to power as the scholars are in the dark about 

the date of the Tripura grant. R.G.Bhandarkar places the date as 144 Harṣa Era which 

roughly corresponds to 750 A.D.289 According to R.G. Basak, the date was 344 Gupta 

Era, which corresponds to 663-64 AD.290 The dating is corroborated by the 

paleographic evidences.  

D.C. Sircar believes that Srīdharaṇarāta men oned in the Kailān grant was 

more or less a contemporary of both Lokanātha of the Tippera grant and of the 

Khaḍga kings.291 It is evident that Lokanātha was a very able king292 and his soldiers 

depended for victory on their own swords and on the intellect of his ministers.293 It 

has been referred to in verse 7 of the Tippera Copper-plate that a large number of 

soldiers of the paramount sovereign (paramesv̒ara) were seriously defeated in the 

battle. But it is not certain whom the paramount forces fought and by whom they 

were defeated .According to D.C. Sircar, Jayatuṅgavarṣha and Jivadharana were two 
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refractory feudatories of the ruler titled paramesv̒ara, of whom Loknātha was a 

faithful subordinate. Jayatuṅgavarṣa was defeated by Lokanātha on behalf of his 

master and thereafter paramesv̒ara sent him against Jīvadhāraṇa of the Rāta family, 

but failed to subdue him completely.But probably he had to placate Loknātha and 

also paramesv̒ara by surrendering a territory and by the payment of a large sum of 

money or by an offer of his acceptance of a subsidiary alliance with parameśvara.  

The title parameśvara, under whom Loknātha was a feudatory, most probably 

belonged to the ruler of Gauḍa. And the name Jayatuṅgavarṣa might have been used 

in place of Jatakhaḍga, the Khaḍga ruler, because of his victorious career.294 Another 

view is that Lokanātha was a feudatory of the Khaḍga dynasty, and rebelled against 

his suzerain Jayatuṅgavarṣha, and got initial success by  defeating an army sent 

against him by his suzerain (parameśvara).But ultimately he was defeated by 

Jivadharana, another feudatory chief of Jayatuṅgavarṣha. He (Loknātha) then 

submi ed to his suzerain, and his dominions were restored to him. Loknāth was 

succeeded by his son Lakṣmīnātha, whose details are also little known to us. 

 

1.2.1.5. Rāta Dynasty 

The history of Rāta dynasty of Samataṭa is found from the solitary record of 

the Kailān Copper-plate issued by king Srīdharaṇa Rāta discovered in a village of 

south-west Comilla and 13 miles west of the Lālmāi Railway station. The plate may 

be dated to the second part of 7th century A.D. It is supposed that the Khaḍgas of 

Vaṅga and the Rātas of Samataṭa emerged almost around the same period in the 2nd 

half of the 7th century AD as feudatories of the Gauḍa king. They began ruling semi-

independently a er Gauḍa had been temporarily defeated by the kings of Kanauj 

and Kāmarūpa in the second quarter of the 7th century.295 

The founder of the dynasty was one Jīvadhāraṇa Rāta. But he did not assume 

any imperial title as he was a semi-independent feudatory. However, in the Kailān 
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Copper-plate grant, we find no reference to the king to whom Jīvadhāraṇa served as 

a vassal. He was not endowed with any other imperial titles. But he is known to have 

assumed even the title of nṛpa or king in the Tipperah Copper-plate grant of 

Loknātha.296 Jīvadhāraṇa started his life as a feudatory chief under Gauḍa, as has 

already been men oned above, and achieved independence a er Gauḍa had been 

brought under the authority of the kings of Kanauj and Kāmrūpa in the second 

quarter of 7th century.297 Two other members of the family were Shrīdhāraṇa Rāta 

and the Yuvarāja Baladhāraṇa Rāta. The Kailān grant men ons that Srīdharana Rāta 

assumed the titles, samataṭeśvara and prāpta pañchamahāsa̒bda. Baladharana Rāta 

is also known to have assumed the titles prāpta pañchamahāśabda and bhaṭṭāraka. 

In case of Baladharana, the use of the tle Yuvarāja seems to imply that his father 

was still alive.298 From the Ashraful plates, it can be determined that in the 13th 

regnal year king Devakhaḍga of the Khaḍga dynasty, had extended his power from 

Vaṅga to Samataṭa a er dislodging Srīdharana Rāta, and perhaps owing to the 

latter’s death.299 The third ruler Yuvarāja Baladharana Rāta ruled over a reduced 

territory. 

1.2.1.6. Deva Dynasty 

Deva Dynasty ruled in Samataṭa with Devaparvata as their capital. The rule of 

the Devas was indeed a period of peace, prosperity and creative excellence. The rule 

of this dynasty also has been designated as the ‘Golden Age’ of Vaṅga-Samataṭa 

(South-East Bengal).300 The grand achievement of the Devas was in the field of art 

and architecture. The dynasty is often confused with the other Deva dynasty, which 

belonged to the 13th century A.D. But the recent discoveries attest to its separate 

existence. It is very difficult to determine their first arrival in history as none of the 

plates clearly indicates the tenure of the dynasty. D. C. Sircar holds that they might 

be placed, on the ground of paleography, in the 8th century AD.301 On the other 

hand, F.A. Khan has stated that the Devas flourished in a period between the last 
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part of the 7th century and the middle of the 8th century AD.302 On the ground of 

close resemblance of the Maināma  plate scripts with the later Gupta scripts, the 

Devas might be located to a period between the last part of the 7th and the middle 

of the 8th century A.D.303 How the dynasty came to power and how long they kept 

their hold are also obscure. We know that the Rātas of Samataṭa and Khaḍgas of 

Vaṅga showed their independence in the 2nd half of the 7th century A.D. But shortly 

a er that Khaḍgas captured Samataṭa, as is evident from the tes mony of Chinese 

traveler I-tsing, who saw Samataṭa under the rule of the Khaḍga dynasty.304 Khaḍgas 

also failed to retain their hold over Samataṭa as they were ousted by the Devas 

sometime around the beginning or the middle of the 8th century A.D. It is not 

possible to assert the exact time when the Devas ruled as sovereign kings. But it may 

be presumed that they were contemporaries of the early Pālas who came to power 

in the middle of the 8th century A.D. Thereafter, the four rulers belonging to the 

Deva family might have ruled for 50 to 60 years in south-eastern Bengal during 750-

800 A.D.305  

Greater details about the family are furnished by the Maināma  excava ons. 

Five copperplates and one stone plaque inscription of the Deva period have been 

recovered from Maināma . Among them only two have so far been deciphered and 

published. These are: I) The Maināma  plate of Ānandadeva with an endorsement of 

the grant by his son and successor Bhavadeva on the reverse and II) The Calcutta 

Asiatic Society plate of Bhavadeva.306 It is known from the Maināma  Plates that 

Sān deva was the first ruler of the dynasty with Devaparvata as his capital. There is 

little scope to know more about him. The succeeding rulers were Srī Viradeva (735—

750 A.D), son and successor of Sān deva, Sri Ānandadeva (750-775 A.D.), son and 

successor of Vīradeva by his wife Somadevī, and Ānandadeva’s son Srī Bhavadeva 

(775-780 A.D).307 It is very difficult to ascertain the date of plates as none of these 

clearly indicate the ruling tenure of the dynasty. The Devas were mostly known for 

their three great Buddhist monasteries in Sālvan Vihāra, Ānanda Vihāra and Bhoja 
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Vihāra. Finally, the dynasty was assimilated into the Pāla Empire. No other fact is 

available about them. 

1.2.1.7. Dynasty of Kān deva 

In the 9th century, there was struggle for supremacy among minor powers to 

retain control over the north-eastern part of Bengal, but the one which succeeded 

best was the Pāla dynasty. They grew to rule most of the territory of Bengal. The 

emergence of the kingdom of Harikela near the Samataṭa region of south-eastern 

Bengal can also be noticed around the same time. The region was located on the 

eastern coast of the Bay of Bengal. I-tsing, the 7th century A.D. Chinese traveler, 

refers to Harikela as the eastern boundary of eastern India.308 An inscription found 

near Chittagong has brought to light the existence of a new dynasty.309 According to 

one view, the dynasty is assigned to 750-850 AD.310 On the basis of paleographic 

sources, R.C. Majumdar places the dynasty in the 9th century AD.311 Keeping aside all 

the confusions, it can be concluded that Harikela was an important kingdom of 

ancient Bengal. Though among all the kingdoms in this region, Harikela was one of 

the best known, it is one of the least documented. But its position had been 

indicated by It-sing quite clearly.312 It may be assumed, therefore, that like other 

geographical terms Harikela was used both in the broader sense as a synonym of 

Vaṅga and in a limited sense to denote various parts of the la er. However, a line of 

three generations of kings has been mentioned in an inscription. These are 

Bhadrada a, his son Dhanada a and the la er’s son Kān deva, who only assumed 

the full royal tles. Kān deva did not use the name -ending of his father and 

grandfather. It is suggested that Kān deva inherited the kingdom of Samataṭa from 

his father and he ruled some me between 800 and 825 AD. Kān deva had assumed 

the title paramasaugata, paramesv̒ara, and mahārājādhirāja. Present Sylhet was 

included in the kingdom of Kān deva. The name of his capital was Burdwanpur. At 

present there is no existence of any region by this name. A new power known as the 
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Chandras rose in South-east Bengal a er Kān deva. The kingdom built by Kān deva 

was destroyed by this Chandra dynasty. 

1.2.1.8. Chandra Dynasty 

The dynasty of Kān deva was succeeded by the Buddhist Chandra dynasty 

from the beginning of the 10th century A.D., ruling in south-eastern Bengal (Vaṅga-

Samataṭa) for about a century and a half. The Tibetan historian Lāmā Tāranāth in his 

History of Buddhism has mentioned a long line of kings in Bengal whose name ended 

in –Chandra and they might have had connections with the Chandra dynasty.313 In 

fact, it was the only dynasty in Bengal, before the Pālas, which is referred to by 

Tārānātha in his book. But the proof of the existence of the Chandra dynasty ruling 

between 6th and 8th centuries A.D. in eastern Bengal was not yet provided by any 

reliable testimony other than the one written by Tārānātha. However, it may be 

stated in this connection that inscriptions, coins, and Burmese articles also 

corroborate the existence of a long line of rulers with names ending in -Chandra in 

the Arakan region. On the other hand, thirteen inscriptions found in East Bengal 

have helped historians to reconstruct the history of a family of kings, whose names 

ended in ‘Chandra’. They ruled between 825 and 1035 AD. A long list of kings along 

with their periods of reign has been inferred from these inscriptions. Each of these 

kings was the son of his predecessor.314 

Name of the ruler Reining period(Years) Approximate Date 

Pūrṇachandra ? Exact date is not recorded 

Suvarṇachandra ?        ,, 

Trailokyachandra 30 875-905 CE 

Srī-chandra 44(46) 905-955 CE 

Kalyāṇachandra 24 955-985 CE 

Laḍahāchandra 18 985-1010 CE 
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Govindachandra 23 1010-1035 CE 

 

The above table is also corroborated by A.H. Dani.315 Thus the history of the south-

eastern part of Bengal is now much clearer than before. The epigraphic records are 

now clear evidence of continuous rule by the dynasty for five genera ons in Vaṅga 

and Samataṭa, while the Pālas were in power in northern and western Bengal and 

Bihar simultaneously.  

The origin and early history of the family is known from a passage contained 

in a verse occurring in several inscriptions.316 The verse reads, “In the family of the 

Chandras, who were rulers of Rohitāgiri, and were possessed of enormous fortune, 

Pūrṇachandra, who was like the full moon, became illustrious in this world”. This 

verse confirms that Pūrṇachandra was an independent king. His forefathers were 

said to be rulers of Rohitāgiri .The natural presump on is that Pūrṇachandra also 

ruled there. His son Suvarṇachandra was also the king of Rohitāgiri. R.D. Banerjee317 

and N.G. Majumdar318 iden fied Rohitāgiri with Rhotāsgarh in the Shahbad district 

of Bihar. But N.K. Bhattasali319 related it with Lālmāi Hills in Tippera and H.D.Mitra320 

with Rāṅgāmāṭi in the Hill Tippera. Thus it can be concluded from the discussion that 

the Chandras who ruled in Rohitagiri did not come from outside and they were 

surely native. 

But perhaps Pūrṇachandra and Suvarṇachandra were pe y local rulers or 

landlords in Rohitāgiri and ruling as vassals of the Harikela rulers. It was 

Trailokyachandra, son of Suvarṇachandra, who laid the founda on for his family's 

greatness. He established his sovereign rule in the region of Samataṭa and gradually 

spread it in different parts of Chandradvīpa, Harikela and parts of Vaṅga and took the 

title of mahārājādhirāja.321 He established Devaparvata as the centre of his power. 

Trailokyachandra had been described as ādhāro-harikela-rāja-kakuda-chchhatra-

smitānām-sr̒iyāṁ,322 which would mean that Trailokyachandra was both the de-

facto and the de jure king of Harikela. The rule of Trailokyachandra probably 
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coincided with the rise of Kambojas in western and northern Bengal, and with that 

of the Pala Empire. He ruled supposedly for 30 years. It is a well-known fact that 

Trailokyachandra’s deserved son Srīchandra had been styled as parama-saugata, 

paramesv̒ara, paramabhaṭṭāraka, and mahārājādhirāja.323 He ruled as an 

independent king. During his rule honour and power of the Chandra dynasty 

reached the pinnacle of success. Srīchandra moved his capital to Vikramapura in 

Vaṅga. The king was credited with the spreading of his empire over the en re region 

of Vaṅga and he also campaigned towards Kāmarūpa in the north-east. He also 

battled against the Gauḍas (either the Kamboja Gauḍapa s or the Pālas). 

Undoubtedly he might be regarded as the best ruler of his dynasty. He ruled for 

thirty-five years.324  But most of the evidences go on to imply that Srīchandra ruled 

forty-six years.325 It is also known that he removed barriers created by Pṛithivīpāla 

against Gopāla and helped Gopāla to be restored to the throne. It is possible that 

Gopāla and Pṛithivīpāla were brothers and they fought for the Pāla Kingdom. So he 

played a vital role in saving the to ering Pāla power restoring Gopāla to the throne. 

This Gopāla was undoubtedly the same as Gopāla II who ruled between 940 and 960 

AD. It has also been suggested by some that Srīchandra himself defeated the Pāla 

king and then helped him to be restored to the power.326 

The subsequent rulers were Kalyāṇachandra (son of Srīchandra), 

Laḍahachandra, and Govindrachandra. In verse 7 of the Maināma  plate of 

Laḍahachandra, Kalyāṇachandra has been referred to as ‘pure or purifying like water 

of the Ganges’. In verse 8 of the same plate, it is said that he gave women sorrow in 

Mleccha and Gauḍa. It thus indicates his success against the Mleccha king of 

Prāgjyo ṣha and the Pāla king of Gauḍa. It seems that he increased his power in 

Kāmarūpa and the deltaic region of Bengal. He might be responsible for delivering 

the final blow to Kamboja power in Northern and Western Bengal and thereby 

passing the way for the revival of Pala power under Mahīpāla I. We can say that 
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during his reign, the kingdom of Chandra continued to enjoy prosperity and 

happiness. It is clear from the records that he had ruled for 24 years. 

Laḍahachandra, son of Kalyāṇachandra was the succeeding king. The two 

copper plates assigned to Laḍahachandra refer only to his religious activities and do 

not mention anything about his military activities. It is speculated that the Chandra 

Empire was firmly settled and that he devoted himself to peaceful religious 

ac vi es. In verse 13 of the Maināma  plate, he is described as the Lord of the 

whole universe surrounded by the ocean, and he was the master of all vidyās or 

sciences. 

Govindachandra is the last known king of this dynasty. He ascended the 

throne a er Laḍahachandra, son of the latter. It was during his rule that 

‘Vāṅgalādesá’ suffered from a Chola invasion.327 It was Govindrachandra or his 

unknown successor who suffered an a ack by the Kalachuri king Karṇa. This attack 

might have brought about the fall of the Chandras.  

1.2.1.9. The Varmans 

The Chandras were succeeded by the Varmanas in eastern Bengal. In the last 

quarter of the 11th century A.D., the Hindu Varmana dynasty, having taken 

advantage of the weakness of the Pāla Empire, established their independent rule in 

south-eastern Bengal. They ruled for less than a century. The Belāva Copper 

Inscription of Bhoja Varman328 is the only inscription furnishing any information 

about the Varmans. Their capital was Vikramapura. The Varman kings claimed to be 

the descendants of the Yādava dynasty, who at the same time ruled in Siṁhapura. 

But there are different views regarding the exact loca on of Siṁhapura. Some 

scholars locate it in the Punjab,329 some iden fy it with modern Siṁhapuram in the 

Kaliṅga country330 and the rest identify it with Singur in Hoogli falling under the 

Rāḍha country. The first one is too far away, and no evidence is available that it 
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existed after the 7th century A.D. The third is only known from the legendary account 

of Vijayasiṁha, contained in Mahāvaṁsa̒, which can hardly be accepted as authentic 

history. On the other hand, the kingdom of Siṁhapura in Kaliṅga was famous from 

5th to 12th century AD.331 Thus the original homeland of the Varmans was probably in 

Siṁhapura and certain Varman kings also ruled Siṁhapura in the 5th century AD.332 

It is unclear whether they had any connection with the previous Varman 

kings of Assam. It is also not clear from the inscriptions how the Varmans of 

Siṁhapura came to establish their kingdom in eastern Bengal. From the Belāva 

Copper-plate, it appears that Vajravarman was the founder of the dynasty and the 

next ruler Jātavarman brought the dynasty to significance in south-eastern Bengal 

through his military conquests. The activities of Jātavarman were recorded in the 

Belāva plate of Bhojavarman, his grandson. He gained success over western Bengal 

with the help of the Kalachuri king Karṇa due to anarchy created by Kaivartas in the 

Pāla Empire.333 He married Vīrasr̒ī, daughter of Karṇa, whose another daughter 

Yauvanaśrī got married to the Pāla king Vigrahapāla III. Thus it is evident that 

Jātavarman was the contemporary of Kalachuri king Karṇa ruling between 1041 and 

1070 AD334 and of Vigrahapāla III reigning from 1058-1075 AD. Jātavarman was also a 

contemporary of the Kaivarta chief Divya and of Mahīpāla II, who ruled between 

1075 and 1080 AD. Thus, the tenure of Jātavarman may be placed between AD 1055 

and AD 1073. It may be inferred from the Belāva Copper-plate335 that Jātavarman 

had been famous for his mercy, heroism and charity and expanded his paramount 

power, by pu ng many heroes to shame and conquering the province of Kāmarūpa.  

  Subsequently, Harivarman, Sāmalavarman, and Bhojavarman formed a series 

of rulers, who ruled over the territory. Harivarman, the eldest son of Jātavarman 

ruled for 54 years at a stretch.336 From the reference in verse 15 of 

Bhubanesv̒araprasa̒s  of Bhaṭṭabhavadeva, it may be inferred that Harivarman or his 

son conquered Utkala by destroying the Nāgavaṁsī Sindas ruling from Barasura in 

Bastar in Central Provinces in the 11th Century A.D.337 He was on good terms with 
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the Pāla kings. He extended his kingdom to Nāgabhūmi and Assam. Harivarman was 

succeeded by his brother Sāmalavarman. There is little information about the rule of 

Sāmalavarman. Bhojavaravarman succeeded him. The Belāva plate does not mention 

any achievement of Bhojavarmana. He was probably the last king of the Varman 

dynasty as after the end of his reign there is no account of his dynasty. Perhaps in 

the middle of the 12th century A.D., Vijayasena of the Sena dynasty led to the decline 

of the Varman dynasty and started the rule of the Sena Dynasty in south-eastern 

Bengal.  

1.2.1.10. The Later Deva Kingdom 

During the ruins of the Sena Kingdom, the later Deva dynasty rose in Eastern 

Bengal. It had a series of rulers. The history of this dynasty is known from the Mehār 

Copper-plate, the Sobhrāmpur Copper-plate, the Chittagong Copper-plate of 

Dāmodardeva, the Ādāvāḍī Copper-plate, and the Pākāmoda Copper-plate of 

Dasa̒rathadeva. It is known from the Sobhrāmpur copper plate338 that the later Deva 

Kingdom began with Puruṣhottama. He rose to power from the position of a village 

headman and finally dealt a blow to the Sena dynasty. On the other hand, it is 

known from the Mehār plate339 that Puruṣhottama has been called dev-anvaya-

grāmaṇī i.e., ‘leader of the Deva family’. It indicates that he was only a grāmaṇī and 

not a ruler. His son and successor Madhumathana (Madhusūdana of the other plate) 

rose to eminence as a king and assumed the title of nṛipa  or ‘king’. 

Madhusūdhanadeva was called ‘Lord of the earth’ and devavaṁśodadhīndu, viz., 

‘moon in the ocean of the Deva dynasty’ and is credited with having snatched away 

the wealth of the enemies in war. These verses established that Madhumathana got 

success against his contemporaries and carved out a principality for himself. The 

subsequent rulers were Vāsudeva and Dāmodaradeva, who would destroy the rule of 

Paṭṭikerā. Vāsudeva had also been called ‘the lord of the earth’ and ‘a great archer’. 

He was well-versed in all the sā̒stras and all the military skills. Dāmodaradeva, the 
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son of Vāsudeva, was the most powerful ruler of this dynasty. He was well-versed in 

polity and took the title of gajapati and arirāja-chāṇūra-mādhava-sakala-bhūpa -

chakravar . In the Chittagong plate340 he is referred to as the overlord of all kings. 

The plate also mentions that he defeated many kings and brought them under 

subjec on. He extended his dominion a er the death of Viśvarūpasena, the Sena 

King over Tripura, Noakhali and Chaṭṭagrām. But at the same me Paṭṭikera kingdom 

of Tripura maintained an independent existence even in the heyday of the Deva 

Kingdom in eastern Bengal. The name of the successor of Dāmodaradeva and the 

history of the family after him are really obscure. But the inscription features one 

more name ending in ‘deva’, and that is Daśarathadeva.341 He also extended the 

empire further and set up his capital at Vikramapura. He incorporated the Dhaka 

region into his domain. He was called parameśvara, paramabhaṭṭāraka, 

mahārājādhirāja, arirāja-danuja-mādhava.The title arirāja-danuja-mādhava 

assumed by Dasa̒ratha is largely iden cal with that of king Danujamādhava, 

men oned in the genealogical records of Bengal, and also with that of Danuj Rāi, the 

Rājā of Sonārgaon, near Dacca.342 According to Yahya-bin-Ahmad in his Tārikh-i-

Mabāraksh̒āhi, Danuj Rāi made an alliance with Ghiyās-ud-din-Balban in 1281.343 The 

two copper plates discovered at Bhāṭerā also give us the names of a number of 

rulers a er Dasa̒rathadeva ruling under the Deva dynasty. The names are as listed 

below:344 

1. Kharavāṇa( or Navagīrvvāṇa) 

2. Gokuladeva(Gokulabhūmipāla) 

3. Nārāyaṇa (Nārāyaṇadeva) 

4. Govinda-Keśava-deva(Keśava-deva) 

5. Iśānadeva 

There is a difference between the Devas of the 8th century and those of the 9th 

century. The earlier ones were devoted to Buddhism, while the la er were 

Vaiṣhṇavas. However, more details are not available about this dynasty, and later 
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kings are almost completely obscured. After the conflict with the Iliyas Shahi rulers 

of Bengal who were busy consolidating a single kingdom in the region, this dynasty 

took a back seat in the mid-fourteenth century. 

1.2.1.11. The Kingdom of Paṭṭikerā 

The evidence of the existence of Paṭṭikerā kingdom can be found in the end 

of the 11th century A.D. The manuscript of Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā, now 

preserved in Cambridge University Library, and containing the picture of a sixteen-

armed goddess with the label paṭṭikeri chunda-varabhavana chundā, is the earliest 

source of its existence. It is evident from this that the image of the Buddhist goddess 

Chundā in Paṭṭikerā was widely popular in the 11th century A.D.  

Determining the status of the Paṭṭikerā Kingdom during the Pāla and the Sena 

periods is not always easy. It is difficult to ascertain whether the extreme districts 

like Noakhali and Chi agong were included in the Pāla or the Sena Kingdom. There is 

no evidence to prove the expansion of Sena power in the Chittagong Division. 

Harikaladeva, who founded he kingdom, came to the throne in 1203-04 AD. If he 

was the first of his dynasty and this rule overlapped with that rule of the Senas, it 

seems that after the fall of the Sena kingdom in Gauḍa an independent kingdom 

arose in East Bengal. Harikāladeva Raṇavaṅkamalla who ascended the throne in 1204 

A.D and ruled till 1225 A.D was, no doubt, an independent king. Another family, 

named Deva family ruled in eastern Bengal in an area adjacent to the kingdom of 

Raṇavaṅkamalla. It can be assumed that both of them perhaps took the advantage 

of the Sena power and created independent states for themselves together. 

The Copper-plate of Raṇavaṅkamalla345 engraved in around 13th century 

furnishes evidence about significant events in the history of this dynasty. It donates 

a grant of 20 dronas of land by Dhadi-eba, the prime minister of Srī Harikāladeva in 

the 17th year of his reign (1202) to a Buddhist monastery, which was situated in the 

village named Bejakhanḍa in the city of Pa kera. There is no doubt that this 
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Paṭṭikerā was the state capital, which is men oned in Burmese chronicles as 

Paṭikkarā or Paṭeikkarā. Although no city today is named as Paṭṭikerā, it must have 

been located in Tripura district, for an important pargaṇā in this district, which was 

situated to the west of Comilla, from the Maināma  hill, and extends up to the hill of 

Māyāma , is s ll known as Paṭikarā or Pāitkarā, which is closely, reminiscent of the 

old name.  

1.2.2. Kingdoms of Western Bengal  

1.2.2.1. Kingdom of Sasā̒ṅka 

Apart from eastern Bengal, the western side of Bengal also got prominence 

in ancient times. Historically, the northern part of western Bengal and the whole of 

North Bengal were evidently outside the domain of Gopachandra and his successors. 

From this period, these territories came to be known as the kingdom of Gauḍa, 

though this geographical term sometimes denoted an area that comprised the 

whole of western Bengal. From this me onwards, throughout the Hindu period, 

Gauḍa and Vaṅga loosely denoted the two prominent political divisions of Bengal, 

the former comprising the northern and either the whole or part of western Bengal, 

and the latter, southern and eastern Bengal. Although actual political boundaries 

varied in different times, this rough geographical division persisted throughout the 

ages. However, the names Puṇḍra or Varendrī (northern Bengal), Rāḍha or Suhma 

(western Bengal), Samataṭa or Harikela (eastern Bengal) were also used.346  

A er the fall of the Guptas, Gauḍa got independence under the rule of 

Sasā̒ṅka, who extended his territory in a vast area including whole of western Bengal 

and even also some part of eastern Bengal. Historians view Saśāṅka as the first 

independent ruler of Bengal including Gauḍa. Two dated inscriptions, issued in his 

8th and 10th ruling years from Medinipura, and another undated inscrip on from 

Sasā̒ṅka’s subordinate king Mādhavavarmā of Gañjām (Odisha), Harṣavardhana’s 

Bānśkherā and Madhuvana Copper-plates and the Nidhānpur Copper-plate of the 
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Kāmarūpa king Bhāskaravarmaṇa, contain informa on about Sasā̒ṅka. Some 

historians mark his rule approximately between 600 and 637 AD. His capital was at 

Karṇasuvarṇa, 9.6 kilometres south-west of present Baharampur, headquarter of 

Murshidabad district.347 The Chinese traveller Xuanzang (Hiuen-Tsang) travelled from 

the country of Karṇasuvarṇa to a region in the present-day state of Odisha ruled by 

Sasā̒ṅka.348 From some ancient records, it appears that Sasā̒ṅka was a contemporary 

and adversary of king Harṣavardhana of Thānesh̒war. Sasā̒ṅka and his allies fought in 

battle with the then emperor of Thānesw̒ar, Harṣa and his allies. The result of the 

war was inconclusive because Saśāṅka is documented to have retained his authority 

over his lands. It is known from the sources that the king of Mālava, Devagupta, bore 

enmity towards the ruler of Kanauj, Grahavarmana who was also the brother-in-law 

of the Vardhana princes, by his marriage with Rājyash̒rī, the princess of Thānesw̒ar. 

Devagupta a acked Kanauj and killed Grahavarmana in the ba le and imprisoned his 

wife Rājyaśhrī. A er the death of his father Prabhākaravardhana, Rājyavardhana 

became king of the kingdom in Thānesw̒ar. Rājyavardhana went to Kanauj to take 

revenge on the death of his brother-in-law. The ba le was followed by a sudden 

assassina on of Rājyavardhana. There is no conclusive evidence, but it is possible 

that Sasā̒ṅka, who was involved in the war as an ally of Devagupta, killed him. A er 

the death of Rājyavardhana, his brother Harṣa became the king of Thāneśwar and 

rebuilt the army and a acked Kanauj. It is evident that Devagupta and Sasā̒ṅka had 

to retreat from Kanauj. Sasā̒ṅka con nued to rule in Gauḍa, facing frequent attacks 

from Harṣa which he bravely encountered. Sasā̒ṅka himself also extended his 

territory. It is stated that as a follower of Saivism, Sasā̒ṅka destroyed the Buddhist 

stupas of Bengal and was an oppressor of Buddhism.349 Sasā̒ṅka is known to have cut 

the Bodhi tree beneath, which the Buddha is belived to have found enlightenment in 

the Mahābodhi Temple of Bodhgayā.350 Following his death Sasā̒ṅka was succeeded 

by his son, Mānava, who ruled the kingdom for eight months. However his weak 

successors could not retain their control over the Gauḍa territory, and therefore 
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subsequently Gauḍa was soon divided amongst the Harṣa and Bhāskaravarman of 

Kāmarūpa, the la er even managing to conquer Karṇasuvarṇa.351 After a turbulent 

hiatus, the 2nd half of the 7th century saw the emergence of a new line of kings in 

Bengal: the later Guptas in Gauḍa and ancient Magadha (western Bengal and 

southern Bihar) and the Khaḍgas in Vaṅga and Samataṭa (southern and south-

eastern Bengal). In the 8th century, a Buddhist dynasty called the Devas emerged in 

south-eastern parts of Samataṭa. Neither of these, however, succeeded in 

establishing a strong rule in Bengal. 

At this point, we find another king named Jayanāga who ruled in Gauḍa from 

the source of Ārya-mañjuśrī-mūlakalpa. R.G. Basak declined to accept any 

connec on between Jayanāga, a king of Karṇasuvarṇa, and Sasā̒ṅka.352 The title 

mahārājādhīrāja assumed by Jayanāga of the Vappaghosavāṭa grant indicates that 

Jayanāga was an independent king.353 He was also styled as paramabhāgavata. But 

Ārya-mañjuśrī-mūlakalpa places Jayan̄aga a er Sasā̒ṅka. It has been stated in the 

work that there was a Gauḍa King whose name began with ‘Jaya’ and ended with 

‘Naga’. It is difficult to say anything definitely on the chronological position of these 

two kings on the basis of paleographical sources,354 as the interval between them 

appears to have been very short. But judging from his coins and inscription, Jayanāga 

might be placed within the period from 550 to 650 A.D. It may be presumed on the 

basis of Ārya-mañjusr̒ī-mūlakalpa that when anarchy and confusion caused by the 

invasion of Bhāskarvarmana, the king of Kāmarūpa, ended, and when the a empt to 

ascend the throne by a son of Sasā̒ṅka ended in vein, the kingdom went to the hands 

of Jayanāga. But it is very tough to ascertain any conclusion regarding the reign of 

Jayanāga. 

1.2.2.2. The Pālas 

A er the death of Sasā̒ṅka, Bengal descended into a period marked by 

disunity, anarchy, mutual distrust, jealousy and intrigue once more.355 It is 
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mentioned in the Ārya-mañjuśrī-mūlakalpa that the death of Sasā̒ṅka paralysed the 

Gauḍatantra (system).It describes, “After the death of Soma (Sasā̒ṅka) the Gauḍa 

political system (Gauḍatantra) was reduced to mutual distrust, raised weapons and 

mutual jealousy-one (king) for a week, another for a month, then a republican 

constitution- such will be the daily incident of the country on the bank of the Ganges 

where houses were built on the ruins of monasteries”.356 During the reign of one 

king named Sisu̒, it is said that the influence of women was felt and that he ruled for 

a fortnight before getting killed. To crown the misery of the people, it is predicted 

that a severe famine would visit the eastern country. This certainly points to the 

absence of any stable government in Gauḍa. Might was right and there was disorder 

and anarchy, and this is just the state of things which had been very appropriately 

described in the  Khālimpur Copper-plate of Dharmapāla357 as Mātsyanyāya. In the 

plate it is engraved in the following manner: 

mātsya-nyāyam=apohituṁ prakṛi bhir- 

lakṣhmyāh karaṅ grāhitah  

Srī-gopāla iti kṣhi śa śirasāṁ chūḍāmaṇis=tat-sutah 

The term mātsyanyaya is vividly discussed by the thinkers and historians. 

Some ancient writers used it to express the extreme state of anarchy and chaos. 

Tārānātha describes the condi on of Bengal just before the elec on of Gopāla I in 

the following way, “In Bengal and in the other five provinces of the east, each 

Kṣhatriya, Brāhmaṇa, and merchant constituted himself king of his surroundings, but 

there was no king ruling the country.”358 From the various discussions, it may have 

concluded that in the absence of a strong and centralized government, every man 

considered himself stronger in his own surroundings and engaged himself in acts of 

self-aggrandizement at the cost of his weaker neighbours. This situation prevailed in 

Bengal for one hundred years. 

The weakness of the poli cal power of Gauḍa naturally invited many foreign 

invasions by the neighbouring powers. Three or four invasions of this period are 
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definitely known. It is stated in the Ragholi Plates359 assigned to 8th century A.D. that 

a king of Sailavaṁsa named Jayavardhana killed the king of Pauṇḍra (Bengal and 

Bihar). But it is uncertain whether the unnamed Saila prince established himself on 

the throne of Northern Bengal.  

Thus the minds of the people of Bengal were embittered with long-awaited 

anarchy and disorder. In order to get rid of such extreme sufferings, the various 

regional chie ains or li le rulers elected one chie ain named Gopāla, a resident of 

Gauḍa as their overlord in 750 AD. Thus the Pāla rule started in the territory of 

western Bengal. With the accession of the Pāla king in the throne of Bengal to the 

middle of the eight century the period of anarchy and disorder which lasted for one 

hundred years came to an end. The period lasted for the succeeding four hundred 

years and the Pālas proved to be a formidable dynasty, not just in Bengal but in the 

surrounding area as well. But by this same time a number of petty states ruled at 

different parts of Bengal. Nothing is clear about the origin of the Pāla dynasty and 

their native abode. It is known from the Pala epigraphs that the father of Gopāla was 

Bapyaṭa, also known as a ‘destroyer of enemy’.360 His grandfather was Dayitaviṣṇu. It 

is presumed that they were ordinary persons as no royal title was seen before their 

names. After coming to power, Gopāla paid a en on to extension of his kingdom. 

He brought the whole region of northern and eastern Bengal under his rule. Under 

the leadership of Gopāla, south-eastern Bengal came under the suzerainty of the 

Pālas.  

Gopāla was succeeded by his son Dharmapāla (770-810) who was successful 

both as a conqueror and as a ruler. Dharmapāla engaged in a struggle with the 

Pra hāras of Kanauj and Rāṣhṭrakūṭas of south over the control of Kanauj. In history, 

the fight is known as ‘the tripar te struggle’. In this struggle, he achieved li le 

success. Yet Dharmapāla conquered quite a number of regions beyond Bengal. He 

extended his kingdom to the region between the Ganges and Jamunā, conquering 

Varanasi and Prayāga. He assumed the highest sovereign titles parameśvara, 
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paramavaṭṭāraka mahārājādhīrāja. Dharmapāla was also a great patron of art. His 

son Devapāla (810-850 A.D.) was able to build the Pāla Empire as one of India's 

greatest empires. It was Devapāla who took the Pāla Empire to the position of a 

regional empire. He was an able successor of his father. Like his father, he was able 

to expand the kingdom. Devapāla directed successful military expedi ons against 

Pratihāra and the Rāṣṭrakūṭa kings in northern India. He occupied a large region of 

northern India. He was also able to exercise his domination over Orissa and 

Kāmarūpa. A er all, it was under his rule when the Pāla Kingdom expanded the 

most. Devapāla also patronized the Nālandā University and he built a number of 

Buddhist monasteries. The Pāla Empire temporarily declined a er the death of 

Devapāla. After his death some chickenhearted and good for nothing heirs ascended 

the throne. They could not maintain the glory and power of the Pāla kingdom. As a 

result, the Pāla Empire progressed gradually towards decline. Names of a number of 

weak rulers who ruled a er Devapāla are as follow.361 

1. Vigrahapāla I or Surapāla I (c 850-854 AD) 

2. Nārāyaṇapāla (c 854-905 AD) 

3. Rājyapāla (c 905-940 AD) 

4. Gopāla II (c 940-960 AD) 

5. Vigrahapāla II (c 960-988 AD). 

By the me of these weak successors, the boundary of the empire started to shrink. 

During the me of Vigrahapāla II, the power of the Pāla kings was limited only to 

Gauḍa and its adjoining regions. During this period, the destruc on of the Pāla 

kingdom was greatly enhanced by the invasion of the Chanḍellas and the kings of the 

Kalachuri dynasty from northern India. As a result, there emerged the Kamboja 

dynasty in the region that lay in the north-west part of the Pāla Empire. 

The glory of Bengal was restored with the accession of Mahīpāla to the 

throne. He ruled between 988 and 1038 AD. He managed to recover his ancestral 

paternal kingdom. The most notable achievement of his life was the reconstruction 
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of the Pāla Empire after occupying East Bengal from the Kambojas. Then he 

concentrated on conquering other kingdoms. His empire expanded from East Bengal 

to Varanasi and Mithilā. He could maintain his own domination in most of the places 

in the kingdom, and successfully defended the attacks of two strong royal powers of 

that me, the Tamil king Rājendra Chola and the Chedi king Gāṅgeyadeva. A er a 

temporary revival under Mahīpāla I, decline set in once again in the fate of Bengal as 

the king could not leave any capable successors. Therefore, as soon as he died, the 

empire started to be divided. A er the me of Mahīpāla I, his son Nayapāla who 

ruled between 1038 and 1055 AD, and grandson Vigrahapāla III who ruled between 

1055 and 1070 AD, ascended the throne. During the reign of these weak kings, the 

Kalachuri kings, Chālukya king of Karnataka, and the kings of Orissa and Kāmarūpa 

a acked Bengal. These Pāla rulers failed to resist those attacks bravely. When the 

Pāla Empire was exhausted from facing overseas attacks one after another for a long 

time, opposition and disagreement were noticed inside the country. With this 

chance, small independent kingdoms came into being. Bihar which was beyond 

Bengal started to secede from the control of Pāla kings. Thus, during Vigrahapāla III, 

the Pāla Empire of Bengal got divided into many independent parts. 

  Mahīpāla II, son of Vigrahapāla III, ascended the throne after his father. 

During his reign the disastrous condition got more intensified. At this time the 

Zamindars openly declared revolt in the Varendra region of North Bengal. This revolt 

is known as the ‘Kaivarta Revolt’ in history. The leader of the Kaivarta Revolt was 

Divvoka or Divya. He occupied Varendra by killing Mahīpāla II and established his 

own rule. Thus the rule of the Pālas had been interrupted for a short me in the 

history of Bengal. Divya was an able and powerful ruler. He made his posi on quite 

secure in Varendrī and repeatedly rendered Ramapāla’s efforts to recover Varendrī 

futile.  He was succeeded by his younger brother Rudoka, but nothing concrete is 

known about him. The next king Bhīma, the son and successor of Rudoka, was highly 

praised as a ruler by the author of Rāmacharita. 
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 Under Rāmapāla (c.1077-1120AD), the Pāla empire once again revived, 

though temporarily. The author of Rāmacharita, the biography of Rāmapāla, states 

that Rāmapāla just a er taking the responsibility of the kingdom, made a empts to 

regain Varendra. To this end, the kings of fourteen countries came forward to extend 

their support to Rāmapāla with soldiers, arms and money.362 The allies mentioned in 

Rāmacharita are as follows:363 

1. Mahaṇa, the Rāṣhṭrakūṭa chief and his two sons, Mahāmaṇḍalika 

Kahnaradeva and Suvarṇadeva, and his brother’s son Mahāpra hāra 

Sivarājadeva. 

2. Bhīmaysa̒s, the king of Pīṭhī and lord of Magadha 

3. Vīraguṇa, king of Koṭāṭavī in the south 

4. Jayasiṁha, king of Daṇḍabhuk  (Medinipur district) 

5. Vikramarāja, ruler of Bāla-Balabhī 

6. Lakṣmīsū̒ra, lord of Apara-Māndara, and head of the group of feudal 

chiefs of the forest (samast-āṭavika-sāmanta-chakra-chūḍāmaṇi) 

7. Sūrapāla, ruler of Kujava  (Sāntāl Parganas) 

8. Rudraśikhara, ruler of Tailakampa(Manbhum District) 

9. Bhāskara or Mayagalasiṁha, king of Ucchala 

10. Pratāpasiṁha, king of Bhekkariya (Dhekuri near Katwa in the Burdwan 

district) 

11. Narasiṁhārjuna, king of Kayaṅgala-maṇḍala(south of Rājmahal) 

In this battle, the Kaivarta king Bhīma was defeated and killed. Then 

Rāmapāla set up a new capital named ‘Rāmāva ’. During the rule of subsequent 

kings ‘Rāmāva ’ became the capital of the empire. After establishing the supervisory 

power over Varendra, he established authority over Magadha, Orissa and Kāmarūpa 

so that the lost glory of the empire was restored. The bad luck of the Pāla dynasty 

was that the subsequent rulers of Rāmapāla were very weak. As a result they failed 
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to retain control over the empire. A er Rāmapāla, a series of rulers ruled. They were 

as follows: 

1. Kumarapāla( 1120-1125 AD)  

2. Gopāla III (1125-1140 AD) 

3. Madanapāla (1140-1155 AD) 

4. Govindapāla (1155-1159 AD) 

The internal disruption and foreign invasions finally gave a blow to the Pāla Kingdom 

and it collapsed. Govindapāla was the last ruler known from the tradi on, but not 

mentioned in Rāmacharita. But the iden ty of the names of some kings ending with 

–pāla found from records in Bihar, has not yet been established. Pālapāla and 

Indradymnapāla are the examples found from this tradi on.364 The Pāla dynasty was 

replaced by the Sena dynasty,365 the last powerful Hindu kingdom in Bengal. The 

following table may be drawn up to tabulate the names of the Pāla rulers reigning in 

different times:366 

Sl. 

No. 

Name of the kings Probable 

reigning period 

Year of 

Accession 

1 Gopāla I - 750 AD 

2 Dharmapāla 32 years 776-810 AD 

3 Devapāla 39(or 35),, 810-850 AD 

4 Vigrahapāla I or Surapāla I 3 years  850-855 AD 

5 Nārāyaṇapāla 54 855-910 AD 

6 Rājyapāla 24 910-935 AD 

7 Gopāla II 35(?) 935-970 AD 

8 Vigrahapāla II - 970 AD 

9 Mahīpāla I 48 980-1030 AD 

10 Nayapāla 15 1030-1045 AD 

11 Vigrahapāla III - 1045-1072 AD 
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12 Mahīpāla II - - 

13 Surapāla II - - 

14 Ragmapāla 42 1080-1123 AD 

15 Kumarapāla - - 

16 Gopāla III 14(?) 1125-1139 AD 

17 Madanapāla 19 1139-1158 AD 

18 Govindapāla - 1162 AD 

 

1.2.2.3. Sūra Dynasty 

Raṇasū̒ra of Dakṣiṇa-Rāḍha suggests the existence of the Sūra dynasty. This 

dynasty is much heard of in the genealogical books and other sources, but very little 

is known from reliable documents. The first member of the dynasty is called Ādisū̒ra, 

who was one of the central figures in the social history of Bengal. We have tried to 

show that he (Ādisū̒ra of Kūlasā̒stras) can be iden fied with Srī Ādisiṁha of Magadha 

men oned in the Dudhapāni Rock Inscrip on of the 8th century A.D.367 Hereditary 

books preserve a tradition that a er the establishment of Buddhist Pāla power, the 

Brāhmiṇ Sūra was forced to take shelter in Rāḍha. The names of Bhusū̒ra, 

Mādhavasū̒ra, Ādityasū̒ra, Yāminisū̒ra, Varendrasū̒ra, Pradyumnasū̒ra, Anusū̒ra and 

Vanusū̒ra are found in Kūlagranthas. This reconstruc on of the Sūra dynas c history 

based on the account of hereditary books is not reliable. Occasionally, the names of 

the Sūra rulers are found in inscrip ons and contemporary literature. A pillar of 

Rājaona carries the word 'Rānā-Surasya' in the 7th and 8th centuries.  Lakṣmisū̒ra of 

Rāmacharita was the ruler of Aparamandāra. Vijayasena was married to Vilāsadevī, 

who has been described as Sūrakulāmbodhi. All of this will indicate the existence of 

Sūra family, although we do not know the extent of their region or their political 

condition. This evidence of Tirumālāi Inscription and Rāmacharita indicate that they 
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raised their heads during the rule of weak Pāla kings, but when a powerful Pāla king 

came, they were forced to take a backward posi on in Samataṭa. 

1.2.2.4. The Kambojas 

The Kamboja aggression was the first blow to the Pālas. It compelled them to 

leave their ancestral region of Varendra and gave Kambojas the title gauḍapa . The 

Kamboja dynasty ruled over a part of Bengal from the 10th to the 11th centuries CE. 

Now the question that definitely arises is to who were the Kambojas? Were they 

native to Bengal or were they outsiders? And how did they rise to prominence? 

An ancient Iron Age of India tribe called the Kambojas is, frequently 

men oned in Sanskrit and Pāli literature. The tribe changed their status to become a 

part of the ṣoḍasa (sixteen) mahājanapadas of ancient India mentioned in Buddhist 

and Jaina literatures. The earliest reference to the Kambojas is found in the works of 

Pāṇini around the 5th century BC. They are referred to as kṣhatriyas (warrior caste) 

in the Manusmṛi  (2nd Century BC) and the Mahābhārata (1st Century BC). 

Subsequently, they degraded from their caste position through a failure to abide by 

Hindu sacred rituals.368 The ancient Kambojas were probably the descendants of the 

Indo-Iranians popularly known later on as the Sasanians and the Pārthiāns. In the 

first and second centuries BC, they occupied a part of north-western India. They are, 

however, sometimes described as Indo-Aryans369 and sometimes having both Indian 

and Iranian affinities.370 They are also described as a royal clan of the Sākas. In the 1st 

century and 2nd century BC, many clans of the Kambojas entered India along with 

Sākas, Pahllavas and Yavanas and spread into Indus, Saurāshṭra, Mālava, Rajasthan, 

Punjab and Sūrasena.371 They established independent rule in western and north-

western India.372 A branch of the same community moved eastwards and entered 

the Pāla domains in the 10th century AD. They took Gauḍa and Varendra (north-west 

Bengal) from the Pālas and established the Kamboja-Pāla dynasty of Bengal in 

eastern India.373 Earlier they were employed by the Pālas following Devapāla’s 
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conquests due to the lack of native cavalry in Bengal. It is to be mentioned that the 

Kambojas were famous as cavalrymen and also for their horses (kambojesku yena 

vāji-yuvabhiḥ).374 ‘Asv̒akas’, ‘horsemen’, was the term popularly applied to them. The 

Aśvakas inhabited eastern Afghanistan, and were included within the more general 

term Kambojas.375 

A Kamboja country on the north-eastern fron er of India is known to have 

existed. In the edicts of Aso̒ka, Kambojas are mentioned along with ‘Yona’ and 

probably they enjoyed autonomy under the Maurya Empire.376 The Tibetan work 

Pag-sam-jon-zang men ons the country in the north-east region of Lusāi Hills and 

calls it Kām-po-tsa or Kamboja. It is also correct to think that Kām-po-tsa of the 

Bāṇgarh Inscription and Kamboja of the Irdā Inscrip on were one and the same.377 It 

is likely that a branch of Kambojas migrated eastwards towards Nepal and Tibet in 

the wake of the Kuṣhāṇa (1st century) power or else Hūṇa pressure (5th century). 

Hence they were noticed in the chronicles of Tibet and Nepal. The 5th-

century Brahma Purāṇa locates the Kambojas around Prāgjyo ṣha and 

Tāmralip ka.378 

There are several ancient inscriptions which are assigned to the rule of the 

Kambojas in Bengal and Bihar. The most important are the Dinājpur Pillār 

Inscription,379 Irdā Copper-plate of Nayāpāla,380 and Bāṇgarh Grant of Mahīpāla.381 It 

is evident from Mahīpāla’s charter that the Kambojas seized the northern parts of 

Bengal from Gopāla II or Vigrapāla II of the Pāla dynasty.382 The names of a series of 

rulers have been found Rājyapāla, Nārāyaṇapāla and Nayāpāla.383 The Copper-plate 

Inscription384 indicates that the founder of the Kamboja dynasty was Rājyapāla. He 

has been referred to as kambojavaṁsa̒tilaka paramasaugata mahārājādhirāja 

paramesv̒ara paramabhaṭṭāraka-Rājyapāla.385 R.C. Majumdar states that the 

expression Kuñjaraghātavarṣana of the Dinājpur Pillar indicates that 

Kuñjaraghātavarṣana is the personal name of Kambojanvaya Gauḍapa . If this bears 

out, then this Kambojanvaya Gauḍapa  was the fourth known king of the Kamboja 
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dynasty of Bengal. However, some scholars believe that the Kambojanvaya 

Gauḍapa  of the Dinājpur Pillar Inscription is the same as Kambojavaṁśa laka 

Rājyapāla of the Irdā Copper plate. This, however, does not appear to be correct, 

since Rājyapāla of the Irdā Copper Plate has been described as a devotee of Buddha 

(parama-saugata), whereas Kambjanvaya Gauḍapa  of Diājpur Pillar has been 

described as a devotee of Siva. But perhaps Kambojānvaya Gauḍapa  was the same 

as the Kamboja king Nayāpāla of the Irdā Copper-plate, since king Nayāpāla is also 

said to have been Saivite in the Irdā Copper-plate. 

Dharmapāla is known to have been the last known ruler of the Kamboja 

dynasty who ruled in Daṇḍabhuk  in the first quarter of the 11th century A.D. 

Bāngarh charter of Mahīpāla I asserts that Mahīpāla had recovered nearly the whole 

of north and east Bengal after defeating the intruders who had seized his ancestral 

kingdom.386 It is engraved in the inscription as follows: 

hata-sa (ka) la vipakṣah saṅgare vā(bā)hu-darppād 

anadhikṛita-viluptaṁ rājyam=āsādya pitryam 

nihita-charaṇa-padmo bhū-(bhṛitāṁ) 

mūrdhni (tasmād=a) bhavad=avani-pālah SrīMahīpāla-devah 

The intruders are likely to be identified387 with the Kambojas of north Bengal. 

There is no specific information available regarding the specific geographical area of 

the kingdom of Kamboja in Bengal. According to the Irdā Copper-plate, the Kamboja 

kingdom definitely comprised Varadhamāna-bhūk  maṇḍala and Daṇḍa-bhūk  

maṇḍala. The last known ruler of the Kamboja dynasty was Dharmapāla who was 

ousted from Gauḍa by Mahīpāla I of the Pāla kingdom. He continued his rule in the 

first quarter of the 11th century in Bengal and Bihar. The capital of the Kamboja Pāla 

kingdom was probably Pryang͘u which is not yet satisfactorily identified.388 However, 

some scholars tend to iden fy Pryang͘u with an old village known as Pingvani located 

in Thana Garbeta.389 
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1.2.2.5. The Dynasty of Īsv̒araghoṣha of Ḍhekkarī 

The decline in power of the central authority of the Pāla Empire naturally 

gave an opportunity to the feudal chiefs to assume prerogatives.390 There is 

probably no doubt that the major part of the Pāla Empire was destroyed due to the 

Kalachuri invasion by Karṇa. The Pāla ruler Nayapāla and Vigrahapāla III were 

gradually losing their control over western Bengal. A land grant probably dated to 

the 12th century AD men ons a chief named Īśvaraghoṣha, who called himself 

mahāmaṇḍalika, and took an independent royalty. Vigrahapāla III was in power 

when Īśvaraghoṣha rose to prominence. It happened in Ḍhekkārī, probably situated 

in Burdwan district.391 It is stated by Atul Sur that Īsv̒araghoṣha came into 

prominence in the 11th century AD and he was a contemporary of Vigrahapāla III in 

AD 977-1027. But the information is still not confirmed. The plate mentions the 

genealogy of Īśvaraghoṣha. It men ons Dhūrtaghoṣa and his son Balaghoṣha. 

Balaghoṣha was a warrior by profession and his son was Dhavalaghoṣha. The son of 

Dhavalaghoṣha was Isv̒araghoṣha. No other information is available about them. 

1.2.2.6. The Sena Dynasty 

 The Sena family ruled in Bengal a er the Pālas. They originally migrated from 

Karnāṭa in South India in the me of the invasion of Vikramaditya VI (1076-1126),392 

the famous ruler of the Western Chālukya dynasty. Subsequently, they rose to power 

in Bengal. The Senas started as feudal vassals in the Rāḍha region of the Pālas a er 

coming to Bengal. In their family records, they are stated as ‘Brahma-kṣhatriya’, but 

they became full Kṣhatriyas a er changing their occupa on. They a ained their rule 

in Bengal under the leadership of Sāmantasena (1060-1080 AD), mainly confined in 

the Rāḍha region. But he did not assume any royal title. He was succeeded by his 

son Hemantasena (1080-1095 AD) who had been given the title māhārājādhīrāja in 

the Barrackpur Copper-plate.393 It assumed that he just founded the independent 
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principality, but no other achievement is attributed to him. The real founder of the 

great dynasty was Vijayasena (1095-1158 AD), son of Hemantasena. He assumed the 

imperial titles parameśvara, paramabhaṭṭāraka, mahārājādhirāja, and the proud 

epithet arirāja-vrishabha-sa̒ṅkara. That he had to fight with several independent 

chiefs is expressly referred to in the Deopārā Inscription. All of the regional chiefs 

were probably aspirants for the Pāla throne. He ousted the Varmans from East 

Bengal. Therefore, it is justified to say that south-eastern Bengal, which was included 

in the domains of the Varmans, became an integral part of the Sena Kingdom 

sometime in the middle of the 12th century AD. During the Kaivarta Revolt, 

Vijayasena helped Rāmapāla. He was recognized as an independent ruler in 

exchange of helping Rāmapāla to regain Varendra. Again, Rāḍha came under the 

possession of Vijayasena due to a nup al rela on with the Sūra dynasty of South 

Rāḍha. Then Vijayasena brought south and east Bengal under his possession. Taking 

advantage of the weaknesses of the last kings of Pāla dynasty, Vijayasena extended 

his lordship by defea ng Madanapāla and driving away the Pālas from south and 

south-east Bengal. Then he launched an a ack on Kāmarūpa, Kaliṅga and Mithilā. 

Vijayapura situated in Triveni of Hooghly district was the first capital of Vijayasena. 

The second capital was established in Vikramapura in the district of Munshiganj. 

Vijayasena was succeeded by his Vallālasena (1158-1179 AD), who assumed 

the imperial title of arirāja-niḥsa̒ṅka-sa̒ṅkara. He not only protected his father’s 

kingdom, but also expanded it to a large extent and established Sena rule on a 

strong founda on. It has been pointed out that Vallālasena ousted Govindapāla, the 

last Pala ruler of Magadha in 1162 AD, from his kingdom. Thus, Magadha came 

under the suzerainty of Vallālasena. It is stated in the Vallālacharita (1520 AD) of 

Ānanda Bhaṭṭa that his kingdom comprised five provinces, viz. Vaṅga, Varendra, 

Rāḍha, Bāgḍī394 and Mithilā.395 He was a great scholar and an author of repute, and 

two of his works Dānasāgara and Adbhutasāgara are highly impressive. During his 

reign, the caste system was re-organised and he introduced the tradition of kulinism 
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among Brāhmaṇas, Vaidyas and Kāyasthas. He used to practise Brahmanical 

Hinduism and favoured the Tantric form of religion. He sent several missionaries 

among the Brāhmaṇas to Magadha, Bhutan, Chi agong, Ārākān, Orissa and Nepal.396 

He married the Chālukya princess, Rāmadevi. It proves the growing strength and 

pres ge of the Senas as a poli cal power and also shows that they had s ll retained 

contact with their ancestral land Karnāṭa.397 In his old age, he handed over the 

charge of running the kingdom to his son Lakṣmaṇasena and passed the rest of his 

life by following Vānaprastha with his wife near Triveni on the Ganges, and finally 

ended his wife's life and his own by drowning themselves voluntarily in the holy 

water of the Ganges. 

  Lakṣmaṇasena, the son and successor of Vallālasena, was the last great king 

of the dynasty. It appears from the epigraphs of Lakṣmaṇasena that he was the first 

king to assume the title of gauḍeśvara and also of imperial title arirāja-madana-

sa̒ṅkara. He also took the title of parama-vaiṣnava or parama-narasiṁha. He was a 

great warrior like his father and showed his skill in the ba lefield. He brought 

Prāgjyo sha, Gauḍa, Kaliṅga, Kāsī̒, Magadha and other regions under Sena Empire. It 

appears from the available sources that Lakṣmaṇasena carried on military 

expedi ons far away from the fron ers of Bengal in all direc ons. It was a great 

achievement on the part of Lakṣmaṇasena as no other ruler since the days of 

Dharmapāla and Devapāla in Bengal had carried on such wide and extensive military 

campaigns.398  Lakṣmaṇasena was famous for his extraordinary quali es and 

proverbial generosity which a racted Minhāj-i-Sirāj, author of Tābāqat-i-Nāsiri. He 

designated him as “the great of Rae of Bengal”. Siraj adds that he was respected as 

the hereditary Khalif (Caliph) or spiritual head of the country.399 But although 

Lakṣmaṇasena began with a brilliant career of conquest, his reign ended in a sea of 

troubles that shrouded him and his empire. Towards his later career, he became 

inattentive to the running of his kingdom, probably due to long-standing warfare, 

old age disability and for other reasons and started to reside in his second capital 
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Navadvīpa on the Ganges like his father.  At this time, in different parts of the Sena 

kingdom, a number of chiefs emerged who broke off from the empire and paved the 

way of its downfall. An inscription found in western Sundarbans, shows that 

Ḍommaṇapāla had set up an independent realm in the eastern part of Khāḍi (in 

Sundarbans) in 1196 AD.400 The Deva family also established an independent 

kingdom to the east side of the river Meghna around the same me. Gauḍa turned 

into a playing ground of fearful intrigue and mutual conflict and there grew internal 

disorder. Muhammad Bakh yār Khalji, a Turkish general gave the final blow to the 

Sena Kingdom. In 1204 AD, he suddenly a acked the royal palace at Nadia where 

Lakṣmaṇsena had taken refuge.401 Lakṣmaṇasena managed to escape to east Bengal 

and took shelter in Vikramapura of the pre-Sena Munshiganj district, sailing all the 

way. He ruled there for a few more years. Bakhtiar Khalji easily occupied north and 

north-west Bengal. In this way, Muslim   Empire was established in Bengal centering 

round Lakṣmaṇāba  (Gauḍa). A er Lakṣmaṇasena's death, his two sons, 

Viśhvarūpsena and Keśhavasena, ruled one after another for some time. It is evident 

from the epigraphic records that southern and eastern parts of Bengal were under 

their domain for a period of nearly twenty-five years and it means that they kept the 

kingdom under their control until 1230 AD. There is no evidence that the Senas ruled 

Bengal a er Kesa̒vasena. We found in Tābāqat-i-Nāsirī that the descendants of 

Lakṣmaṇasena ruled in Bengal at least up to 1245 AD. Thus, it is almost certain that 

Visv̒arūpasena and Kesa̒vasena were succeeded by other members of the family.402 

In the Buddhist work, Pañcharakṣhā,403 the name of one Madhusena, who was given 

the title gauḍesh̒vara, is recorded. Madhusena, with a ‘Sena’ -ending name, was the 

last known ruler of the Sena dynasty. In the third quarter of the 13th century AD, the 

Devas supplanted the Senas from their hold over Vikrampura. By the end of the 

century, the whole of Bengal came under the control of the Muslims. R.D. Banerjee 

has drawn up a chronology of Sena Kings furnished by the literary works written 
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during the reigns of Vallālasena and Lakṣmaṇasena, and this chronology is now 

accepted by all. The table is as follows:404 

Name of the Kings Probable duration of 

rule 

Year of accession and 

last year of reign 

Sāmantasena - - 

Hemantasena - - 

Vijayasena 62 years 1097-1159 AD (1125) 

Vallālasena 19 1159-1178 AD 

Lakṣmaṇasena 27 1178-1205 AD 

Kesa̒vasena 3 years - 

Visv̒arūpasena 14 years - 

 

1.2.2.7. Ḍommaṇapāla of Rakṣakāli 

Ge ng opportunity from the weakness of Lakṣmaṇasena, the last powerful 

Sena ruler, an independent kingdom rose to prominence in the Sundarban region 

under mahārājādhirāja Srīdommanapāla in 1196 A.D.405 D.C. Sircar seems to indicate 

that Dommanapāla was a feudal chief of Lakṣmaṇasena. It is known from the 

inscrip on that the Pala family to which Ḍommaṇapāla belonged migrated from 

Ayodhya and took the possession of Pūrva-Khāṭikā either by conquest or by other 

means. It refers to two rulers. The proper name of the first ruler of this line is 

unknown to us. But sources highlight that he was styled as parama-mahesv̒ara-

mahāmaṇḍalika. He was succeeded by Dommanapāla, who is called 

mahāsāmantādhipati, mahārājādhirāja etc. The subsequent history of the family is 

unknown. 

1.2.2.8. Mallabhūma Kingdom 
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Mallabhūma was the kingdom ruled by the Malla kings of Viṣhṇupura. It 

comprised primarily the present day area of the Indian state of West Bengal from 

the 7th century CE. The area of Bankura, a part of Burdwan, Birbhum, Santhal 

Parganas, Medinipur and also a part of Purulia were under the kingdom. The Rājās of 

Viṣhṇupura were also known as Malla Kings. ‘Malla’ is a Sanskrit word meaning 

wrestler, but there could also be some links with the Mal tribes of the area, who had 

in mate connec on with the Bāgḍīs.406 The Malla Rājās ruled over the territory in 

the south-western part of present West Bengal and a part of south-eastern 

Jharkhand.407 Right from 7th century A.D. till around the 19th century, for around a 

millennium, the history of Bankura district is largely identical with the rise and fall of 

the Hindu Rājas of Viṣhṇupur.408 The legends of Vipa āriṇī Devī are associated with 

the Malla Kings of Viṣhṇupura.409 The kingdom was founded by Ādi (Raghunāth) 

Malla and the last ruler was Kālipada Singha Thākura. The kingdom’s contribution is 

its famous terracotta temples.  
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24 Kane, P.V., History of Dharmaśāstra, Ancient and Medieval Religions and Civil Law, Vol.II, Part-I, 

Chapter-2, Pune: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1930, p. 47. 
25 Mahābhārata, Sabhā-parva, Chapter-XXX, 22-23; Cf. Majumdar, R.C.,(ed.), op.cit,p. 20; Chakravarti, 

M, ‘Notes on   the Geography of Old Bengal’, Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, Vol. 

IV,No.5,N.S.1908, p. 269. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Bhandarkar, D.R., ‘Mauryan Brāhmī Inscrip on of Mahāsthān’, Epigraphia Indica, Vol.XXI, No-14, 

1931-32, p. 85-87; Sircar,D.C., ‘Mahāsthān Fragmentary Stone Plaque Inscrip on’, Select 

Inscriptions Bearing on Indian History and Civilisation , Vol. I, Calcutta: University of Calcutta, 

1965, p. 82-83. 
28 Chattopadhyaya, B., ‘Urban Centres in Early Bengal: Archaeological Perspectives’, Studying Early 

India: Archaeology, Texts and Historical Issues, Delhi: Permanent Book, 2003, p. 74. 
29 Sen, P.C. (ed.), Karatoyā Māhātmya, Rājsh̒āhi, Varendra Research Society, 1929, Monograph No-2. 
30 Mukherji, R. and S.K.Maity, ‘Mahāsthān Framentary Stone Plaque Inscrip ons  (3rd century BC)’, p. 

39-40. 
31 Ibid; Bhandarkar, D.R., ‘Mauryan Brāhmī Inscrip on of Mahāsthān’, pp. 85-87; Sircar, D.C., 

‘Mahāsthān Fragmentary Stone Plaque Inscrip on’, pp. 82-83. 
32 Chowdhury Abdul Momin, ‘Geography of Ancient Bengal: The Puṇḍravardhana Bhukti’, Journal of 

Asiatic Society of Bengal, Vol.XXII, No-3, 1977, p. 177. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Morrison, B.M, op.cit, p. 23-34. 
35 Kielhorn, F., ‘Khālimpur plate of Dharmapāladeva’, Epigraphia Indica, Vol.IV, 1896-97, p. 243 ff.; 

Misra, P.N., and R.C.Majumdar, ‘The Jājilpārā Grant of Gopāla II Year 6’, Journal of Asiatic Society. 

Letters, Vol. XVII, 1951, p. 138 ff. ; Sircar, D.C., ‘Belāva plate of Mahīpāla I’, Epigraphia Indica, Vol. 

XXIX, 1951, p. 1ff.; Banerjee, R.D., ‘Bāngarh Grant of Mahīpāla I: the 9th Year’, Epigraphia Indica, 

Vol.XIV, 1917-18, p. 324 ff.;  Sircar, D.C., ‘Belāva plate of Vigrahapāla III’, Epigraphia Indica, 

Vol.XXIX, 1951, p. 9 ff.;   Banerjee, R.D., ‘Āmgāchi plate of Vigrahapāla III: the 12th Year’, Epigraphia 

Indica, Vol.XV, 1919-20, p. 293 ff.;  Mukherjee, R.K. and S.K. Maity., ‘Mānhāli Copper-plate Grant 

of Madanapāladeva’, pp. 209-218. 
36 Morrison, B.M, op.cit, p. 37 ff. 
37 Chowdhury Abdul Momin, ‘Geography of Ancient Bengal: The Puṇḍravardhana Bhuk ’, p. 177. 
38 Basak, R.G., ‘Rampal plate of Srīchandradeva’, Epigraphia Indica, Vol. XII, 1913-14, p. 136 ff ; 

Majumdar, N.G., ‘Rāmpāl Copper-plate of Srīchandra’, Inscriptions of Bengal, Vol. III, The Varendra 



93 
 

                                                                                                                                                                          
Research Society, Rājsh̒āhi, 1929, p. 1. b) Sircar, D.C., ‘Dhullā plate of Srīchandra’, Epigraphia 

Indica, Vol.XXXIII, 1959-60, p. 134 ff ; Majumdar, N.G., ‘Dhullā Copper-plate of Srīchandra’, pp. 

165-166. c) Basak, R.G., ‘Madanpur plates of Srīchandra, Year 44’, Epigraphia Indica, Vol. XXVIII, 

1950, 149-50, p. 51ff. d) Gupta, K., ‘Pasc̒himabhāg plate of Srīchandra’, Epigraphia Indica, 

Vol.XXXVII, 1967, p. 289 ff. e) Dacca plate of Kalyāṇchandra (unpublished)The informa on 

collected from A.H. Dani, who discovered the plate. f) Sircar, D.C., ‘Maināma  plates of 

Laḍahachandra’, Epigraphic Discoveries of East Pakistan, Calcutta, Sanskrit College, 1973, pp. 75-

77. g) Sircar, D.C., ‘Maināma  Plate of Govindachandra’, Epigraphia Indica, Vol. XXXVIII, 1969, pp. 

197-214. 
39 Chowdhury Abdul Momin, ‘Geography of Ancient Bengal: The Puṇḍravardhana Bhukti’, p. 179. 
40 Ibid, p. 179-180. 
41 Banerjee, R.D., ‘Bārrāckpur Grant of Vijayasena: the 32nd Year’, Epigraphia Indica, Vol. XV, 1919-20, 

p. 278 ff; Majumdar, N.G., ‘Bārrāckpur Copper-plate of Vijayasena’, p.37 ff. Khāḍi has been 
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Chapter: 2 
Society and Economy 
2.1. Society 

The history of a particular part of land will be incomplete unless the social 

history of the region is un-delineated. Society helps the evolution and upbringing of 

the people of that part of territory. The working spirits, division of people on caste 

or community line with impact upon economic growth, productivity- both agrarian 

and industrial, interaction among different sections of the people of that particular 

part of the territory and with the people of wider region- all depend upon the 

stability, virility and mobility of the society. A rigorous or orthodox society hardly 

allows mobility of human being and the society is forced to be confined to 

constriction in various aspects. It generates a sort of stoicism. The efficacy and 

resilience of society is impeded if the society persists upon confinement. All these 

are the special features of the social system. The society in early Bengal was never 

static and that was why social harmony had never faced any predicament. The 

society of early Bengal has always adjusted itself with the diversified forces and this 

has led to the emergence of a sort of social fabric that seems to be the bedrock of 

broadness in outlook of the Bengali people and hence, prosperity of the region. All 

these are to be kept in mind before analysing the social system in Bengal. The 

various factors in the society in early Bengal have to be taken into account. Unity in 

diversity has been reflected all along despite with certain aberrations at times.  

2.1.1. Caste System1 

The caste system is the foundation of the Indian social structure. It is well-

known that Indian society was based on the Brāhmaṇical caste order, which 

appeared in Indian history due to the advent and assimilation of the Aryans in the 

Indian Society. There were mainly four varṇas, namely Brāhmaṇa, Kṣhatriya, 
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Vaisy̒a and Sūdra. We do not get any reference to the existence of four varṇas in 

the earliest texts except in the Puruṣa sūkta.2 It is generally acknowledged that 

the Puruṣasukta is a relatively late hymn in the Ṛigveda. 

Although there were basically four varṇas, we know of the presence of 

many castes in ancient Indian society and the number of sub-castes is increasing 

every day.3 Bengal is no exception to this. The caste system appeared in the 

history of Bengal at an early stage. For century after century, pre-Aryan and non-

Aryan culture and observances mingled with and were assimilated into the 

framework and standards of the caste system. Hence, to narrate the history of 

the social order of ancient Bengal is to tell the story of caste patterns. But this 

division into various castes, sub-castes and hybrids was not of one kind at all 

times throughout India, nor is it now. It is also notable that no literature is found 

prior to the 11th century highlighting the caste system in Bengal. However, after 

the 11th century, Bengali Smṛ  and Purāṇic writers deliberately started to fit the 

social structure of Bengal into the fourfold caste division that existed in other 

parts of India, according to the framework and rationale of the more ancient 

Brahmanical Smṛi .4 But long before this effort, Aryan influence in Bengal had 

already escalated. Along with it the framework and rationale of the caste system 

gained recognition too. Thus, the story of the patterns of caste in Bengal is, in 

fact, to the process of the Aryanisation of the region. 

The early process of Aryanisation began in Bengal can be gleaned from 

various literary sources such as Rāmāyaṇa, Mahābhārata, Purāṇas and Smṛ  and 

Sūtra works. The second stage of Bengal’s caste development began with further 

Aryanisation under the Gupta rule in northern Vaṅga and elsewhere in Bengal. 

From this time right up to the end of the 13th century, many elements in the 

history of caste structures were to be reflected in the numerous inscriptions of 

the region. At least two later Purāṇa- the Bṛihad-dharma Purāṇa and the Brahma-

vaivarta Purāṇa, the Vallālacharita of Gopālabhaṭṭa and Ānandabhaṭṭa, and the 
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genealogical works of Bengal. give some picture of the caste structure in the last 

stage of the Hindu era. Bṛihad-dharma Purāṇa 5 represents the peculiar feature of 

the social system of Bengal. It has divided the non-Brāhmaṇa people of Bengal 

into thirty-six castes and all of them are described as the Sūdras. This is an 

important feature of the caste system of Bengal and it reflects striking difference 

between the society of Bengal and the society of the rest of North India. The 

castes (non-Brāhmaṇa) that appeared in Bengal are classified as uttama, 

madhyama and adhama saṅkaras, all having the status of Sūdra. Thus the uttama 

saṅkaras comprised of  

1. The Karaṇas or Kāyasthas (expert in civil service and in writing. They 

became sat-sū̒dras) 

2. The Ambaṣṭhas or Vaidya (expert in medical science) 

3. Ugra (warriors) 

4. Māgadha 

5. Gāndhika Vaṇika (Trader in spies), the modern Gandhavaṇika 

6. Kaṁsa Vaṇikas- braziers 

7. Sāṁkhikas or Sȧṁkhakāras or Saṅkha Vaṇikas (Workers and dealers 

in conch-shells) 

8. Kumbhakāras (Potters) 

9. Tantuvāyas (Weaver) 

10. Karmakāras (Blacksmith) 

11. Gopas (Milkman) 

12. Dāsas (Cultivator) 

13. Nāpitas (Barber) 

14. Modakas (Sweet  meat makers) 

15. Bārujīvīs or Bārui (growers of betel-leaves) 

16. Mālākāras (Garderners) 

17. Tailikas or Taulikas (Trader of betel-nut) 
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18. Sūtas (bard or carpenter?) 

19. Rājaputra (Rājput?) 

20. Tāmbalis or Tāmalīs (Betel-leaf sellers) 

The twelve-sub-castes of the madhyama saṅkaras are 

1. Takṣaṇas (Wood-cutters) 

2. Rajakas (Washer-man) 

3. Svarṇakāras (Goldsmiths and makers of ornaments) 

4. Suvarṇavaṇikas (Traders in Gold) 

5. Ābhīras or Āhīras (Cowherds) 

6. Tailakāras (Oilmen) 

7. Dhīvaras (Fisherman) 

8. Sauṇḍikas (Wine-sellers) 

9. Naṭas (Dancers and Musicians) 

10. Savakas,Sarakas or Savaras (Hunters) 

11. Sekharas (Florists) 

12. Jālikas (Fisherman) 

The nine castes of the bottom or adhama level were untouchable and were not 

placed within the Brahmanical caste system. They are: 

1. Malegrahis or Malegrhis (the clowns of Vaṅga) 

2. Gṛihīs 

3. Kuravas (occupation not known) 

4. Chaṇḍalas (Executioners) 

5. Baruras (Field labourers) 

6. Charmakāras (Tanners) 

7. Gaṭṭajīvīs (The keepers of ferry sta ons. Perhaps they were the 

modern Pāṭanīs or ferrymen) 

8. Dolābāhīs (Palanquin bearers, perhaps the modern Duliyas or 

Dules) 
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9. Mallas (may be the modern Mālos or fishermen) 

The above division into three classes is said to be based on following 

principles viz. 1) a person whose father and mother belongs to four primitive 

castes, is regarded as uttama saṅkara, 2) one whose mother belongs to one of 

the four primitive castes, but whose father belongs to a caste of uttama saṅkara, 

is called madhyama saṅkara, 3) and one whose parents belong to any mixed 

caste is degraded to the position of adhama-saṅkara. These three general 

principles mainly divided the society of Bengal into three groups. It should be 

mentioned that occupation does not play any role in deciding one’s group. 

Another significant point is that the total number of these mixed castes 

mentioned in the Purāṇa is 36, though actually forty-one are enumerated. It is 

possible that five of the above must therefore have been added to the list later. 

Similar details of the caste structure are found in the Brahma-vaivarta Purāṇa.6 

Here all the mixed or hybrid sub-castes are divided into the two categories: sat 

and asat-sū̒dras. The division is based on the right to offer water to a Brāhmaṇa. 

Sat-sū̒dras are the higher category, able to offer water to the Brāhmaṇas; asat-

sudras were not able to offer water to the Brāhmaṇas. It is noteworthy that the 

Brahma-vaivarta Purāṇa refers to the Vaidyas and Ambaṣṭhas as separate sub-

castes and gives different accounts of their origins. It lists: 

1. Karaṇas 

2. Ambaṣṭhas (issue of a Brāhmaṇ father and a Vaisy̒a mother) 

3. Vaidyas (the original one was the son of Asv̒inīkumāra, one of the 

physicians of heaven, and a Brāhmaṇ mother; their profession was 

medicine) 

4. Gopas 

5. Nāpitas 

6. Bhillas 

7. Modakas 
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8. Kūbaras (nothing is known of them) 

9. Tāmbulīs 

10. Svarṇakāras (as a result of Brāhmaṇa’s curse they became fallen 

and were regarded as asat-sū̒dras) 

11. Mālākāras 

12. Karmakāras 

13. Saṅkhakāras 

14. Kuvindakas (Weavers) 

15. Kumbhakāras 

16. Kaṁsakāras 

17. Sūtradhāras 

18. Citrakāras 

19. Svarṇakāras 

The fallen castes and those of asat-sū̒dra status are: 

20. Aṭṭālikākāras (builders) 

21. Koṭakas (builders of houses) 

22. Tīvaras (hunters) 

23. Tailakāras 

24. Leṭs (Soldiers) 

25. Mallas 

26. Charmakāras 

27. Sūṇḍī (wine merchants) 

28. Pauṇḍrakas (or Podas?) 

29. Māṁsacchedas (Butchers) 

30. Rājaputras 

31. Kaivartas (Fishermen) 

32. Rajakas 

33. Kauyālis (Herdsmen) 
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34. Gaṅgāputras (Cremators) 

35. Yuṅgis (Weavers) 

36. Āgarīs (may be these were the Ugras of the Bṛihad-dharma Purāṇa, 

or the modern Āgurīs) 

Those castes belonging to the low-born or untouchable level are listed 

thus: Vyādhas (hunters), Bharas (occupation unknown), Kāpālis (workers in crafts 

and agriculture), Kols (an aboriginal community), Hāḍḍis or Hāris (scavengers), 

Doms (cremators), Jolās (weavers), Bagatitas or Bāgdis (profession was fishing, 

palanquin bearing and field laboring),Sarakas, Vyalagrahis (perhaps they were the 

Malegrahis of the Bṛihad-dharma Purāṇa), Chaṇḍālas and others. 

There are similarities between the two Purāṇas related to the status and 

classification of different castes. The castes placed in the Bṛihad-dharma Purāṇa 

in the list of u ama saṅkara have been placed in the Bṛahma-vaivarta Purāṇa as 

sat-sū̒dras. The only exception is that Magadha, Gandhavaṇika, Taulikas or 

Tailikas, Dāsas, Bārujīvīs, Sūtas are excluded from the list of the Brahma-vaivarta 

Purāṇa. In lieu of this exemption, we find the inclusion of Bhilla, Kubara and 

Vaidya. Besides this, the Rājaputra has not been mentioned in the list of the 

Brahma-vaivarta Purāṇa. There is also a close resemblance between the list of 

madhyam saṅkara of the former and the asat-sū̒dra of the Brahma-vaivarta 

Purāṇa. The only difference is that Ābhīras, Naṭas, Sabakas, Sekharas and Jalikas 

of the Bṛihaddharma Purāṇa have not been given place in the Brahma-vaivarta 

Purāṇa and we find Aṭṭālikākāras, Koṭakas, Leṭs, Mallas , Charmakāras, Pauṇḍraka, 

Māṁsachchhedas, Kaivartas, Gaṅgāputras, Yuṅgis, Āgarīs, Kauyālīs, etc. in the 

asat-sū̒dra group and among them Malla and Charmakāra have been placed in 

the list of adhama saṁkara of Bṛihad-dharma Purāṇa. In the Bṛihad-dharma 

Purāṇa, we find the names of Dhīvara and Jālika associated with fish trade, but in 

the Brahma-vaivarta Purāṇa, we find the name of the Kaivarta caste in the 
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context of fish trade. According to Bhaṭṭabhavadeva, the Kaivartas belonged to 

adhama saṅkara. 

The first caste, Brāhmaṇa, obviously played a dominant part in the history 

of ancient Bengal. They were required to devote themselves to the sacrificial 

rituals conducted by the ordinary men or by the royal household. They were 

respected by the people as they followed a strict code of life. The professions of 

the Brāhmaṇas in ancient Bengal as found in the inscriptions and literature were 

to perform sacrificial rites, to act as priests of others and to learn and teach the 

sacred text. They generally led simple and peaceful lives and the ideal of plain 

living and high thinking was actually followed by most of them. Their income 

came from sacrifices and religious rites officiated by them as priests.7 Epigraphic 

records from the 8th to the 12th century A.D. refer to the se lement of Brāhmaṇas 

hailing from different countries. In the course of time, the Brāhmaṇas in Bengal 

were divided into various sub-castes or branches such as Rāḍhīya, Varendra, 

Vaidika and Sākadvīpī etc. 

The Karaṇas had been the most important caste in ancient Bengal. The 

people of this caste used to assume high offices in the royal house. There are a lot 

of controversies among scholars about the origin of this caste. According to 

Kulajis, the Kāyasthas of Bengal were descended from the five attendants of the 

five Brāhmaṇas who came to Bengal in response to an invitation by king Ādisū̒ra. 

D.R. Bhandarkar and others8 suggest that the Kāyasthas were descended from 

Nāgara Brāhmaṇas who had a large se lement in Bengal long before the 8th 

century A.D. It should be noted that they held a more important position in the 

management of the state than the Brāhmaṇas up to the 7th Century A.D. 

Sometimes they played an important role in the society as physicians, as is 

evident from the example of one Karaṇa-Kāyastha who was the author of the 

Sabda-Pradipa and who served as court physician of both Rāmapāla and 

Govindachandra.9 
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The Vaidya also appears to have formed an important caste in ancient 

Bengal. The term ‘Vaidya’ originally denotes the important profession of a 

physician. From the social history of Sena dynasty, it is learnt that Vaidya was one 

of the influential caste in the society. The Bhāterā Copper-plate Grant of 

Īsā̒nadeva10 men ons his minister (Paṭṭanika) Vanamāli Kera as vaidya vaṁsa̒ 

pradīpa (excellent light in the race of Vaidyas). So, it can be presumed that before 

the close of the Hindu period, the Vaidyas who took the profession of medicine 

had long been recognized as a distinct social unit in Vaṅga. Usa̒nas Smṛiti11 refers 

to this caste as Bhiṣhak (physician). We also get the information from Kulaji that 

Ādisū̒ra belonged to both Ambaṣṭha and Vaidya castes. It is known from the social 

history of the Sena dynasty that Vaidya was one of the mighty castes in the 

society. It is explicitly stated that Umāpatidhara, an eminent court poet of 

Lakṣmaṇasena and also the composer of Deopārā Inscrip on of Vijayasena was 

the Viji or the first founder of the Dhārā family of the Vaidyas of Bengal.12 Dvayī or 

Dhoyī (also called Dhuyī) has been also referred to as the Viji of Saktṛ Gotra of the 

Vaidyas.13 Thus we can easily conclude that Vaidyas were in high position in the 

state. 

The discussion will remain incomplete if we do not highlight another 

important caste named Kaivarta. The Kaivarta assumed importance during the 

Pāla rule. It is known that the caste originated from the union of a Kṣhatriya male 

and a Vaisy̒a female.14 We find in the Bṛihad-dharma Purāṇa the names of 

Dhīvara and Jālika attached with fish trade, but in the Brahma-vaivarta Purāṇa 

we find that the Kaivartas were associated with fish trade. They are sometimes 

described as chāṣhī. It is recorded in the Vallālacharita that Vallālasena improved 

the position of Kaivartas and made them clean caste.15 Bhaṭṭa Bhavadeva refers to 

them as one of the seven antyajas or low castes.16 
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Apart from what has been said the inscriptions of Bengal also men on 

other lower castes such as Chāṭa, Bhāṭa, Meda, Andhra, and Chāṇḍālas. They 

were also engaged in their respec ve professions. They are also referred to by the 

Smṛ  writers and the Epics. 

2.1.2. The position of women 

The status of women was an important aspect in the social history of 

ancient Bengal. But we cannot draw a complete picture of women's social life and 

position from the epigraphic sources. It is necessary to study the literary 

documents in order to get a complete and perfect picture of the social status of 

women of that period. The ancient texts- law books, poetry, and others, have no 

consensus over the question of the position of women in the society. Therefore, it 

is difficult to draw an accurate picture. Their status has been a matter of 

improvement and modification. They faced ups and down, but these ups and 

downs have helped very little to bring a basic change in their condition. Reforms 

from age to age have tried to determine a specific position in their lives, but 

despite their honest efforts, it remained a baffling problem to adjust theories 

with practice. 

Generally, the birth of a girl child is considered to be an unwelcome event. 

India is no exception to the notion. In the Atharvaveda, rituals were performed to 

ensure the birth of a son.17 Contrary to it, however, the Bṛihadāraṇyaka 

Upaniṣada enjoins certain rituals in order to ensure the birth of a scholarly 

daughter.18 In the early Vedic and Vedic period, only tribal needs would have 

prompted the desire for the birth of a girl child. From the later Vedic period 

onwards, literature appears to be inclined more towards opposing gender 

equality. A rapid shift from upanayaṇa to vivāh saṁskāra was noticed from 7th 

century onwards. The basic factor responsible behind the preference for male 

children seems to be ancestor worship, which was to be performed by the sons 
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only.19 Interestingly, in most of the inscriptions of the early medieval period, the 

name of the mother appears only if she has given birth to a male child, whether 

she belonged to the royal class or to the common class. Later, various other 

factors like more economic responsibility in a girl’s marriage, prohibition on 

remarriage of a widow and strict widowhood penance etc. accelerated this 

process.20 K.M. Panikkar has cited the breakdown of social institutions, the 

upsetting of traditional political structures, the vast migration of people and the 

economic depression.21 Vijaya Ramaswamy advocated two primary factors 

behind the social exploitation of women. First was lack of education, and the 

second, economic dependence.22  

Vātsyāyaṇa23 describes in his Kāmasūtra that the women of Gauḍa were 

famous for being soft and scurrilous, sweet-spoken, happy, loving and dedicated 

to the maintenance of their beauty and charms. He also highlights the beauty of 

men. Some of comments of Vātsyāyaṇa indicate that the women of harem of 

Vaṅga were not used to coming out independently. They talked the outsiders 

from behind the curtain.24 Perhaps women were not barred from learning. 

Theoretically, it can be assumed that the position of women in the society was 

high, but at the same time, it can be assumed that she was not independent and 

was a subservient member of her father’s and her husband’s family. It is stated in 

the Mahābhārata25 that a woman should never be independent. She should be 

protected in childhood by her father, in her youth she should live under the 

protection of her husband and in her old age her son should look after her. Manu 

and the early Dhamasāstras also uphold the same notion. Baudhāyana26 says that 

a woman is not fit for independence. Vasi̒ṣṭha27, like his predecessors, promotes 

complete dependence of women and according to him, a woman is not 

independent, and man is her lord. The highest compliment of women's lives is in 

the joint family in doing the housework, and keeping the home in order.28 It has 

been prescribed that she should control the expenses of the family, keep the 
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house and hearth clean and be economical in habits. It has been stated by the 

ancient law-givers that women should be emphasized and treated properly. 

Manu says, “Where women are honoured, there the Gods are pleased; but where 

they are not honoured, no sacred rite yields any rewards.”29 To some extent, the 

position of women was much higher in Bengal in the initial stage. Bharati Ray 

clearly has analyzed the position of women in Bengal. “The presiding Bengali 

deity, Kālī, the mother Goddess, standing on the prostrate figure of Siva, her 

husband, symbolizes as clearly as any such symbolism can ever do, the 

domination of female principle over the male principle. Perhaps historically this is 

related to the attempt to preserve the India of the mother Goddess against the 

Aryan consequence with their father Gods and their semi cultural logic. In the 

struggle for hegemony, the mother Goddess had managed to retain her primacy, 

at least in Bengal. A mother, therefore, connotes a position of supremacy in the 

Bengali Hindu Psyche as well as family life.”30 

The existence of the devadāsī system31 proves the low moral status of the 

people of Bengal. The devadāsī system existed in Bengal now looked down upon. 

The inscrip on of Deopārā states that “King Vijayasena gave one hundred 

beautiful female (attendants)” whose bodies were raised by ornaments 

for Pradyumnesv̒ara (Siva). The author of Pavanadūta also mentions devadāsīs or 

the girls of the temple for Siva. The practice of offering devdāsīs to the temples is 

now prevalent only in south Malabar and nearby region.32 Thus it is inferred that 

the kings of Sena Varman probably brought this custom from south India. A 

dancing girl named Kamalā working in a temple in Puṇḍravardhana in the 8th 

century is mentioned in Rājtaraṅginī, thereby proving that this system was 

practiced in different parts of Bengal.33 Although these girls were dedicated to 

the temple, their predicament was not better than that of the general courtesan. 

The lower standard of morality is proven more by the practice of keeping women 
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slaves referred to by Jimūtavāhana and these women were preserved for 

enjoyment.34 So women were not better than the products of enjoyment.  

Yet, women in Bengal did enjoy some privileges and rights, and their 

husbands, sons and other relatives had to rely on their feeling of duty and love. 

The birth of a daughter was equally entertained like that of male child. A 

daughter was also regarded as the object of glory, much like a son to the family. 

Due to her adorable traits, the purity and integrity of her character, she was an 

object of joy to her parents as well as her husband. Polygamy35 was prevalent in 

different parts of the wealthy society. The kings generally considered it a privilege 

to have a crowded hārem. The royal family, high officials and rich people married 

more than one life. Vātsyayaṇa said that the wealthy people generally had a 

tendency to plural spouses. The Moṅghyr Copper-plate refers to polygamy.36 The 

Bāṇagarh Copper-plate of Mahīpāla I37 also testifies to the prevalence of 

polygamy. It appears from the plate that an ideal wife tried to win the heart of 

her husband through the magic power of her warmer attraction without incurring 

the displeasure of her co-wife. 

Ancient lawgivers have mentioned that an ideal woman should be an ideal 

housewife. The married woman should use the mark of vermillion on her 

forehead as a means of dedication to her husband. But there were instances of 

women who used to go out to earn money by means of spinning, weaving and 

other mechanical arts.38 Occasionally employers bribed the workers' wives to 

persuade them to send their husbands or other members to the work.39 It shows 

that the wives of Vaisy̒a and Sūdra men had an active role in the business of their 

husbands. An example of some improvement in their position is that they had 

absolute right over strīdhana.40 They could manage it anyway they liked.41 But 

women were considered inappropriate for all responsible work. It was believed 

that they were unable to perform the difficult tasks of the administration.42 
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In Bengal, after the death of their husbands, they had to avoid all kinds of 

luxury and sensational food, such as meat, fishes etc.43 The position of the 

widows in the society was not at all encouraging. They were looked upon as 

inauspicious and were rarely allowed to take part in various rites and occasions. It 

seems that people encouraged them to immolate themselves at the funeral pyres 

of their husbands. The Bṛihad-dharma Purāṇa mentions that a devoted wife 

should follow her husband in death.44 By doing so, she saves him from great sins. 

So it is clear that the sa  tradition was prevalent in Bengal from the early times. 

Despite such strict restrictions, there are some examples that show that 

women often enjoyed a lot of independence. In ancient India, women did not 

have the freedom to move, but they freely carried out the activities inside and 

outside the home. Women held a very respectable position in the society. 

Normally the position of women was happy. They, no doubt, enjoyed freedom to 

have light and air, the two blessings of God. Although the society was patriarchal 

in nature, the women seem to have cooperated with the males in the smooth 

running of the family. They played an important role in assisting their husbands in 

every work of life and all possible social affairs. 

From the descrip on of the Dhoyī, it is seen that in Vijayapura, the capital 

city of Lakṣmaṇasena, women hardly used pardāh and the pardāh system was not 

in vogue.45 Another example of the improvement of women's position in the 

Sena-Varmana era was the inclusion of the queen in the land grant chart. It 

certainly indicates the superior position of women of Bengal at that time.46 The 

elevation of the posi on of the Rājñi in the Sena-Varmana period, in known from 

the inscriptions, and is perhaps due to the dignity of women of South India from 

where the Senas came. The Rāmapāla Copper-plate47 states that Queen 

Srīkān͂chana was to king Trailokyachandra what Sachī was to Indra, Gaurī to Hara 

and Srī to Hari. Similarly, the Naihā  Copper-plate of Vallālasena48 compares 

Vilāsadevī, the queen of Vijāyasena, with Lakṣhmī and Gaurī. Another example 
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may be cited from Rāmguñj Copper-plate Inscrip on of Īsv̒araghoṣa,49 Sadbhāvā, 

the wife of Dhavalaghoṣa and the mother of Īsv̒araghoṣa is described in the same 

manner. Sadbhāva is described here as a second Bhavānī (wife of Siva) and also as 

Sītā, wife of Rāma, Padmā, the wife of Viṣhṇu. 

2.1.3. Education and Learning 

The origin of education may be traced to the earliest Vedic times. The 

study of the Vedas was the primary duty of every twice-born person. In the 

Manusmṛi  it is enjoined that the whole Veda together with secret doctrines was 

to be learnt by every Dvijā  (twice-born).50 While referring to a Vedic text, the 

Mahābhāṣya51 suggests that a Brāhmaṇa should study Dharma and Veda with its 

six Aṅgas without any desire for reward. The epigraphic and literary sources 

furnish details about education and learning in ancient Bengal. Fa-hien also gives 

a vivid account of the education system in Bengal. It is known from his writings 

that Tāmralipta was a famous centre of learning. All the branches of sā̒stras were 

taught here.52 The city was a centre of Buddhist learning also. Gauḍīrī  was one 

of the principal styles of poetic composition, the other being Vaidharbhī. In order 

to compose the poems, these items were essen al in ancient days of Bengal. It 

has derived its name from the place of its origin and Daṇḍin calls it Paurastya i.e., 

eastern. We may assume that it had its origin in Bengal. The inscrip ons found 

outside Bengal wri en in Gauḍī style prove that it was used not only in the land of 

its origin or eastern India, but even outside of Bengal. The poetry por on of 

Nidhānpur Plates of Bhāskaravarmana,53 the Tippera Plate of Loknātha and the 

Pāla and Sena Inscription were written in the style which was evidently suited for 

the prasa̒s s. 

Education played a very important role in the social set up of the people in 

the ancient days of Bengal. The Brāhmaṇas were the chief custodians of Hindu 

learning. In the Gunāighar Copper-plate Inscription of Vainya Gupta,54 it is stated 
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that there was an educationist named Āchārya Sān deva who was a Buddhist 

scholar. The Faridpur Copper-plate Inscrip on of Dharmāditya55 reveals the fact 

that Chandrasvāmin was well-versed in the six Vedaṅgas. The inscription further 

states that the feudal chiefs were also masters in sā̒stric knowledge. Another 

Brāhmaṇa named Somasvāmin affiliated to Vājasaneya school of the Vedas was 

meritorious. Vatsasvāmin was also a learned Brāhmaṇa.56 

The glory of the Pāla period with regard to education is reflected in the 

proficiency of people of that time in the various branches. Men of letters 

exhibited vigorous and creative spirit. The inscriptions of the Pāla period throw 

considerable light on the importance of education at that period. In the 

Khālimpur Copper-plate Inscrip on of Dharmapāla,57 it is affirmed that 

Dayitaviṣhṇu who was born in this family, was a master of all types of learning. It 

may be stated in this connection that all sorts of sastric knowledge were 

considered to be essential to rule over the country. From the Tibetan accounts, 

we can have an idea of the monastery at Vikramasī̒lā.58 It was founded by 

Dharmapāla, who bore the tle Vikramasī̒la. It is also stated that in his time the 

head of the vihāra was Buddha-jñāna-pāda. The Mahābodhi Inscrip on59 of the 

me of Dharmapāla is an interes ng one in respect of educa on. The word 

snātaka is used in the inscriptions to denote a man who has acquired knowledge 

in the Vedas and has been permi ed by teachers to enter into the second stage of 

life. The Moṅghyr Copper-plate Inscrip on of Devapāladeva60 informs us that the 

kings as well as priests were highly proficient in all branches of knowledge. During 

the Pāla rule the Buddhist vihāras were prominent due to the congrega on of 

higher studies. The Pālas were Buddhists and played an important part in the 

growth of the University of Nālandā. The Nālandā Grant of Devapāla61 records 

that king Bālaputradeva of Suvarṇadvīpa and Yavadvīpa was a racted by the 

manifold excellence of Nālandā and built a monastery in Nalanda, which was the 

assembly of monks of various good qualities. This proves that it was a famous 
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seat of learning and its glory was not only confined to the borders of India, but 

spread outside. The Goṣarawa Inscrip on of Devapāla62 also furnishes some 

interes ng informa on. The pa ern of educa on during the me of Devapāla was 

Buddhistic. The inscription further refers to a meritorious notable Brāhmaṇ 

Indragupta by name, who had a son, who had studied all the Vedas. He had also 

acquired mastery over all the branches of knowledge. 

The Gaya Stone Pillar Inscription63 compares Sūdraka to Bṛihaspati (God of 

learning) for the astonishing qualities of his mastery over the different branches 

of learning. It also informs us that his son Visv̒āditya, also possessed all the virtues 

required of an adept in fine arts. In the Garuḍa Pillar Inscrip on of 

Nārāyaṇapāla,64 it is stated that Brāhmaṇa Darbhapāṇi was well-versed in the four 

Vedas. The inscription states that the entire ocean of learning of the four Vedas 

was assimilated by Kedāramisr̒a, heir of Darbhapāṇi, during his boyhood. 

Kedāramisr̒a was a master of Vedic literatures. The inscrip on further states that 

Guravamisr̒a,65 minister of Nārāyaṇapāla was proficient in many subjects viz., in 

astrology, astronomy and in the Vedas. The Bhāgalpur Copper-plate Inscrip on of 

Nārāyaṇapāla66 also states that king Nārāyaṇapāla was a vastly learned man and 

he attracted men of letters through his good speech. 

The Bāṇgarh Copper-plate Inscrip on of Mahīpāla I provides us withthe 

informa on that the Brāhmaṇas were granted land to meet their daily needs. 

They were well-versed in Mimāṁsā, Vyākaraṇa, Tarkasaṁgraha. This indicates 

that highly educated Brāhmaṇs were also the recipients of valuable gifts from the 

royal palace at that time in Bengal. In the sixth year of the reign of Mahipāla, the 

Aṣṭa-Sāhasrikā-Prajñā-Pāramitā was copied by one Kalyāṇamitra.67 

The Sena period is called a golden age of Sanskrit literature in Bengal. The 

Deopārā Inscrip on of Vijayasena68 indicates that the poet Umāpa dhara was a 

jewel to theSena dynasty. The Mādhāinagar Copper-plate of Lakṣmaṇasena 

informs us that Vallālasena was the foremost of all scholars at that me. It was 
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Vallālasena who wrote Dānasāgara and Adbhutasāgara.69 It may be stated that 

Aniruddha Bhaṭṭa was the preceptor of Vallālasena and composed two works on 

rituals, namely, Suddhi-viveka and Hāralatā. It may be assumed that education 

had flourished in this period on a large scale. 

We may refer to Jayadeva, who was one of the court poets in the royal 

palace of Lakṣmaṇasena. He was one of the jewels during Lakṣmaṇasena. The 

other jewels were Umāpa , Saraṇa, Govardhana, Dhoyī, etc. The Calcu a Sāhitya 

Parisat Copper-plate of Visv̒arūpasena70 informs us that the king was a patron of 

learning. This inscrip on further states that Halāyudha was a reputed scholar 

enjoying royal patronage for his scholarly aptitude. The Brāhmaṇasarvasva is the 

best known of all his works. It deals with the daily rites and periodical āchāras for 

Brāhmaṇas. 

Bengal was famous for its contribution to Smriti and ritualistic literature. 

In ancient Bengal, the importance of medical science was recognised highly. 

Āyurveda (or the science of Longevity) was called an Upa-veda. The Chinese 

pilgrim Hiuen-Tsang tells us that great stress was laid on it in the Nālandā 

monastery.71 Chakrapāṇidaṭṭa was an established physician in Bengal. His father 

Nārāyaṇa was an officer (pātra) and superintendent of the culinary department 

(rasavatyadhikarin) of the Pāla king Nayapāla. Chakrapāṇi was also a prolific 

medical writer. His famous work, Chikitsā-saṁgraha, was meant for medical 

practitioners only. His Dravya-guṇa-saṁgraha is a glossary of medical drugs and 

Sabda-Chandrikā is a vocabulary of vegetables and minerals.72 

Thus from the above discussion of education it is clearly evident that the 

education and learning gradually progressed with the march of time and 

flourished in different parts of Bengal due to royal patronage. The study of 

Sanskrit was encouraged by the rulers of Bengal. The poets, writers, scholars 

were versed in Sanskrit language and adorned the courts of rulers in ancient 

Bengal. 
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2.1.4. Food and Drink 

In Bengal there were favourite natural conditions for production of 

various types of agricultural food crops like paddy, barley, fruits, vegetables, 

pulses, spices and varied other things. The early inhabitants of Bengal used to 

remain satisfied due to the abundance of agricultural crops produced in the 

region. It is very difficult to draw a comprehensive account of food habit of the 

people of ancient Bengal. But references scattered in early Bengal literature 

corroborate the epigraphic data and thus give us a fair idea in this regard. Besides 

these, the evidence furnished by some interesting terracotta plaques discovered 

in the course of excava ons at Pāhārpur, Maināma  etc and the tes mony of 

some interesting images of male and female Hindu deities also supply us with 

some reliable data with regard to the use of food in ancient Bengal. We may 

assume in this connection that there might have been variations of foodstuff and 

drinks. Yet a comprehensive idea may be gathered from the study of the dietary 

systems of the different parts of Bengal. 

Paddy (dhānya) was the most important food grain cultivated in ancient 

Bengal. Grains of rice seem to have been husked out from paddy by hurling on it a 

kind of heavy pestle with the help of one’s hands. Then the boiled rice must have 

been the most commonly used. So the staple food of the rich and the poor in 

their everyday life was paddy or rice. Chakradatta mentions in his treatises the 

name of several kinds of paddy like Rakta Sāli, Saṣṭika, Nīvāra and Syāmā, Sūka-

dhānya, Samī-dhānya, Vṛhi-dhānya etc.  Rice mixed with pulses was prepared and 

called khichurī. Pāyasa or paramānna which was prepared by boiling rice in milk 

was used as food by the people of ancient Bengal. Wheat and barley were the 

crops next to rice produced.  

Food grains were also supplemented by māṣa, mudga and tila. Māṣaka or 

māṣa is the name which denotes a class of kidney bean.73 Mudga is the name 
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commonly applied to a class of pulse known as the green grain. Tila is the name 

commonly given to sesamum seeds. We may refer also to the common food 

grains as used by the people of ancient Bengal in a verse written by the poet in 

the Saduk karṇāmṛta. A careful study of Chakradatta’s Chikitsā Saṁgraha reveals 

that the boiled juice of pulses like mudga, masura etc. were used as medicated 

diet by some people suffering from certain ailments. 

In ancient Bengal, the housewife used to cook their daily food with pot 

herbs (sā̒ka).74 The leaves, branches, flowers and fruits of the alabu creeper are 

even now used as common vegetables for making different kinds of curry in the 

kitchen of Bengal. The people of Bengal used as their diet many edible fruits 

(phala), esculent (mūla), edible pot herbs, molasses (guḍa), crushed powder of 

fried gram (caṇaka). Food grains were supplemented by vegetables. It was one of 

the principal items of food in the people of Bengal. Paṭala, vārtāku, mūlaka 

(radish), kāravellaka (karelā or karalā), karkoṭaka (kakrole) are some vegetable 

mentioned in early Bengali literary works.  

Among the fruits, āmra or mango and panasa or jackfruit was the main 

available in Bengal. Besides it, nārikela or coconut, betel, guvaka were found in 

Bengal. The medical book of ancient Bengal prescribes many fruits like kadali, 

tala, nārikela and more.75 Mango was a delicious fruit for the poor and the rich 

alike in ancient Bengal. Jackfruit seems to have been a common and favourite 

fruit in ancient Bengal. The green jackfruit was used as popular vegetable to 

prepare a kind of curry and the ripe version was considered pleasing to our taste 

and quite satisfactory for appeasing our appetite. Another common fruit was the 

date and liquid juice was highly valued. Various kinds of jams and jellies were also 

prepared from mango in ancient Bengal.76 The book also prescribes the 

usefulness of various leaves, roots, barks, flowers, etc. as food for the treatment 

of various diseases.77 Milk and its products played a dominant part in ordinary 

diet.78 In this connection, the wide use of sweets in the ancient days of Bengal 
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may also be mentioned. The ancient literatures and the early inscriptions refer to 

natural cow’s milk and goat’s milk. It appears from the literatures that condensed 

boiled-milk, the cream of the boiled milk and the by-products of milk curd, whey, 

casein, butter and clarified butter etc. were used as food by the people in ancient 

Bengal.79 

The fish (Plate-1/1) and meat were popular food found from the 

inscrip ons and early literature of Bengal. Fish and meat were not usually eaten 

by Brāhmaṇas outside Bengal. But that practice was common in ancient Bengal. 

The Bṛihad-dharma Purāṇa80 recommends that a Brāhmaṇa partakes of cooked 

fish like rohita, sa̒phara or sa̒pharī, sa̒kula(so̒la) and other kinds of fish which 

were white and had scales. Sarvānanda in his Ṭīkāsarvasva81 refers to the name of 

certain kinds of fish which were used as food by the people of ancient Bengal. 

Thus we find the names of rohita, mādgura, so̒la, rājīva, sa̒kula, sa̒phari, nala-

mīna and sr̒iṅgi. The commentator further mentions the word badisa̒ meaning 

the fish hook used for catching fish by angles.82 The ilisa̒(hilsa) was largely 

consumed in Bengal, and the people used its fat for various purposes. The 

terraco a plaque found at Pāhārpur-Maināma  also represents how fishes were 

cut into pieces, and made ready for cooking.83 The people, especially the 

Brāhmiṇs, were not allowed to take whatever fish they liked. They had to avoid 

those fishes which had ugly forms, or had head like snakes, or lived in holes.84 

Though the eating of rotten fish was forbidden, people took dried fish. The 

people of Bengal liked eating dried fish, as it is known from the Sarvānanda.85 

The use of meat is also mentioned in the terracotta plaques discovered in 

Bengal. As regards meat, the flesh of deer and goat were most popular. The 

fowlers and hunters are mentioned in the terraco a plaques at Pāhārpur. There is 

no doubt that the fowlers and hunters belonging to the Sabara, Pulinda and 

Niṣāda tribes lived by consuming the cooked and roasted fish, birds and animals. 

The Smṛi s do not recommend the flesh of snails, crabs, fowls, cranes, ducks, 
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datyuha birds, camels, boars, cows, etc. The hare, the godhā, the porcupine and 

the tortoise were the nailed animals that were eaten by the people of Bengal.86 

But in no case was the taking of raw or dried meat permissible. This description 

enumerates various kinds of food and drinks offers to guests by rich people in the 

ancient Hindu society of Bengal. 

Like the eating of meat, the drinking of wine was also prevalent in ancient 

days of Bengal. As regards intoxicating drink, the spirituous liquor made by 

distillation of rice, molasses, flower and honey were in common use. The early 

Charyāpadas refer to drinking at liquor shop. It is also stated that there were 

many ale-houses in ancient Bengal. People addicted to wine seem to have visited 

such ale-houses. Sarvānanda refers to panīyasā̒lā and gāñja in his commentary 

Ṭīkāsarvasava.87 The term pāniyasā̒lā was probably used to denote shops selling 

various kinds of drink such as hot drink, cold or intoxicating drink. Besides wine, 

opium and leaves of hemp (bhāñg) were used as intoxicants by some of the 

people of that time. The nārikela was regarded as one of the best kinds of edible 

fruit. The practice of chewing betel leaves along with betel nuts and a small 

quantity of dissolved liquid lime especially after meals seems to have been well 

known in ancient Bengal. 

It was ordained that a man should first partake of food and drink which 

are bitter in taste, and should finish his meal by consuming food and drinks which 

are essentially sweet in taste. This practice is followed by the people of Bengal 

even now. 

2.1.5. Dress and Ornaments 

Next to food, clothing is the greatest necessity of life. Bengal achieved 

great fame in textile industry since ancient times, for its various kinds of fabrics.  

These are: 1) white and soft fabric (dukūla)88 manufactured in the country Vaṅga 

(vaṅgaka) 2) black fabric as so  as the surface of a gem, manufactured in Puṇḍra 
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3) kṣauma manufactured in Puṇḍra (North Bengal) 4) patrorṇa of Puṇḍra 5) 

kārpāsika. The use of silk and linen cotton fabrics were known since the earliest 

period in Bengal. Vaṅga and Puṇḍra were renowned for different classes of 

dukūla. 

 Sanskrit literature mentions various kinds of attire used by the people of 

the period. The pieces of cloth a man put would put on were generally three in 

number. His head would be covered with a turban and he wore two pieces of 

clothes namely u arīya or upper garment and antarīya or the lower garment. 

Women also used three pieces of clothes as their dress. The upper garment called 

bodice (kūrpāsakah), the lower garment called nīvī (under-garment) and the 

shawl called nīvībandha. Dress and garments also varied according to weather. 

Thus, in the summer season people used to put on clothes suitable for relief from 

the scorching heat of the sun. In the winter, heavy attire made of wool or silk 

wool was a favourite costume of the people. 

Silken garment was used in ancient days of Bengal. In the Bāṇagarh 

Copper-plate Inscrip on of Mahīpāla,89 it is stated that Gopāla wore silken 

garments with lusts of numerous gems. So clothes of variegated colours white, 

red, blue, saffron, black were worn by the people of ancient Bengal. From the 

Deopārā Inscription,90 we learn that the king Vijayasena offered silken garments 

of variegated colours to the naked deity lord Siva. 

It is also remarkable that from the data of the inscriptions we learn that 

ladies were very much interested in decorating themselves. Flowers were used as 

fashions in Bengal. In the Bhāgalpur Copper-plate Inscrip on of Nārāyaṇapāla,91 it 

is stated that women used to decorate themselves from the head to other parts 

of the body with flower. It may be stated that the ladies used toilet and after 

toilet they used to bathe in the large tanks excavated by the kings of Bengal in 

ancient times. After bathing, camphor was often used for anointing the body.92 
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We have also a reference to the use of sandal powder. Married women painted 

their forehead with a mark of vermilion. 

From the study of the Pāhārpur sculptures, we can have an idea about the 

dress of both men and women in ancient Bengal. Men used to wear dhoti, shorter 

and narrower than the one used at present in Bengal. The women wore sā̒ḍīs that 

reached the ankle. They used clothes like blouses to cover their breasts. Women 

sometimes wore scarf. Dancing girls used to wear long tight pājāma up to heels. 

They also used to hang long scarf over their shoulders. Both men and women 

used to wear ornaments. Women used hair oils. They used to wear apply 

kājal (collyrium) on foreheads and eyes. The dhoti and sā̒ḍis worn by men or 

women were embroidered by various patterns. 

The dress of the ascetics was quite different from that of the ordinary 

people. They put on saffron clothes. An ascetic or a Yogī used to shave his head, 

wear kuṇḍalas or ear-rings of copper, rub his body with ashes, put on a rag, carry 

a beggars’ knapsack, a dry pumpkin gourd and a stick. The most significant mark 

of a yogī or yoginī was the use of kuṇḍala. The merchant communities as well as 

the upper classes Hindus used rich garments. Their usual costume was a dhoti, 

chāddar and pāgri. The dress of a warrior consisted of an armour, a helmet, a pair 

of trousers, and a belt with jingling bells. 

People from ancient times were excessively fond of embellishing their 

bodies with various kinds of ornaments worn on different parts of the body. The 

expression alaṅkāra, ābharaṇa, bhūṣaṇa and vibhūṣana found in the ancient 

Sanskrit literatures indicate undoubtedly that the people used to adorn 

themselves with ornaments. The Sukranī sāra93 informs us that the making of 

ornaments with gold and other metals was considered as a special art. Men and 

women used large varieties of ornaments in ancient times. In this connection, the 

Chinese traveller Hiuen-Tsang94 mentions that the women of Bengal wore ear 

rings of precious stones set in gold. They had pendants on their neck, gold 
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bracelets on their wrists and ankles. In ancient Bengal, men and women used to 

wear a single bangle on each hand. The figures of Viṣhṇu and Garuda in the 

Lakṣmī Nārāyaṇa sculpture excavated at Basta in Dhaka district indicate wearing 

bangles with appendages.95  

Siromaṇi or crest jewel was usually worn by kings. In the Khālimpur 

Copper-plate of Dharmapāla,96 it is stated that king Gopāla shone like a sun on 

account of the mass of gli ering rays issuing from his head jewel. It is evident 

from the Deopārā Inscription of Vijayasena that Hemantasena97 was the crest 

jewel of the dynasty. There he bore on his head the dust of feet of the moon-

crested God and the subjects of his kingdom were very happy to have him as a 

king. Mukuṭa or crown studded with gems of various shades and diamonds was 

worn by kings. Sometimes, it was displayed on the images of Gods. Sometimes, 

deities were decorated by ornaments, as evidenced by many inscrip ons of 

Bengal. In the Mādhāinagar Copper-plate of Lakṣmaṇasena it is found that Siva 

was decorated with crest ornaments. 

The ornaments worn by men and women, like their dresses, were very 

similar. The Pāhārpur Plates98 also give us an account of the use of ornaments. 

Many amorous couples depicted in Pāhārpur seem to have been habituated to 

use ornaments. They wear big earrings, two lines of necklaces, armlets, bracelets, 

elaborate girdles and anklets.  

The Rāmacharita99 also refers to the use of ornaments by the people of 

Bengal of that period. It refers to various kinds of ornaments made of diamonds, 

lapis lazule, pearls, emeralds, rubies and sapphires. The simplicity of ordinary 

women with respect to wearing ornament is also corroborated by the 

contemporary texts. The ordinary women and even respectable ladies of the 

highest Brāhmaṇ caste probably used ear-rings made of green palm leaves. Dhoyī 

in his Pavanadūta clearly refers to the use of ear-ring made of green palm leave 

along with other kinds of ornaments.100 
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The literary evidence indicates that men used leather shoes and wooden 

foot-wears, and carried umbrellas and bamboo-sticks. The Charmakāras are 

known to have made these at the outskirt of the town or village fulfilling the 

demand for leather works. The leather industry, therefore, may have flourished 

to a sizeable amount in ancient Bengal. The bedstead, mirror, and lock with keys 

are referred to in the early Charyāpadas. Various kinds of household furniture, 

made of gold with fine artistic designs, are mentioned in the Rāmacharita. 

Terracotta bowls, vases and pitchers, of which there is a variety, and 

earthenware, of all kinds and various types, are represented in sculptures. 

2.1.6. Leisure and Entertainment 

Since the beginning of creation, people have found ways and means of 

amusing themselves. Man is a social being, and his purpose is to share his joys 

and sorrows with his fellow creatures as well as sorrows. The people of ancient 

times were delighted by the beauty of nature, seasonal changes, a good harvest, 

etc. A large number of people both male and female assembled in social 

gatherings in connection with various competitions connected with versification, 

fine arts, singing, and painting.101 The assembled people sometimes indulged in 

humour and sports. It must be mentioned that the outdoor games were mostly 

played in the courtyards, gardens, fields, tanks and rivers. In the public club 

houses, the indoor games particularly games like chess and dice were played. 

The early inscriptions of Bengal are virtually silent about indoor-games 

sports and pastimes. A little bit of stray information, however, is available in this 

regard. The early literature, such as the Charyāpadas, contains a fair amount of 

informa on. In the terraco a plaques of Pāhārpur or Maināma , there is also 

some valuable information on this topic. Dice and chess were very popular among 

indoor-games.102 In ancient Bengal, a miniature diagram of a chess board has 

been discovered at Maināma  in the district of Tipperah in eastern Bengal. In the 
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Charyāpada there is a reference to a chess board in a Charyā song.103 The chess 

board is said to contain sixty four square compartments. The small figures of 

elephants, boats, horses etc. made of wood were used at the time of playing 

chess. It should be noted that people assembled in the gatherings for religious 

purposes were involved in such games. 

The inscriptions and literature of Bengal deal with indoor-games, physical 

exercises, riding, wrestling, hunting, etc. In the Maināma  and Pāhārpur plaques, 

many sculptural traits are found to prove their existence. Again warriors 

equipped with different weapons of war, archers and men figh ng with gers are 

represented in plaques of Maināma . It is stated in the Kailān Inscrip on of 

Srīdharana-Rāta,104 that Srīdharana, king of Samataṭa, had a muscular physique as 

a result of regular physical exercises. 

Among the outdoor games, horse or elephant riding were common in 

ancient Bengal. Sarvānanda refers to five different types of horse-races such as 

para, vīrava, hredu, paulina and mārjā.105 Riding on buffaloes was also a common 

practice with the people of Bengal. In the Rāmacharita of Sandhyākaranandī, it is 

stated that some of the soldiers of the Kaivarta leader Bhīma used to fight against 

the soldiers of Rāmapāla by riding on buffaloes. Lāṭhi play or demonstration of 

the use of lāṭhi or s ck normally made of wood or bamboo was a favourite 

pas me. Vātsyāyana refers to wrestling matches. In the Mahābodhi Inscrip on, 

the work Malla indicates a Boxer.106 The excava on at Pāhārpur107 also proves 

that men favoured wrestling and acrobatics. Sometimes, battle is represented as 

nothing but sports in the inscrip ons. Thus the Belāva Copper-plate of 

Bhojavarman108 states about Jatavarmana that battle is nothing but a sport to 

him. This inscription109 further informs that Lord Krishna sported with hundreds 

of milk maids. 

Hunting was a common and most favourite game among the kings, vassal 

princes, chieftains, nobles and landlords. They hunted wild animals such as 
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elephants by using clever traps. Tribes of ancient Bengal such as Pulinda, Sabara, 

Niṣāda and Chaṇḍāla were hunters by profession. Fishing also seems have been 

one of the pastimes of ancient Bengal. Rowing was probably one of the physical 

exercises among some men and women in ancient Bengal. In the Kāmauli Copper-

plate Inscription of Vaidyadeva,110 it is stated that the boatmen or mariners of 

Vaidyadeva were in a pleasurable mood after conquering the southern Bengal in 

naval war. The Deopārā Inscrip on of Vijayasena states that in the sports of 

conquest of the western dominion, Vijayasena advanced along the course of the 

Ganges with his naval fleet.111 Thus, naval fleet was highly helpful in ancient days 

for leading conquests. 

In the Khālimpur Copper-plate Inscrip on of Dharmapāla,112 it is stated 

that the most illustrious Mahārājādhirāja Dhamapāla used to hear his own praises 

from the lips of the parrots. In ancient Bengal, the kings or wealthy persons used 

to keep parrots or other birds which could reproduce human voice. In this 

inscription, we find also the playful children used to sing in the courtyard in favour 

of king Dharmapāla at the me of playing. So, it seems that children also took 

active parts in games and sports. 

Betting seems to have been a sport prevalent in Bengal as stated by 

Sarvānanda in his Ṭīkāsarvasva. Snake charming was also a type of game. The 

people watched with interest and pleasure the snake charming feats showed by 

snake-charmers, who were known as Vādiyā (i.e. bede).They used to beg money 

by displaying their games with snakes.  

Vātsyāyana in his Kāmasūtra also describes some of the sports enjoyed by 

girls.113 They sometimes played with dice or cards. They also sometimes built 

small houses of earth and of wood. Some physical exercises for girls are also 

mentioned in his book such as the games of hide and seek, spinning round 

holding each eather’s outstretched arms, blind man’s buff, etc. In this connection, 

it may be stated that these games, which were prevalent in ancient Bengal are 
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even now found among boys and girls. Kanduka play is an old game referred to by 

Bhāsa. In the Dasa̒kumāracharita wri en by Daṇḍin there is also a reference to 

such a game. It was a play with a ball. The commentator of the Kāmasūtra 

illustrates the pastime of kadamba yuddha.114 In the commentary, it is mentioned 

that instead of soft balls of kadamba flowers, the people of northern Bengal used 

sticks and stone. It may be assumed that something like modern hockey game 

might have been played by the people in ancient Bengal with sticks and stones. 

The game of swinging or dolākrīdā was another favourite game of the 

ladies of ancient Bengal. Dhoyī in his Pavanadūta states that in the capital city of 

Lakṣmaṇasena, there were pleasant parks, where young women used to amuse 

themselves by swinging to and fro in swinging boxes.115 Picnic in the garden was 

one of the favourite pastimes of ancient Bengal.  It was a popular pastime 

referred to by Vātsyāyaṇa again and again.116 Dhoyī in his Pavanadūta draws the 

attention of the people to the fact that the playful women of the Suhma country 

would amuse themselves by indulging in swimming and some other kinds of 

aquatic sports (jala-kelī). Gardening was also a favourite pas me of the people of 

Bengal as men oned by Dhoyī. People in those days planted the trees and 

creepers in the courtyard of every house to beautify the houses. 

Apart from the above mentioned description of sports and pastimes-

singing, dancing and playing of musical instruments seem to have been common 

pas me among men and women in ancient Bengal and Assam. The Edilpur 

Copper-Plate Inscrip on of Kesa̒vasena117 bears the testimony to the facts that 

kings and wealthy persons would amuse themselves by watching the dances of 

the well-dressed courtesans in the evening. The Deopāra Inscrip on of 

Vijayasena118 reveals a dancing damsel. It is stated that the temple of God 

Pradyunesv̒ara was provided with 100 beautiful damsels. So, devadāsīs were 

engaged in temples to take part in such entertaining fes vals. The Bhuvanesw̒ar 

Inscrip on of Bhaṭṭabhavadeva119 informs us that king Bhavadeva provided for 
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the temple of the deity Harimedhas one hundred damsels. The poet Jayadeva and 

his wife Padmāva  were noted for their musical talents at the court of 

Lakṣmaṇasena. From the above description, therefore, it is evident that games 

and other pastimes continued in Bengal from    the very remotest time to modern 

age. 

However, from the description given above it is evident that these could 

be afforded of one who had plenty of leisure to enjoy and an ample fortune to 

provide for the means of enjoyments.  

2.1.7. Manners and Customs 

Manners are a valuable index of the mental and moral tone of the society 

in any age. It usually covers various forms of action. On the other hand, customs 

control every phase of man’s mental and moral activities. The two are 

complementary to each other. The epigraphic materials with the help of earliest 

Bengali literature have thrown much light on the prevailing manners and customs 

as a whole.  

Bestowal of dowries at the me of marriage was the prevailing custom in 

ancient Bengal. The Tipperah Copper-plate Grant of Lokanātha120 in or about the 

middle of the 7th century A.D. furnishes us with evidence in support of the custom 

of inter-caste marriage, but this was not a regular custom among the aristocratic 

people. There was a curious custom of giving away a younger sister of the bride 

to the bridegroom as a part of dowry. In ancient Bengal as is evident from the 

inscriptions, there was the custom of selling land.121 Sometimes, lands were given 

as free gifts according to the principle of nīvīdharma (religious impulsion) or as 

being not transferable in the future to Brāhmaṇas, temples, etc. in ancient Bengal 

and Assam. Ceremonies connected with birth appear to be a social custom in 

ancient Bengal. It was the custom to offer land grant in the so called ceremony. 

The gift of a golden horse to the Brāhmaṇas during a solar eclipse was another 
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custom that persisted in ancient Bengal. Considering the social customs from the 

religious point of view, it may be stated that religious gift either in the form of 

land or anything else, on auspicious days like the eleventh lunar day (ekādaśī) or 

on the last day of the month (saṁkrān ) was considered to be meritorious. 

Further it may be stated that charity during a lunar or a solar eclipse was also 

thought to be efficacious. Similar instances of ancient custom are also found from 

the Kāmāuli Copper-plate Inscription of Vaidyadeva. It records the gift of land 

made during the last day of the month of Vaisā̒kha on an auspicious eleventh 

lunar day.122 

The custom of listening to the recitation of the epics was observed by the 

people of ancient Bengal. To receive the guest was also one of the social customs 

of ancient society of Bengal.123 There was a custom of ancient people of Bengal to 

hear their own praises even from the lips of parrots or other kinds of birds. The 

most reliable pet in ancient Bengal was the dog. The domestic dogs also served 

the purpose of keeping a watch over the house. 

Another peculiar custom in ancient Bengal was listening to the songs 

describing the glories of some of the popular Pāla kings of Bengal like Mahīpāla. It 

is said that Rāmapāla was so fond of jus ce that he impaled his only son to death 

as the latter committed a wrongful act against a woman. There was also the 

custom of electing a king in order to save the country from danger during dire 

necessity.124 

We also know that the temple girls who served as devadāsīs, had been 

recruited from various castes, and some of them belonged to respectable 

families. It was also a custom of ancient days that a pregnant woman used to take 

a vow to dedicate her child to the service of a temple, if turned out to be 

female.125 

It seems that kings and well-to-do people in Bengal would thus amuse 

themselves in the evening by watching the dance of the courtesans. The 
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inscrip on of Āssam bears the evidence of the existence of well-dressed 

courtesans.126 There were numerous accomplished prostitutes (vārārāmāh) who 

were adept in both vocal and instrumental music and in dancing. Numerous 

terraco a plaques discovered at Maināma  and Pāhārpur and many stone and 

metal images found in Bengal also prove beyond doubt that dancing and vocal 

and instrumental music were cultivated in ancient Bengal during the reign of Pāla 

and Sena kings of Bengal and Bihar. There was also socio-religious custom in 

ancient Bengal. The worship of Goddess Dūrgā was in vogue and very popular 

among the Bengalese. Kālipūjā, Bhratr̄ị-dvi yā, Sarasva  pūjā were also very 

famous in Bengal. 

2.1.8. Conveyances 

Like now days, conveyance used to be the lifeline of society in those days 

too. There were bullock cart, horse, carriage, elephants and boats for 

communication. The cart of the bullock was used even for the bridal procession 

and its shape did not change completely from the modern type.127 Horses,128 

carriages and elephants were probably meant for the wealthy and elite. 

Elephants, both elements of war and sign of aristocratic conveyance, were known 

in Bengal from very early times.129 The Bengali Charyāpadas refer to the capture 

of camels by means of snares.130 In a country covered with a network of rivers, 

those were the main ways to carry boats. The early Charyāpadas often refer to 

boats including sea-going vessels.131 Ferry boats were also in use, and had to be 

paid for by means of cowries.132 

2.1.9. Luxury and Immorality 

Bengal was primarily a rural country and a beautiful description of its 

countryside is given in the book of Rāmacharita.133 But in ancient times, there 

were also many cities and important commercial centres, which were famous for 
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wealth and luxury. The contemporary poets give us a vivid picture of the wealthy 

cities of ancient Bengal, namely Rāmāva  and Vijayapura, the capital ci es of the 

Pālas and the Senas respectively. All these cities were the homes of all shades of 

peoples including all ages and countries. Luxuries were manifested in handsome 

fabrics, jewellery, palace buildings, expensive furniture and rich festivals. The 

abundance of food supply and the invited guests were the main features of these 

festivals in modern Bengal. 

Wealth, luxury and extravagance are not compatible with a strict code of 

morality. Literary and epigraphic sources testify to the immorality and sensual 

excesses in ancient Bengal. Dhoyī implies that these were not only tolerated, but 

regarded as a part of normal social life. 

2.2. Economy 

2.2.1. Agriculture 

Wealth is the cornerstone of society and the determinant of its structure. 

It is indispensable for the welfare of both the individual and the community. The 

sources available for the reconstruction of economic history of Bengal in ancient 

times are extremely meagre. So, the writing of economic history of Bengal is a 

very difficult task. Yet a large number of inscriptions, belonging to the Gupta and 

post-Gupta periods highlight the economy of Bengal. From the sources, it comes 

out that agriculture has been given a place of pride in the early literatures, which 

may be applied for time being. It shared the major source of economy; although 

there were other sectors, such as animal husbandry, industry, trade and 

commerce.  

From the records, we derive some information about agriculture. The 

ecological factors prevailing in a region play an important role in determining the 

economic life of the people in that particular area. The region of Bengal with its 

distinct geographical divisions in endowed with a natural favourable 
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environment, which constituted the economic life of early Bengal. Rivers, 

mountains, forest gave the area an advantage geographical loca on. The Gaṅgā 

and its tributaries make its soil fertile resulting huge agricultural production. The 

easy connectivity through the river channels also gave a chance to transit its 

surplus to deficit areas. Naturally, trade and commerce evolved, and it brought 

prosperity and happiness throughout Bengal. 

The beginning of agriculture and the cultivation of soil as a means of food 

started back in the pre-historic times. The land of Bengal is nurtured by rivers; the 

land is low, and the rainfall is conducive to cultivation. From the beginning the 

three main rivers, such as Gaṅgā, Yamuna, Brahmaputra, and its tributaries 

provided the area a rich layer of silt and adequate accounts of organic material, 

which were necessary for farming.  The excava ons carried on Bāngarh reveals 

the cul va on of agricultural products that was prevalent in early Bengal. The 

Mahāsthān Inscrip on134 clearly testifies to the fact that Bengal had enormous 

production, which created a surplus. The surplus production was stored in a store 

house or granary (koṣṭhāgāra) excavated at Puṇḍranagara to the people afflicted 

by an emergency situation (a yāyika). The granary must have administered by 

the state officials.135 The crops stored, such as paddy (dhānya), sesame (tila), 

mustard seeds (sarshapa) are revealed from the excavations. Among all, paddies 

must have played an important role in agriculture. It is the staple food of 

Bengalese since the beginning even still now. The Rāmacharita also mentions 

‘paddy plants of various kinds’ produced in Varendrī. The inscriptions of Sena 

kings mention smooth fields growing excellent paddy, and myriads of villages, 

consisting of land growing paddy in excessive quantities.136 The procedure of rice 

cultivation is also known from the Raghuvaṁsa̒.137 It talks about how while 

conquering the kingdom of Vaṅga, Raghu uprooted and replanted them like rice 

plants. Rice was sown in three different ways-   by broadcast, by drill, and by 

transplantation from a seed-bed where it had been broadcast sown earlier. Of 
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these, the third method is, as a rule, the least risky, and the most profitable. It 

was known and practised in this province at least as early as the fifth century A.D. 

The different methods of reaping and threshing also appear to have been similar 

to those prevailing at present. Apart from these, there were other various crops 

grown in Bengal during the period. Barley (yava), pulses, such as split peas (kalāi) 

and kidney beans (mug), maize and mustard are men oned in the sayings of 

Khaṇā.138 Mustard is mentioned in the Vappaghosavāṭa Grant of Jayanāga139 

which speaks of sarsapa-yānaka (mustard channel) in the Audambarika viṣhaya 

of Karṇasuvarṇa. Khaṇā advises sowing kalāi and mug in the same field followed 

by the production of mustard.140 Maize was another crop sown in Bengal and sold 

at a high price. 

Along with cereals, a number of vegetables and fruits were cultivated in 

Bengal. The vegetables are brinjal, long gourd, radish, arum, trichasanthes, dioeca 

(paṭal), chilli, turmeric  etc.141 Fruits grown in the region are mango (āmra), bread 

fruit (panasa), pomegranate (dālimba), plantain, basia latifolia (madhuka), date 

(khajura), ditron (vija), figs (parkati), tamarind, coconut etc. The Pāla and Sena 

inscriptions often mention the cultivation of mango and breadfruit.142 Hiuen-

Tsang also refers to the abundant production of panasa in Puṇḍravardhana and 

elaborates a list of fruit which was highly esteemed.143 The reference of 

pomegranates (dālimba) has been found from the Govindapur Copper-plate of 

Lakṣmaṇasena144 and the Calcu a Sāhityaparisad.145 The Pāhārpur terraco a 

plaques146 frequently depict the plantain tree (Plate-1/2) and the same image is 

also found in the Chaṇḍī image of the Rajshahi museum.147 The tree was very 

popular during the time and every house had some plantain trees. They were not 

only valued for their delicious fruits, but were useful in many other ways. Instead 

of soap, the ancient Bengalees used the ashes of bark of plantain trees. 

Moreover, the plant was used in religious and festive occasions by the Hindus. It 

seems that people got used to deriving great benefits from these trees. The 
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Khālimpur Copper-plate148 refers to vija (citron), khajura (date) and the 

Kotālipaḍa Plate of Dharmāditya149 mention parkati. The Rāmacharita150 and the 

copper plate of Īsv̒araghoṣa151 refer to madhuka grown in Puṇḍravardhana.  

Coconut (nārikela) started growing in Bengal widely from 8th century A.D. 

onwards, especially in the district near the sea and on saline oil. Yet, some 

amount of coconut was grown in Northern Bengal. Rāmacharita refers to 

Varendra as the favourable soil for the production of coconut.152 The ripe nuts are 

delicious to eat while green coconut also supplied a favourite drink. The main 

commercial products obtained from the tree were oil and fibre. 

Areca (guvaka) was another product grown in Bengal. The Ashrafpur 

Copper-plate,153 Belāva Cooper-plate of Bhojavarman,154 Bārrāckpur Copper-plate 

of Vijayasena155 and Rāmacharita156 mention its cultivation. It was a commercial 

item which brought an enormous wealth to Bengal. The Calcu a Sāhitya Parisad 

Copper-plate of Visv̒arūpasena157 refers to land extensively for producing areca. 

The records of the Chandras and the Varmans also mention its cultivation. The 

lucrative trade of areca and coconut had been carried on in a large part of eastern 

Bengal as it is evident from the Manasāmaṅgala158 and Chaṇḍīmaṅgala 

kāvyas.159 The state derived considerable revenue from these two items. 

 Betel-vines were also cultivated in the form of plantations called barajas 

and the cultivators got very much economic prosperity from the item.160 It was 

cultivated mainly in eastern Bengal under the hands of a class of people named as 

Bārai or Bāruȷīvī. Due to its exorbitant price, Bengal, being the source of the major 

share of its production, must have derived great profits from this trade. 

In ancient Bengal cotton was cultivated widely in the region. The Deopārā 

Inscription of Vijayasena refers to the fact that seeds of cotton production were 

well-known to the common villagers.161 The cultivation of cotton is also testified 

to by the early Charyāpadas. Mārco Polo speaks of people who derived great 

wealth from the cultivation of cotton.162  



150 
 

We also come across references to the cultivation of jute. There is 

mention of paṭ-sā̒ḍi from the medieval Bengali literature. In Sanskrit, paṭṭa-

Vastra indicates woven silk. It is, therefore, possible that there had been some 

amount of silk produced in parts of North Bengal. But the term in modern Bengali 

denotes jute. 

Rāmacharita made reference to different varieties of excellent flowers 

grown in Bengal. These are Aso̒ka, Kesa̒ra, Madhuka, Kanaka, Ketaka, Mālati, 

Nagaleesara, and lotus.163 Medicinal fruits such as āmlaka, sr̒īphala, haritaki, etc. 

were also grown in Bengal. Bamboo is another significant product, and it was 

used for construction of houses and manufacturing of household articles such as 

baskets, sun-shads, winnowing baskets, mats, fan etc.164 It was also used for 

fencing the house and field. 

After agriculture, animal husbandry occupied the second position in the 

occupational ladder. Animals were used for ploughing, transportation, and 

various dairy products. They were also sources of meat. In ancient India, the 

number of ca le measured one’s wealth. The milch cow was o en gi ed to 

religious ins tu ons and Brāhmaṇas for gaining religious merit. The cow was 

regarded as a sacred animal. Mārco Polo165 observes that “the people of Bengal 

has oxen as tall as elephants, but not so big. They live on flesh and milk and rice”. 

Other domestic animals used to be kept by the Bengalees were buffaloes, goats, 

sheep, cows, oxen, horses, elephants, camel etc.166 The buffaloes were used as 

conveyance. In rural areas or areas of uneven road the main medium of transport 

was carts drawn by buffaloes or oxen. The term go-ratha has been found in the 

second grant of Dharmāditya.167 The horses mainly brought from central Asia 

were used for the purpose of warfare. It was considered as a kind of luxury used 

by the well-to-do class in Bengal. Elephants also were used for the purpose of 

war. It was also a medium of conveyance in Bengal from the very early period. It 

was applied for doing some kind of heavy work. Apart from these, the elephant 
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was also used in the time of hunting and riding by the rich. The handicrafts of 

ivory extracted from elephants were also in great demand in the market. The 

dantakāras were engaged in this profitable industry.168 The camels were 

prevalent in ancient Bengal, as is proven by the different sources. The 

Charyāpadas refer to camels.169 The camels were not indigenous; they were 

possibly brought into Bengal from the west. 

The other animals depicted in the Pāhārpur and Maināma  sculptures are 

goats, sheep, deer, monkeys, boar, jackals, lions, tigers, hare, tortoise, mongoose, 

mice, lizards, etc. Excavations conducted in Pāhārpur reveals the existence of 

rhinoceros in ancient Bengal.170 The rhinoceros were valuable, as it is evident 

from the writings of Sulaiman and Masudi that fashionable and costly girdles 

were made of the horns of the rhinoceros.171 The plaques of Pāhārpur terracotta 

also depict various birds, such as geese, ducks, peacocks and parrots etc.172  

Fish was a dietary item found in ancient Bengal and even Brāhmaṇas were 

permitted to eat such items.173 The Bṛihad-dharma Purāṇa mentions three kinds 

of fish, such as rohita, sakula, and sa̒phara.174 Ilisa̒ is mentioned in Jimūtavāhaṇa’s 

account as a common food enjoyed the people of ancient Bengal. Some dried fish 

were also very popular among the poor people, as is claimed by Sarvānanda.175 It 

is quite reasonable to think that fishery constituted an important occupation 

among the large section of people. 

The sugar-cane was significant product in ancient Bengal. The 

Rāmacharita refers to the cul va on of sugarcane plant in Varendrī.176 It is known 

from the sources that the best quality of sugarcane was produced in Puṇḍra and 

the crop was named Pauṇḍraka after the producing region. Besides sugar-cane, 

contemporary records mention a variety of other crops grown in different parts 

of Bengal, such as malabathrum and spikenard, as mentioned in Periplus.177 The 

country produced enormous production that it needed to be exported.  
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2.2.2. Arts and Crafts 

Although agriculture formed the predominant feature of Bengal’s 

economy, a number of crafts and industries were developed at a very early period 

and played an important role in the lives of the people. The most noteworthy 

among these seem to have been textiles, sugar, metal-work, stone-work, wood-

work and pottery etc.  

All the evidences related to ancient history, supplies the information 

about industries. There were four varieties of textile commodity, which were 

manufactured viz. kṣauma, dukūla, patrorṇa and kārpāsika. The first two were 

varieties of linen, the third was a kind of silk, and kārpāsika was cotton. All these 

were produced in various parts of India, but Vaṅga and other regions of Bengal 

produced these in enormous quantities. Among the textiles, muslin had a great 

demand in foreign markets. It was a variety of cotton. Periplus bears witness to 

the fact that muslins of the finest sort were exported from Bengal. 

Another industry which seems to have made considerable headway, was 

sugar. Bengal was probably one of the earliest homes of sugarcane cul va on. 

Pauṇḍraka produced enormous sugar for the purpose of export. Salt was a 

product manufactured from infiltrated sea water or subsoil brine.  Pottery 

appears to have been practised on an extensive scale. A variety of potteries, such 

as jars, spotted vases or loṭās, cooking utensils, dishes, ink wells, lamps, saucers, 

hāṇḍi, inkpots and lamps are discovered from excava on at Pāhārpur assigned to 

8th or 9th century A.D. The rich men and royal men who had sufficient money used 

the metallic items. It is stated in the Tābāqat-i-Nāsirī178 that Lakṣmaṇasena dined 

from gold and silver plates. Jewellery, too, provided occupation to a considerable 

group of metal workers. The Deopārā Inscrip on of Vijayasena179 mentions 

precious stones, necklaces, ear-rings, anklets, garlands and golden bracelets 

made of various metals. The Vallālsena’s Naihāṭi Inscription mentions the the 



153 
 

temple girls, the women of the royal household and maidservants adorned 

themselves with various valuable ornaments.180 

Apart from these, a large number of agricultural implements were made 

of metal. Iron, bronze, silver, copper, brass, tin were among the metals that were 

used. Stone and wood were two other industries during the period under survey. 

The craftsmen made various inscriptions by engraving the stone. Alongside stone 

carving, wood carving and carpentry also appear to have been practised on an 

extensive scale, although owing to the perishable nature of wood only a few 

architectural specimens of wood-carving of the pre-Muhammadan period have 

come down to us. It is evident that the wood worker built houses and temples 

and also manufactured household furniture, boats, ships, and wheeled carriages. 

The numerous terraco a plaques found at Pāhārpur, Mahāsthān, Sābhār, 

and such places also bear witness to the extensiveness of the art of ceramics. 

From the edict of Govindakesa̒va181 found at Bhātera, it appears that ivory craft 

was also prevalent. Besides, building of boats and ship certainly had a special 

place. In the Gunāighar  Inscription of Vainyagupta,182 there is a reference to a 

harbour, and in the second edict of Dharmāditya,183 the word naụḍandaka 

perhaps means ‘port’, ‘harbour’ or ‘dock’. From all of this, it can be understood 

that the construction of all manners of river boats and ocean going ship was 

indeed a thriving craft and trade in ancient Bengal. 

We are completely in the dark about the nature and organisation of 

industrial labour. But some details in the inscriptions assigned to the 5th and the 

6th century speak of trade and trade-guilds.184 From them we may glean that the 

guild president, the chief merchant, and the chief craftsman overwhelmed in the 

local administration. 

2.2.3. Trade and Commerce 
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The main channel of the distribution of industrial products is trade.  Being 

a high fertile land, Bengal produced enormous agricultural and industrial 

productions resulting surplus production. Perhaps most of the surplus production 

was handed over to traders and merchants in the city, and then it was exported 

to other parts of the country or other countries. In Bengal, the prevalence  trade 

and commerce is established by the indigenous and foreign literatures since time 

immemorial. The factors behind the exportation of merchandises in Bengal were 

the enormous surplus production which was also qualitative in nature. Thus it 

created a heavy demand in nearby markets and also foreign markets. The other 

factor is the unrivalled facilities for movement afforded by the sea coast and river 

systems of the province. After meeting the local demand, the surplus production 

was transported to nearby areas, and also to foreign markets. The Periplus bears 

testimony  to the fact that as early as the 1st century A.D., raw silk, silk yarn and 

silk cloth came into Bengal from China and were exported, in turn, to Tamil land 

via the Ganges. The trade in salt too was very lucrative. Certainly, there was a 

thriving internal trade in both fresh and dried fish. Bhavadeva Bhaṭṭa speaks of 

the various kinds of fish, including dried fish. Both fresh and dried fish were edible 

and so were articles of trade and commerce. Bengal produced enormous betel-

nut, betel-vines, coconut etc. that created a demand in nearby areas. The trade in 

bay leaves and pepper had also been popular during this time and undoubtedly 

this was a very prosperous trade too. The same has been said for co on and 

other tex les, and it can be seen from all the sources that the tex le cra s and 

their trade were very old. Trade between Gauḍa and Gujrat is hinted at in 

Vidyapati’s Puruṣa Parīkṣā. The chief route of internal trade was probably 

waterways of the province and sometimes the roadways. This happened as 

waterways were safer than roadways. The i neraries of Fā-hien and Hiuen-Tsang 

point to the existence of such land routes connecting some of the important cities 
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of the province. One of these was the route which connected Puṇḍravardhana 

with Kāmarūpa.  

The external trade was also carried on by the waterways. The 

commodities exported consist of malabathrum, Gangetic spikenard, pearls, and 

muslins of the finest sorts. They were all shipped from a market town called 

Gañge. Tāmralipta, a port lying on the Rupnarayan River played a vital role 

exporting the commodities abroad. From very ancient times, Kāmarūpa was 

noted for her textiles, sandal and agaru, and it seem likely that these were taken 

to the main centres of business in northern India along this highway. This route 

extended further into China through the hills of Assam or Manipur and upper 

Burma. 

2.2.4. Means of Exchange 

Coinage as a medium of exchange is indicative of economic advancement. 

In facilitating trade and commerce, there must have been a developed of 

currency system.  The use of coinage in Bengal can be traced from the pre-

Christian era. But it is very difficult to make a comprehensive history of coinage 

due to paucity of evidence. In the Mahāsthān Inscription, we note the usage of a 

coin called the gaṇḍaka and kakanika. There were gold coins namely as caltis and 

kallais referred to by Periplus. These were in circulation in the great business 

centres.  The finds of punch-marked metal pieces and cast copper coins indicate 

the existence of currency system in ancient Bengal a few centuries before the 

Chris an era. The Gupta period saw the existence of flourishing trade and 

commerce in Puṇḍravardhana. The period also marked the circulation of both 

gold and silver coins. The gold and silver coins were called dinārs and rūpaka 

respectively. But surprisingly, the widespread use of gold and silver coins of the 

Gupta era almost vanished from the 7th century A.D. onwards, though there were 

some sort of silver coins in south-eastern Bengal. Of course, cowrie shells were in 
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use as the smallest unit of currency throughout the period in question. In the 

period of feudal economy, the smallest unit kept the economy in motion. The use 

of cowries as medium was there in the rural areas even in the late 19th century 

A.D., even afterwards in some places. Cowries were then imported from Maldives 

in exchange of other items.  
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Chapter: 3 
Crafts and Industries 

In the past, the foundation of India's rich economic life was not only 

agriculture; but also there were various arts and crafts. It was an important part 

of economic stability in northern India since the remotest past. Being an 

agricultural country there developed different types of agro-industries.1 To date, 

no other industry or craft is given more importance. In the period from 600 to 

1200 AD, called the early medieval period in Indian History, saw the development 

of new trends in the history of land system, industry, trade, politics, social 

language and religion. During this period, barring the rule of Harṣa whose rule 

was centred in North India, a variety of states and rulers had appeared in the 

political arena. In the said period, various industries flourished in northern India. 

The producers used advanced techniques, refurbished equipments and different 

kinds of materials. Of course, agriculture is even today the main industry. Today's 

leading industrialised nations were once traditionally agricultural. A rich and 

expanding agricultural economy formed the basis for the production of industry. 

It is correctly concluded by the economic historians that society is held together 

by the bond of production. 

It may be presumed that ancient Bengal was enriched with industrial 

products based on agriculture. It played an important role in bringing economic 

stability to Bengal. The villages of ancient Bengal had been mostly self-sufficient 

and self-contained with respect to primary units, in case of both agriculture and 

crafts. It met the day-to-day requirements of the inhabitants of Bengal. In the 

initial stage, literary and epigraphic sources bear testimony to the villages and 

people of ancient Bengal. There were opportunities for production of all types of 

agricultural and industrial items for both rural and rural people of the country.  

In ancient times, the river system divided Bengal into four grand divisions. 

The divisions are Puṇḍravardhana, Vardhanamāna-bhukti, Vaṅga and Samataṭa. 

In different periods of our history, there had been various types of industrial 
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development in different parts of Bengal. Among the factors behind the growth 

of industries, the most important factor was the agricultural surplus. It was 

produced enormously in the country. The high fertility of the land produced a 

huge agricultural production, which made Bengal a prosperous country. While 

agriculture was the main feature of the economy of Bengal, many industries and 

factories were formed. It had a significant contribution to lives of the people. It is 

proven from literary and epigraphic sources that the rural population was largely 

dependent on soil and its production. Although agricultural activities were not 

totally absent in the cities, different commercial, industrial, political and judicial 

activities were hallmark. In contemporary sources, it has been described that the 

most distinctive feature of the city was a relatively greater prosperity and luxury 

compared to that in villages. However, the most notable products manufactured 

in both rural and urban areas were textiles, sugar, metal work, stone work, 

woodwork and pottery etc. 

One of the fundamental elements to aid in the establishment of industry 

is the availability of raw materials. Without natural, people can do little. India 

luckily has an abundance of raw materials, such as mineral, water and fuel, all 

which were found in plenty in different parts of Bengal, but not available easily in 

the neighbouring regions. At the same time, the financial factor is also to be 

considered. In modern times, we mainly rely on the functions of private or public 

financial service providers. Without necessary capital, it would be impossible to 

set up any industry. During the period under consideration, there were different 

financiers setting up the different industrial units. Occasionally, it was an 

independent entrepreneur, whereas the totalitarian state operated certain 

industries during the Maurya Era. 

Industries can never be developed until demand and other forces needed 

for its growth are created among the people. The agricultural products are 

necessary for the survival of one’s life, although there is also the need of 

industrial products to meet their aesthetic sense. Thus, the people, who have a 

great interest to enjoy something else, must buy such industrial products. There 
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is also the need of available money in the hands of consumers for purchasing the 

goods. The royal and rich men having surplus money purchased the industrial 

articles to fulfil the desires of an alluring life. Thus they always inspired 

themselves or others to produce products meeting their aesthetic desire. In this 

way, they played an important role boosting the growth of industries. 

The sources of this era prove the superiority, the manual experience and 

the scientific knowledge of contemporary artisans and craftsmen, which was 

much better than the ancient Indian era. The origin of industrial growth might 

have granted a higher status to the labour class. Since the Gupta period, there 

was a broad and liberal outlook about the condition of the working class in 

society. The legislators of the period under review realised the dignity of labour. 

There were some contributions to the improvement of conditions of the labour 

class. The first and foremost among them was the emergence of a new religious 

movement in northern and eastern India, which levelled social differences, 

united upper and lower classes from the end of the 8th century A.D. The Buddhist 

monk Rāhula Bhadra, a renowned Nālandā scholar, the pupil of famous 

Haribhadra and also the contemporary of king Dharmapāla led this movement. It 

sought for a revolution in the intellectual tradition and the basic pattern of 

culture. Following the commitment of the social and economic spheres of life, 

the lower classes had welcomed the movement. During the period, the demand 

for the workers increased following the imperial policy of the royal powers. The 

feudal lords were also looking for opportunities for their region's expansion. This 

increased the demand for war equipments, and subsequently improved the 

condition of the workers for these products. The assimilation of the foreigners 

into the Hindu society had also reduced the distinction between the upper and 

lower classes and thus went in favour of the conditions of the working class. 

Since, ancient times, many industries must have undoubtedly existed at 

different stages of development. It must be acknowledged that the term 

‘industry’ is used here in a broad sense, to refer to various types of handicrafts 

and cottage and small scale industries. In the modern sense, the evidence of the 
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existence of heavy industries is rarely found in ancient India. The only industry 

current in the period in question that can be termed ‘heavy’ is probably mining. 

An attempt has made to enlist not only different types of industries here, but 

also to find out, where it emerged and how it evolved. Considering the natural 

resources of Bengal, its agricultural products and exports, we can classify the 

industries under the following categories:2 

a) Agricultural products such as textile, sugar, oil. 

b) Soil and stones. 

c) Metals such as copper, iron, diamond, gold and silver. 

d) Forest products such as wood, bamboo and cane, and ship building. 

e) Marine products: pearl, conch shell etc. 

3.1. Textile Industry 

Literary and epigraphic evidences describe many industries. Among them, 

the most important rural craft of ancient Bengal was the textile industry. This 

industry had a magnificent history of ancient India. That fine wool was woven the 

Aryans is established from the advanced spinning and weaving instruments used 

by them. Buddhist literature has described the weaving industry. In the Jātakas, 

there is a reference to the making of fine cloth. It was prac sed by the 

indigenous tribal communi es of the region such as the Vaṅgas, Puṇḍras, 

Niṣādas, Sabaras, Chaṇḍālas and Kirātas. The others, who belonged to the lowest 

order of the Hindu society, also contributed to the formulation of this industry. 

The history of the textile industry of cotton and silk in Bengal goes back to 

the remotest antiquity. At the time when Kauṭilya wrote Arthasā̒stra, it was a 

well-established industry with a wide reputation in the country. Textile and 

garments, no doubt, were available in ancient India mentioned in Vedic and 

other Indian texts. There was a great manufacturing centre of textile industry in 

Bengal. It can be inferred that almost all the major features of Indian dress from 

the early part of history were retained in Bengal, but some changes developed 

over the years. From Kauṭilya’s Arthasā̒stra we have a graphic account of tex le 
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products of ancient Bengal. Both Pāṇini and Patañjali men on raw materials for 

cloth making and various kinds of textile.3 Kauṭilya has made specific references 

to a variety of such products as kārpāsika, dukūla, kṣhauma, patrorṇa and 

kauseya.4 Manu also speaks of different kinds of cloth, such as kauseya, kṣhauma 

and kārpāsa. Hiuen-Tsang also refers to woven cloths of ofśana, kṣhauma 

(hemp), and kambala (rug) made of sheep’s hair.5 Bāṇa6 mentions dress 

materials as kṣhauma, dukūla, laltantantiya, netra, aṁsu̒ka, jatipatta, citrapatta, 

and stavaraka. According to the Amarakoṣa, there were four sources, from which 

clothes could be produced. These were barks, fruits, insects, and hair.7 Plant 

fibres such as flax and hemp provided kṣhauma fabrics, fruits supplied cotton 

fabrics and insects produced silk threads and hair yielded wool.  

It is described by Kauṭilya that at least four of the clothes such as dukūla, 

kṣhauma, patrorṇa and kauseya were varieties of silk-cloth. These were made of 

yarn produced by worms. Among the products of silk produced in Bengal, 

kauseya ranked the first.8 It was silk cloth manufactured from insects and worms. 

From the Arthasā̒stra, it appears that kauseya was manufactured by fibres 

obtained from worm. According to Saṅkar, it was a kind of silk produced from the 

saliva of insects. There was Dhauta-kauseya, which was bleached, and white 

kauseya attained from a particular variety of insect living on the leaves of likucha 

vata etc.9  Bāṇa in his Harṣacharita refers to some other kinds of silk fabrics like 

aṁsu̒ka, (vastra in general), cinaṁsu̒ka (imported from China), kosaja (obtained 

from cocoons produced in Assam) and netra (short silk garment).10 Motichand11 

argues that netra was a kind of silk manufactured in Bengal till the 14th century 

AD. Commenting on Manu, Medhāthithi12 says that Kashmir was the main centre 

of the silk industry and the people of Kashmir had monopoly over it.  

Another variety, patrorṇa was made of yarn of thread obtained from the 

spider’s saliva. In the Harṣacharita, it is described as lālātantujai, i.e. made of 

yarn of spider’s saliva.13 It is further learnt from the Arthasā̒stra that nāgavṛkṣa 

(a kind of plant being a resort of serpents), likucha, coral tree i.e. Artocarpus 

Likucha, Vakula and Vaṭa trees were the primary sources, from which fibres or 
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yarn were extracted. This description is also supported by Kṣīrasvāmī, the 

commentator on the Harṣacharita. Kṣirasvāmi says on patrorṇa, 

‘lakucavaṭādipatreṣu kumilalorṇakṛtam patrorṇam’.14 But Kṣīrasvāmī speaks of 

lakuca and vaṭa plants only. Kauṭilya also men ons that these fabrics have 

different colours, such as pīta or yellow from nāgavṛskha, wheat-colour from 

likucha (artocarpus takoocha), white colour from Vakula (mimusops elengi), and 

the colour of butter from vaṭa (ficus indica) and other (Pī ka nāgavṛkṣiku 

godhumavarṇa laikuco śvetavakulo śeṣanāvanītavarṇa).15 The patrorṇa fabrics 

used to be produced in different places of the country, such as Magadha, Puṇḍra 

and Suvarṇakudya. These products were named after the manufacturing places 

such as Māgadhika Pauṇḍrika Sauvarṇakuḍyaka ca patrorṇaḥ.16 It has been 

clearly stated that the most beautiful variety of patrorṇa was made in 

Suvarṇakudya. The place is iden fied with Kāmarupa. In this context, it may be 

noted that the red silk cotton tree grew largely in Assam. 

It is generally believed that silk was introduced in all the countries from 

China. But the scholars are not in consensus over the matter. It can be noted that 

in China, silk was produced from the tnut-plant i.e., mulberry. But in India, it is 

obtained from the plants mentioned above excluding of course mulberry plant. 

Secondly, Chinese resa̒m is white and it is dyed if needed. But there are different 

colours of resa̒m obtained from the leaves of different trees in Bengal. It 

naturally follows that resa̒m might have an indigenous origin in Bengal or India. It 

was a er Kauṭilya’s time res̒am cultivation might have started in other parts of 

India as well.17 

The other variety of textile is kṣhauma. It is a coarse variety of linen 

mixed with cotton, or made of flax and hemp.18 Kṣhauma was a kind of plant 

product.19 According to Sarvānanda, kṣauma was a variety of cloth made of atsi 

or linseed and known as malla in the popular language.20 Kāmarūpa was the 

main centre of kṣhauma production or malla in the 7th century A.D. It was kept 

rolled in multi-coloured cane baskets. Its quality was that it could withstand 

washing and cleaning.21 It is stated in the Amarakoṣa, kārpāsam vadaram 
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praktvam dukūladyanaca balkalam dhautatasaravastram patrorṇam kṣaumi  

paṭṭavastra. The most famous variety of this tex le has been specifically called 

Pauṇḍraka. 

Among the varieties of cotton mentioned in ancient literatures, kārpāsika 

was produced in Vaṅga and six other regions. The item has been mentioned as 

the most excellent one of its kind.22 There were seven countries producing co on 

cloth of which the produc on of Vaṅga was one of the best. Vaṅga was a great 

centre manufacturing fine cotton fabrics proven by the testimony of the 

Manasollasa. It furnishes a long list of fabrics for the use of the king along with 

the places of their origins. In this list, we find the places, such as Vaṅga and 

Kaliṅga of eastern India.23  

The dukūla textile was special kind of cotton and its centres of 

manufacture were East and North Bengal. In the Amarakoṣa,24 kṣhauma and 

dukūla have been made synonyms. On the basis of texture and colour, the 

dukūla variety of textiles, was stated to be of three types, namely, sv̒eta, syāma 

and suvarṇa, i.e. white, dark, and red or golden colour. These were produced in 

different parts of Bengal and the adjoining regions, but the most delightful, soft 

and white coloured dukūla was produced in Vaṅga. On the other hand soft and 

dark coloured dukūla was found in the Puṇḍra country, and the soft and red 

coloured ones, east and north Bengal or Kāmarūpa or Burma or Suvarṇadvīpa.25 

It has been further determined that the red dukūla was woven with wet mixed 

yarns.26 There were three types of dukūla on the basis of techniques of weaving 

such as maṇisnigdhokavanam, chaturasravanam, vyāmīsr̒avanam found in 

Arthasā̒stra. These were made with mixed textures or yarns of different colours. 

An interes ng aspect arising from the descrip on of Kauṭilya is that all such 

dukūlas were actually named after the names of their production centres- 

Vaṅgaka, Pauṇḍraka and Sauvarṇakudyaka. Puṇḍra produced the country’s best 

dukūlas linen. 

From the accounts of Kauṭilya, it is quite clear that the villages of north, 

south and east Bengal were well-known for textile production. This is also proven 
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from the account of Periplus of the Erythraean Sea (1st century A.D) and the 

Natural History of Pliny (1st A.D. The finest and the most delicate of all fabrics 

was the muslins, also known as Gangetic muslin.27 It has been said that “a piece 

of muslin was to be drawn through a finger-ring”.28 The Arab merchant named 

Sulaiman29 also comments that the dress of cotton cloth was so light and fine 

that it could go through a signet ring. Ibn Khurdadbah also claims that the cloth 

produced at Rehma i.e. Beṅgalā were imita on velvet of co on.30 The quality of 

weavers and the components were seen in the gown of men and women which 

was lighter than the snake slough. The clothes used by the rich women were 

transparent because of its fine texture.31 These fine muslins were also known as 

textile breeze, Evening Dew or Running Water. These muslins in the Roman 

Empire were called ventus textilis or nebula.32 Kālidāsa also refers to very fine 

cotton and silk cloth, which can be blown away by breath (nihsv̒āsahaya).33 This 

certainly refers to muslins. Hiuen-Tsang even speaks of various materials of 

which textiles were made. There is a reference to Buddhist monks wearing silk 

cloth by I-tsing. The Rāmacharita of Sandhyākaranandī mentions likucha, 

sr̒īphala, nāgakesa̒rī and vakulu plants supplying raw materials for linen. The 

book also mentions diversified costly dresses and youthful heavenly courtesans 

wearing their veritable apparels.34 Some Arab geographers and merchants like 

Sulaiman, Ibn Khurdadbah and others from the 9th to 11th centuries A.D. mention 

different varieties of various types of fine clothes in Bengal. Mārco Polo, Ibn 

Battuta, Chinese writers Wang-yuan and Fa-hien, Ma-Huan of the 14th and 15th 

century AD and Bārbosā of the 16th century AD have referred to Bengal. They 

mention that there were very fine cotton fabrics in Bengal. We find specific 

traditional royal parasol in the Bṛihatsaṁhitā of Varāhamihira, covered with new 

dukūla-fabric of white colour with ornamental decorations at the fabric ends. 

Such richly decorated white-coloured umbrella was considered as one of the 

aṣtamaṅgalas or eight auspicious symbols. It was connected with paramount 

sovereignty. The white colour of the umbrella signified imperial authority. 
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In addition, contemporary literature also mentions the woollen textile. 

Hiuen-Tsang refers to blanket, which was made from sheep or goat’s hair. He 

mentions another texture made from wool of wild animal. Its spinning and 

knitting operations were easy due to its flexibility and fineness. Sewing was a 

well-known art, because the tailor is mentioned in ancient texts as a man who 

earns his livelihood by stitching the clothes. 

Apart from all these references, there is some reference to textiles in the 

inscriptions that have been discovered from different parts of Bengal and can be 

dated to the 5th century and after. It is recorded in the Deopārā Inscrip on of the 

11th century A.D35 that Lord Shiva is dressed with variegated silken garment (citra 

kṣhauma).The same inscription also refers to the cultivation of cotton, and 

cotton seeds (kārpāsa-vīja).36 It is also said that cotton seeds were so well-known 

that people of Bengal could easily recognise pearls from their similarity with 

seeds of cotton. Literary texts refer not only to textile products, but also to the 

raw materials and techniques of their manufacture. In the Charyyāgī  of the 

10th-11th century AD, we come across a vivid description of the blossoming of 

cotton flowers and their cleaning with dhuni (bow) and also of spinning yarn.37 In 

the Saduk karnamṛita we have a specific reference to the spinning of yarn from 

co on-flower by a poor Brāhmiṇ lady.38 

3.2. Sugar Industry 

Sugar is another important industry that gained importance during the 

period. Bengal is probably one of the oldest homes for the sugarcane. The 

growth of sugar industry was seen within a very short period especially in North 

Bengal. Periplus refers to the export of sugar from India to East Africa. From 

Susr̒ūta (45, 138-140), we come to know of various sugarcanes called pauṇḍraka. 

It was named after the region of the Pauṇḍra country, where sugarcane grew in 

abundance (North Bengal).39  It is recorded in the Rāmacharita40 and 

Kāvyamimāṁsā41 that Varendrī was famous for cultivating sugarcane. It may 

seem that Bengal had played a role in exporting sugar, since the large number of 
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pauṇḍraka variety of sugarcane grew in the region. Charaka mentions pauṇḍraka 

the cultivation of various types of sugarcane during his time.42 The author refers 

to a kind of honey extracted from the reeds grown in the country of Prāsioi. 

Another author says that Indians near the Ganges used to quaff sweet juices 

from tender reeds. We find reference to sugarcane crusher as ussaṇika in the 

Aṅgavijjā.43 Pāṇini44 claims that that the very name Gauḍa, a division of Bengal in 

the ancient period, derived from the word guḍa (treacle). The 

Saduk karnamṛita45 records guḍa made from the juice of sugarcane and ikṣu-

yantra device for pressing sugarcane. The distillation of alcohol from sugar, 

coconut and palm-juice seems to have been probably well-known. The 

Charyāpadas refer to drinking alcohol produced by the process of fermentation 

of fine powder derived from the root of a tree46.The Sūsr̒ūta Saṁhitā explains 

that wine made of grapes or sugar (ikṣhu or drākhsā-sava) was tonic and 

choleric.47 It is said that sidhu (wine) was produced from flowers of Madhuka.48 

The exportable sugar seems to have been of a high quality to meet the demands 

of overseas markets. Hemachandra49 has written us about ikshunīpiḍanayantram 

used in Bengal. 

3.3. Oil Industry 

Oil manufacturing was well-known in ancient India. We find mention of 

different types of oil yielding seeds such as mustard, sesamum, linseed, and 

ingudi in contemporary literature.50 Oil Mill and mill owners are also referred to 

in the epigraphic sources. The process of preparing scented hair oil is men oned 

by Varāhamihira. He mentions different kinds of perfumed oils extracted from 

equal mixing of powders of manjiṣṭha (rubi cordifolia), vyāghranakha (a tree or 

cuttle fish bone), nakha (shell perfume), woody cassia, costus (saussurea lappa) 

and bola (commiphora myrrha). Then the whole thing was mixed with the oil of 

gingelly oil (sesamum indicum), being heated by sun's rays.51 Bāṇa mentions the 

use of cosmetics.52 He also refers to the plants of Rodhra, Priyȧngu and Bakul by 

which toilet pastes were manufactured.53 The use of sandal oil is also mentioned 
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in Bāṇa’s writings. There is also mention of unguents, camphor powder and lac 

dye used by the ladies of 7th and 8th century A.D. known from the references.54 

Oil industry also flourished in Bengal. The Tailakāraka (oil-man) has been 

mentioned in the Brahma-vaivarta Purāṇa. The Mahāsthāngarh Stone Plaque 

inscription and the Vappaghoshavāṭa Inscription of Jayanāga men on mustard 

seeds and mustard channel (yāṇaka).55 Grinding machine (ghāni) is known to 

have been used to make mustard-oil. Oxen were subjected to move ghāni. The 

indigenous oil manufacturing process was adopted by the sub-caste known as 

Kulu. The late Purāṇa refers to them as tālika or ghanika. 

3.4. Pottery  

Pottery was also an important means of subsistence for a group of people 

inBengal. It formed an integral part of daily life in the early stages of our 

civilization. It is a window that shows the artistic success of an era. Among all 

industries pottery was the oldest. The main component of pottery is clay, which 

was easily available in Bengal. The clay found in the Gangetic plains was perfectly 

suitable for pottery. In addition to the easy availability of raw materials, clay 

elasticity had contributed to the development of the po ery industry. The 

archaeological remains discovered from Pāṇdu Rājār Ḍhibi establish that pottery 

was known and practised in Bengal as far back as the chalcolithic period.56 The 

excavations at other site such Mahāsthān, Chandraketugarh, Rājbaḍidāṅgā, 

Pāhārpur, Maināma  and recently at Wari-Bateshwar also indicate its early 

existence. The kumbhakāras (potters) and kumbhakāra-garta (potter’s ditch) 

mentioned in the epigraphic sources testify that pottery was an important 

industry in Bengal. There are different levels of different potsherds and ceramics 

found from the excavations. The scholars have been able to determine our 

culture and the specific dates of their invention. In fact, the potters were 

numerous and their products were highly valuable. They easily developed into a 

rich professional caste. The number of potters has been given in the list of 

beneficiaries of land donation found from the Copper-plate Grant of 
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Srīchandra.57 The inscription also refers to the guild of potters. Romila Thapar 

suggests that in addition to the pottery available in the house, abundance of 

copper and iron objects would also provide higher degrees of comfort in the 

urban centres.58 

The archaeological excavations prove its popularity in domestic life. India 

being an agricultural country its rural population was poor, and they had not 

enough money to purchase the metal utensils for their daily needs. Thus the 

majority of Indian people used earthenware to meet their domestic and 

aesthetic purposes. To improve the economic and aesthetic needs of the 

villagers, the profession of making earthen wares was, therefore, a very 

profitable one. It is one of the oldest industries in India, whose origin can be 

traced back to the pre-historic times of Mahenjodara and Harappan culture. 

Excavations have unearthed a large number of items such as bowls, jars, and 

goblets that back to the Gupta and post-Gupta periods.59 In Pāhārpur, narrow-

necked bowls, inkpots, lots of vases, cups, saucers or dishes, jars, hāndī shapes, 

and lotā shaped vases of early medieval period were discovered. Hiuen-Tsang has 

described that most of the household utensils were made of clay pots.60 Since its 

origin, the soil has been mainly the handmaid of the women. 

 Besides literary work, archaeological excavations have proven the 

evidence of clay pots. From the excava ons at Pāhārpur, Mahāsthān (Bogra), 

Sābhār (Dhaka), Has nāpur, Ālamgirpur, Lālkot, Ahichchara etc. various clay 

utensils in the form of storage jars, lotus, saucers, lamp stands, dishes and 

terracotta plaques have been discovered. This is an art that serves every level of 

the society from a village hat to a royal palace. All these prove that pottery was 

an advanced industry and a major craft. Pottery and soil modelling were home 

industries which were fully operated by women. 

The potters were aware of various types of objects and different designs 

and applied appropriate colours to improve their attractiveness and majesty. An 

early Jaina text61 hints at a large production of pottery for a wide market. It 

further speaks of a wealthy potter named Saddalaputta who owned 500 potters’ 
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workshops and a scary fleet. He distributed his earthenware throughout the 

Gaṅgā valley. The potters had a very busy time during the period under survey. 

They formed a caste assigned to the uttamasaṅkara group referred to in the 

Bṛihaddharma and the Brahmavaivarta Purāṇas. 

3.5. Stone Industry 

Stone industry made remarkable progress in making stone sculptures 

during the period under survey. Stone was widely used as a building material in 

the past. It is proven by the abundance of archaeological remains and literary 

references. The Rāmacharita mentions ‘jewelled anklet bells’. The Tabāqat-i-

Nāsirī has described that Lakhnawati was surrounded by wall of rough stone.62 

The Irdā Copper-plate of Nayapāladeva63 mentions the ‘golden rampart walls of 

the city of Priyȧngu, which was as bright as fire’. Probably, the wall was built in 

red light stone. Most of the sculptures in the Pāla-Sena period were made of 

what was known as kaṣhṭi-pāthar, a sort of black stone. They were brought easily 

to Bengal from the Rājmahal hills. We find reference of si̒lpīs, who were 

proficient in engraving inscriptions on stones. Bhaṭṭabhavadeva refers to si̒lpīs as 

low castes. In the reference of the Deopārā Inscription of Vijayasena64 we find 

Sūlapāṇi, a Raṇaka, chief of the guild of si̒lpis of Varendrī.  

The stone used to engrave images of humans and animals in the eastern 

region of the subcontinent. Excavations have unveiled small objects from various 

stages of the early historical period. It shows the use of stone for the use of 

ordinary people at different points of life. Stone objects have also been 

excavated in some places of present Bangladesh. Bāngarh in the district of West 

Dinajpur65 revealed some objects which include stone sharpeners and 

Rājbaḍiḍāṅgā in the district of Murshidabad yielded a stone toy cart wheel66. A 

stone ring consisting of a purṇakalasa design67 was recovered from 

Mahāsthāngarh in the district of Bogra, and a stone pestle was unearthed in 

Pāhārpur in the district of Rājsh̒āhi. Some of the stones have been found in 

Maināmati, district of Comilla. 
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Stone workers and stone-makers created a large number of stone objects. 

They clearly reflect a superior creative talent and superb skills. Stones were used 

for many purposes, such as buildings, memorials, images etc.68 There is a 

mention of stone excavation, breaking and installation of stone for constructing 

road.69 The famous architect Chandash̒iva, son of Vīrabhadra had earned artistry 

in stone work. He constructed a large number of stone temples including the 

temple of Saṅkara.70 Stone was also used for mortar, pestle and other household 

objects. Archaeological excavations have discovered a large number of stone 

images and other objects from different places. The stone was also used as a 

writing material for its durable nature, and for this reason many land 

transactions were engraved on it. A large number of stone inscriptions have been 

recovered from different parts of India. Not only do the archaeological remains 

and inscriptions prove the largeness of the stone industry, but also contemporary 

literature has numerous references to it. The Pāla period of Bengal and Bihar was 

the glorious period of this industry. Two great ar sts and sculptors, named 

Dhīmāna and his son Vitapāla, made this period memorable by creating 

wonderful stone works.71 Lāmā Tāranātha has also substantiated this truth. 

Moreover, another inscrip on of Jayapāladeva men ons an ar st named 

Somesv̒ara, who was eminent for his artistic skills in the field of colour-

decorations.72 This artist belonged to Magadha. The tanks were also made of 

stone as described in the inscriptions.73 The throne of kings was mostly made of 

stone. Bāṇa mentions that the king sat on the throne made of stone, and it was 

bright like a pearl and the moon.74 

 Stones were usually used for making idols placed in temples. The stone 

beads were used for various purposes. Archaeologists have excavated different 

objects of stone beads from different places of northern India. Finding numerous 

incomplete beads, including sandstone crusher, showed that there was a little 

bead factory in this area. Since ancient times, the stones were used as 

permanent records. We come across inscription engraved on stones which are as 

follows: 
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1. Stone (Plain and coarse), 

2. Pillars, 

3. Pedestals of the images, 

4. Stone slabs, 

5. Lids of pots and boxes. 

6. Marble slabs, 

7. Walls of the temples and 

8. Caves. 

3.6. Brick Industry 

The art of brick making was also known in ancient Bengal. Baked bricks 

were made of clay, and we have enough evidence in this regard from the 

excavations carried out. These were decorated with many designs, such as lotus 

petal, the chess board, wavy and straight linear decoration, etc.75 The sizes of 

bricks varied from place to place and probably did not maintain any recognised 

standards, unlike the trend in present times. From the excava ons at Pāhārpur, it 

appears that one brick measures 4ˈ 2ˈˈ × 3ˈ 6ˈˈ, while the other 3ˈˈ × 3ˈˈ only.76 

The temples discovered from the excava ons at Pāhārpur clearly indicate that 

these temples were built stage by stage from different times, and often bricks 

used collected from the demolished older buildings in the construction of a new 

one. There is the mention of a brick-built Buddhist stūpa found in Bharatpur, and 

a brick-built temple of the Gupta period at Chandraketugarh and a brick-built 

tank at Tamluk. The Purāṇas refer to masons as Aṭṭālikākāras. A brick-firing site is 

found in Iṭkholā near Chandraketurgarh. The temple, secular buildings and 

palaces or tanks, were made of bricks, thereby implying the existence of 

masonry. 

3.7. Metal Industry 

One of the most desirable innovations in human history since ancient 

times is finding suitable medium to express human creativity, novel ideas and 
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expression of aesthetic feeling. The main media have been stone, wood, clay, 

metal etc. Stone tools are useful and durable, but they cannot improve 

productive forces. Wooden material is short-lived, and cannot keep the object of 

art alive for a long period. Clay is not a durable material. Therefore, metals are 

the most important and sustainable medium for expressing their creative mind 

and aesthetic sense. So, metal became a factor in the revolution of ancient, 

medieval and economic sphere. The earliest man used mainly stone tools. But 

with the progress of civilization, the use of advanced metal began to develop 

from one level to another due to technical evolution. During the early medieval 

period, it became a part and parcel of the production process. Among the 

industries developed in the early medieval period the metal industry took the 

highest position. In northern India, it became a fairly advanced craft, which is 

clear from the literary and preserved records in question. Different types of 

metals, such as iron (lohā), silver (rajata), copper (tāmra), lead (si̒shā), tin 

(trapu), gold (hiraṇya), brass, zinc etc. were used in the period of study. Apart 

from these, there were other metals produced through a specific mixture of 

metals. The blended metals were such as buillion,77 steel,78 kāṁsya79 , Teon-ShiH, 

Vartaloham (combination of kāṁsya, copper, pittala, iron and lead) etc. Artisans 

and craftsmen of northern India as well as Bengal used metal mainly for making 

tools, weapons, ships, ornaments and other objects. It is also noticed that iron 

was the most used metal. Although other metals such as gold, silver copper were 

often used. These reflect the aesthetic aspect of the era on the one hand and the 

prosperity of society on the other. It is well-known that the development of art 

and crafts and socio-cultural development of society go always go hand in hand. 

These factors naturally led to higher standards of living in those times. 

Iron was certainly the most useful metal in everyday life. It transformed 

the society and economy of Bengal in an expeditious motion. This metal was 

mainly used for making agricultural equipment and implements. Since ancient 

times agriculture is the main occupation of the civilisation. Agricultural 

implements like spade, sickle, hoe, aṁkusa̒ (goad), hatchet, axes, ploughshare, 



184 
 

etc., were considered as an essential part of the community made of iron by the 

blacksmiths. So, they were considered as an essential part of the community. 

According to Brāhma-vaivarta Purāṇa, the karmakāras are included in the u am-

saṅkara group.80 Kālidāsa’s Raghuvaṁsa̒81 mentions heating and striking of a 

piece of iron with the help of stem hammer (ayoghana). Different literary 

sources and archaeological excavations refer to the various implements made of 

iron. It may be added here that agricultural instruments mentioned above are 

used by Indian farmers even today. Iron can be used as an instrument working on 

wood, bamboo and leather. Among the useful iron objects were hammers, 

different types of chisels, axes, padlock, and iron plates. A plate with holes, a 

spoon, a dagger and a small iron pot have also been recovered from 

excavations.82 

The demise of Harṣa in 647 A.D. led India to become a collection of small 

and hostile states. The period did not have any strong central authority to control 

the vast empire. Thus, it invited the foreign aggressors in the northern part of the 

country. North India then made significant progress in the field of metallurgy 

field. Iron was the most common and useful metal used for war weapons. 

Therefore, undoubtedly the introduction of iron was a step forward in the rise of 

human civilization. It led to the introduction of an industrial revolution in a 

limited sense. A study of metallic materials derived from scientific excavation 

ensures the nature and extent of the use of metallic objects. It played an 

important role in moulding the socio-economic life of various objects. In general, 

it is believed by the scholars that contact with the Hittites through the Aryans 

introduced the use of iron in India.83 

Blacksmiths, coppersmiths, carpenters, sculptures and the architects 

made fine instruments with iron.  The epigraphs refer to Lohār i.e. blacksmiths, 

who made the instruments were: I) needles II) rajors III) wrench, a tool of 

screwing IV) tong, an instrument for grasping and holding things, V) trawlers, a 

tool of masons used for spreading mortars, VI) tweezers for plucking up of small 

objects, VII) chisels for different types VIII) pincer, an instrument preserved in 
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Nālandā Museum, IX) scissors used by the tailors), X) saw, an instrument with a 

tooth-like edge used for separating wood, metal or stone (it was made of was 

made of iron and was probably used by carpenters mentioned in Amarakoṣa, XI) 

hammer, made of iron used by carpenters. Goldsmiths also used a small hammer 

and such a thing has been unearthed during excavation.84 

Different types of machines used in various industrial professions were 

also made of different types of metals. The contemporary literatures mention 

instruments used for drawing water, extraction of oil, pressing barley, stone 

cutting, making up watches and musical instruments, making of ivory objects and 

silver products etc. 

The blacksmiths supplied equipments to the farmers, gardeners, 

carpenters, wood cutters, grass mowers and householders. They also provided 

weapons to the armies for war purposes. In addi on to the actual findings of 

arrowheads and spearheads at Pāhārpur, we can accept the account of the Agni 

Purāṇa, which states that Bengal was an important centre for the manufacture of 

swords. The quality of the sword was marked by sharpness of its edge and its 

power of standing blows. Social division of the karmakāras in Tamluk in 

Medinipur district is very interesting. The names of three groups are: Pitale 

Kāmār, Lohār Kāmār, and Tāmra Kāmār. Perhaps the Lohār Kāmārs supplied the 

iron parts needed for the construction of ships, boats and vessels. 

The items used in war, such as spears, shields, bows, arrows, swords 

sabres, ba le axes, lances, pāsa̒, gadā, chakra etc., were manufactured. Swords 

were an ancient Indian industry, as it has been referred to by ancient writers. The 

medieval writers also mention the use of swords. The author of Sukranī sāra85 

considered the makers of the swords to be the effective servants of the kings. 

Utbi86 describes the use of white sword, which was the best steel sword. Chau-

Ju-Kua states that the double-edged sword of Bengal was very sharp.87 The 

swords made in Khaṭ or Khaṭṭara were beautiful those made in Surparaka were 

strong and, those made in Aṅga were sharp, and the ones made in Vaṅga were 

characterised both by sharpness and the power of standing blows.88 The good 



186 
 

and bad swords were distinguished by the sound generated by them. The Agni 

Purāṇa89 describes that a good sword must not be longer than 50 fingers in 

breadth, and not shorter than 25. The sword generating the sound of an 

ornament was the best. The examples of such swords were Padmapalasagra, 

Maṇḍalāgra, Karavīratalāgra, Chritragandha and Ākāsa̒prabha. The worst kind 

was known as Sṛngāradhara. Yukti-kalpataru maintains that the characteristics of 

a good and a bad sword are: “A good sword is one which is long, light, sharp, 

tough, and flexible. The chief characteristics of a bad sword are shortness, 

heaviness, sluggishness, thinness, penetrability and inflexibility.”90 

Bow was a weapon used since the era of the Epics and the Vedas. It was 

known by various names, such as dhanvas, jhyahroda.91 It was made of strong 

stuff, which was usually bent into a curved shape. Its strings were made of hide. 

The sharp and the pointed bow have been used by infantry from time 

immemorial. The Agni Purāṇa says that the bow stick was made of iron. It was 

covered with a circular bite of gold, probably to make it beautiful. Sometimes, 

the bow rod was made of gold, silver, copper or black iron. The weapon used in 

the time of war was arrow. It was also made of iron. The sharp and pointed 

arrow was used by the soldiers. We came across various categories of arrows 

made of iron and some of them had silver.92 In ancient times spears and spear 

heads were also used.93 From the archaeological excavations in northern India, 

important discoveries reveal the head of the iron spear, which is related to the 

early medieval period.94 

In the early medieval period, another weapon used in war was javeline. It 

was also called as Tomāra. It was generally made of a wooden body three cubits 

long and a bunch of metal heads. Long, sharp and pointed Javelins are 

mentioned by Hiuen-Tsang. The weapon used in the time of hunting was the 

knife. Daggers were also used in war. References of daggers have been found in 

ancient works. In the medieval period, people used to have spectacular long 

daggers. Shields were also used in the field of war weapons and used for self 

defence.  
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The soldiers used metal to cover their body during the war as a means of 

security called armour. The metal used in making armour was iron. But the kings 

and persons of the royal family used to wear armours equipped with diamond, 

precious stones and gold.95 

The necessary utensils for cooking and serving food were made of iron, 

gold, silver and mostly copper and brass. The utensils made of copper were 

saucepans, frying pans and spoons etc. Varāhamihira has made reference to 

copper.96 Copper emerged as the most useful metal in the succeeding period. A 

copper belt in Singhbhum district provided Bengal with as much copper as it 

needed. In the past, as in the present, copper seems to have been one of the 

most useful metals to serve deva-mūr  (statues of the Divinities), utensils and 

coins. Engravings were popular in ancient India. The names of kings were 

engraved on various metal objects. The names of the kings of the past are found 

in large silver bowls. The engraving of alphabets is done on the metal plates and 

the pedestal of images. Most of the royal records were engraved on copper 

plates by the artists (tamit), which was given to Brāhmiṇs for donation. Several 

gold coins found in Bengal show high degree of artistic ideas and technical skills 

in their engraving. 

 Copper was also used in plates recording land grants. Carving on copper 

plates was a special art. Engravers were probably hired by the state on 

permanent basis. Two copper plate inscriptions found in Medinipur can be 

mentioned as examples of showing meritorious services, such as engravers of the 

records. In the Lower Ganges Valley, a large number of punch-marked and cast 

coins made of copper testify to the use of metal for coin minting. A brass vessel 

obtained from Kālighat hoard, a celt of copper discovered in the village of 

Tamajuri in Medinipur district, a copper mould represented by a ship found from 

the ruins of Pāṇḍu Rājār Ḍhibi (Burdwan) point towards a significant progress in 

copper art in ancient Bengal.97 A copper insect representing an amulet figure, a 

copper scab, copper vase, and miniature sea-going vessel of copper found from 

Deulpota on the eastern bank of the Bhāgīrathī river near Diamond Harbour 
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should be mentioned in this connection. Bṛihad-dharma and Brahma-vaivarta 

Purāṇas refer to kāṁsakāras, brass-workers.98 But no reference has been made 

to the copper-smith separately. The evidence gatheed so far can be seen that 

'the growth of big copper foundries' is seen at the beginning of Bengal. 

It seems that Bengal possessed a huge area for the produc on of 

diamond. Haima, Surāṣhṭra, Pauṇḍra, Kaliṅga, Kosa̒la, Vena, Gaṅga and Sauvira 

are places, where diamonds have been found. The Jaina text Āchāraṅga Sūtra 

refers to two divisions of Rāḍha as Suhmabhūmi and Vajjabhūmi. Vajjabhūmi is 

considered as the land of diamond. If Gaṅgā is the same as Gaṅges of Ptolemy, it 

can be assumed that the diamond was found in li oral Bengal. Another place 

named Ratnagṛiha was famous for diamond, and this place was perhaps the 

same as Tāmralipta. On the basis of Periplus, it is proposed by Rawlinson that 

Bengal diamonds were exported to Nelcynda.99 

 During this period, the fascination of the people for jewellery of gold and 

silver created a great demand.100 Goldsmiths have been referred to by 

Varāhamihira.101 In the Purāṇa, goldsmiths are called svaraṇakāras.102 Smiths of 

ancient Indian society achieved great skill in articles of daily use. Goldsmiths 

excelled the manufacture of gold and silver articles for decorative and other 

purposes of the temples, royal courts and artistic circles. The contemporary 

sources provide us with interesting information. The Rāmacharita103 has 

described ‘the city of the Gods and the wealthy inhabitants’ decorated with ‘rows 

of palaces with plenty of gold therein’. The Deopārā Stone Inscription104 refers to 

flowers made of precious stones, necklaces, ear-rings, anklets, garlands or golden 

bracelets worn by the wives of the kings’ servants. The same epigraph also 

speaks of the temple girls wearing jewellery to enhance their beauty. The pearl 

necklaces worn by the women of the imperial family are referred to in the Naihā  

Copper-plate grant of Vallālasena.105 Couples inscribed in Pāhārpur reliefs were 

adorned with two lines of necklaces, armlets, bracelet, wide girdles and 

anklets106. Terracotta remains discovered in Rājghāt and Varanasi show that 

women's hair was tied with pearl festoons. Gold, silver, copper, ivory and both 
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valuable and semi-precious stones such as, jade, crystal, agate, carnelian and 

lapis lazuli were used for making ornaments. Evidences of different nature are 

coming from the author of Tabāqat-i-Nāsirī. He mentions that in one temple 

there were five golden idols, five yards or ells in height, the eyes of one of them 

were made of two rubies, and the eyes of another one were made of 

sapphires107. The same author speaks of utensils made from precious metals 

used in the royal palace of Lakṣmaṇasena. Sulaimān and Māsudi confirm that 

gold and silver were found in the country of Rahma.108 Records and literary texts 

provide us about the fashion of the rich people to use jewellery made of gold and 

silver, sometimes pearls and precious stones. In his Rāmacharita, 

Sandhyakaranandī (verses 33-34) describes the costly ornaments, such as 

diamonds, lapis-lazuli, pearls, emeralds, rubies and sapphires. The south-western 

part of Chotanagpur Pargaṇā, near Mayurbhanj, was rich in mineral resources. 

The author of the Periplus states that there was a ‘gold mine’ near the Ganges 

which supplies available gold for currency and ornaments.109 

Excava ons at Pāhārpur of Bengal have yielded many bronze images, 

copper bangles, boxes with lid, cups, small bells and a flat rod.110 Gold and silver 

metals were used for the making of utensils of the royal and rich families. 

Contemporary literatures as well as archaeological excavations give a brilliant 

picture of metal use for making our animal figurines. Though the pictures were 

made of all types of metal, most of them were copper and bronze. A bronze 

image of Viṣhṇu and a standing image of Buddha men oned in the literatures of 

Pāla era show the great progress of the metal industry during the 11th century 

AD. Not only bronze, there was also a wide spectrum of brass for the creation of 

various Hindu deities. Copper industry was a prominent industry especially in 

Bihar and generally in northern India. Hiuen-Tsang also saw a huge copper statue 

of Buddha in Nālandā, which was eighty feet in height.111 During this period, the 

gold and silver industries emerged and many images made of gold and silver 

were products of this industry. Kalhaṇa112 mentions that the kings’ gold and 

silver idols were sold to meet the financial requirements. 
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During the early medieval period, there were coins of different 

denominations and designation circulation made of different metals.113 That 

some of these coins were considered as standard values while others were 

known as token currency can be seen from different sources. During the early 

medieval period, all the features of modern currency were prevalent,, but they 

had not been developed like modern currency. Cunninghum describes some of 

the North Indian dynasty's gold, silver, copper and bullions of coins. The North 

Indian coins generally had two values: I) coins of 67 grains and (2) the coins of 58 

grains.114 

 Dramma, gold, silver and copper were used for minting standard coins in 

early medieval India. Other metals were used for minting the currency for 

relatively lower denominations. The Bodhgayā Inscrip on of Dharmapāla115 of 

Pāla Empire contains the first reference to currency in the period. It mentions 

that 3000 drammas were spent to dig the tank. Vigrahapāla of Pāla dynasty had 

issued Vināyakapāla dramma. The Asni Inscrip on of Mahīpāla116 in 916 A.D. 

confirms that during the period of study, dramma was the main medium of 

currency under the most prominent dynasty. 

 Dināra was another medium of exchange in the early medieval Bengal. 

Indians are familiar with it from the early Christian era. Rājataraṅgiṇī117 talks 

about the dinārs of gold, silver and copper. Dināra is mentioned in the writings of 

Muslim historians and other literary works. The coin rūpaka was also present, 

which was usually made of silver, but sometimes gold was also used. Before the 

Islamic conquest, taṅkās were in circulation. Kalhaṇa refers to this coin as the 

currency of that time. It is difficult to reconstruct the regular history of Indian 

coins in the medieval period due to the absence of actual specimens of various 

types and categories. 

It is true that the gold coins first issued by the Gupta emperors were well 

in shape and contained pictures engravings of kings, queens, animals, etc. Thus 

these were significantly artistic. It proves that the coin industry had achieved 

perfection in the Gupta era. But the gold coins of the early medieval period did 
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not have any quality as much as they were concerned about their spontaneous 

quality and aesthetic quality. Literary and archaeological discoveries provide 

adequate information about the type and quality of currency at this time. From 

the district of Malda, a gold coin of Sasā̒ṅka, with the image of Siva reclining on a 

bull on one side of that of a seated Laxmi on the reverse, was obtained. 

Copper currency was also common enough during the period under 

study. Copper and bronze coins were also issued by the rulers of northern India. 

The description of the different coins issued by the rulers of the medieval period 

clarifies that all the coins, except some of them, come under major five divisions: 

I) seated Goddess type, II) gajasā̒rdūla type, III) the horsemen and bull type, IV) 

hanumān type, V) lion type. 

The above discussion clearly shows the wide use of metals for the making 

of objects of war, agriculture, family and ornaments. It was very essential for the 

metal industry that craftsmen should have knowledge of the melting, filtration 

and temperature of various metals. Thus, people of the early medieval era were 

not only aware of the art of making various articles of metals, but also pain 

meticulous attention to method of refining. Alberuni states that the people of 

the time had great knowledge of the purification of gold, silver, mercury etc. 

3.8. Wood, bamboo, and Cane Industry 

Handicraft was another valuable industry in ancient Bengal. The people of 

ancient Bengal engaged themselves in various handicrafts, and we have inherited 

much of that are today. Among varieties of handicrafts, ones were wood, 

bamboo, and cane. Wood industry became quite popular over the ages. In 

various ways, its use was in vogue. Literary works and archaeological evidences 

point to the popularity of wood articles used by people of that time. Wood was 

used for making different kinds of materials, which were used in agriculture, 

homes, wars and commerce. Wood-workers made themselves busy working on 

durable and fine tools, work benches, saws, and chisel handles etc. Wood 
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workers created wood objects of different shapes and designs. Various types of 

boats were also made of wood. The traders used the boats for carrying goods. 

The king also used boats to carry the forces across the river, and on other 

military operations.118 Yuktikalpatru refers to twenty types of boats of different 

sizes, and it gives a detailed description of a painted wooden room.119 

 Beautiful and attractive palanquins made of wood were made by the 

carpenters. These were used for transport. The brides usually used the 

palanquin. The palanquins are frequently mentioned in the medieval Bengali 

literatures. Wooden chariots adorned with jewels were also made for kings. They 

used to go to the battlefields in these chariots. The nobles also used chariots for 

hunting. Some Hindu deities, like the Sun, have been shown in their own 

chariots. Buddhist goddess Marīchī was portrayed on a chariot driven by a pig. All 

these indicate the existence of chariots. During this time, the wooden carts 

pulled by bullocks’ were also made. These were used for transport of 

commodities from one place to another. Wheels were necessary for running the 

chariot and carts. These were always made of wood. Apart from it, the wooden 

workers made furniture like bedstead, couches, chairs, piṭhas (small seat) swings 

etc. Wooden bedsteads adorned with ivory were made for royal use.120 The 

wood without nodules and cavities was considered auspicious. Comfortable 

bedsteads were soft, strong, beautiful and stable. Yuktikalpatru mentions eight 

types of bedsteads. These are: Maṅgala, Pus , ksama, Tus , Sukhasana, 

Pracaṇḍa, Vijaya, Sarvatovhadra. The sizes and designs of these bedsteads varied 

from one another. 

 Couches were made of wood and bamboo. Kalhaṇa men ons co on-

padded couches. The royal divisions used the couches decorated with gold and 

gem. Various kinds of litters were also manufactured. These were used by the 

royal family and the rich class of the society. The pen was used to write, and its 

body was definitely made of wood. Wooden board was used for writing. Painting 

boards were provided by the carpenters to the artists. Baskets made of cane, 

bamboo, reed, wood etc were among other items found in the early medieval 
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India. Combs designed for cosmetic purpose were made of precious and soft 

wood.121 

It was abhari or kāṣṭha kuddala made of wood. It was a tool for scraping 

used by the craftsmen. Many wooden items were manufactured by workers or 

artisans. These were: boxes (for keeping belongings), bags (for keeping small 

house hold articles), cages (for pet birds), mortar and pestel (house hold articles), 

mats (sheets for sleeping), flutes (for the use of musicians), sandals (wooden 

slippers), mallet (for striking a bell-metal drum), plates and cups (for domestic 

use), lamp post and fan post etc. Wooden objects were also used in the buildings 

and houses. Various parts of houses such as windows, ramparts, gates, armours 

and gates, were also made of wood. 

In addition to these above works, idols and images were also made of 

wood. Wooden swans were very popular. Hiuen-Tsang was so impressed with 

the Indian wood industry that he took with him two wooden sandals of Buddha. 

Among these one was 3ˈ 5ˈˈ in height and the other was 1ˈ 3ˈˈ.122 An interesting 

and beautiful statue of winged has been found in Raghurampur. These artefacts 

were made by creative and skilled craftsmen out of wood and clearly show that 

this industry was very advanced in medieval period in northern India as well as 

Bengal. 

Indian forests supplied a large variety of wood, thereby aiding the art of 

carpentry. The wood was classified on the pattern of the Varṇa system of the 

Hindu society, such as Brāhmaṇa, Kṣhatriya, Vaisy̒a and Sūdra. Among these, 

Kṣhatriya wood was the most stable and sturdy and used for making ships for the 

high seas. The vessels made of inferior quality of wood, easily wore and so, were 

not suitable for the high seas. Varāhamihira123 has divided wood for making 

furniture into groups: I) auspicious and ii) inauspicious. It is said that well 

seasoned wood and devadāru wood (kathora kāsṭha) were used for making 

buildings. 

 Cane was used for stools and chairs;124 bamboo was used for flutes, 

cages, and couches etc.125 Coloured reeds and reed stalks were used for making 
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baskets, desks etc. Straw was mainly used for thatching purposes. Vātsyāyana126 

refers to the manufacture of chairs made of cane and reeds among sixty-four 

industries. Amarakoṣa speaks of a basket made of cane. According to Fa-hien, 

bamboo was usually used for the manufacture of cars, usually used on the 

occasion of festival. Cane and bamboo trees were used for flute, basket, mat, 

hand fan, and sun shades. Bamboo and cane were used specifically for the 

preparation of chariots, cattle carts and cottages. Moreover, taking advantage of 

the elasticity of the cane and bamboo, people used it to beatify their interior of 

the roof of home. The fine mats of si̒tal pāṭi often mentioned in the literatures of 

the period was popular then.127 At present, Doms or Chaṇḍālas have kept these 

handicrafts alive as their main occupation. 

3.9. Ship-Building Industry 

Navigation art is known in Bengal from the very beginning. The Periplus128 

mentions a vessel named Colandia. Indigenous literary texts and inscriptions 

provide us with useful information on this topic. From the Mahāvaṁsa and other 

Buddhist texts, it is known how a prince named Vijaya travelled from Lāla to 

Ceylon along with 700 followers.129 The texts also mention some express-boats in 

this regard. During Kālidāsa, the people of Bengal were famous for their nautical 

resources. 

In the early 6th century AD, epigraphic evidences establish the existence 

of the port and the dockyards. The seals found from Chandraketugarh prove the 

existence of ship in ancient Bengal (Plate-2). There is also mention in the 

Yuktikalpataru130 of the industry of shipbuilding which may be considered 

significant in this connection. Six pictures of the ship from Borbudur are 

reminiscent of the Bengal ship.131 Although there is very little graphic 

documentation of the watercrafts of early Bengal, there are some 

seals/sealings/seal impressions and coins available from various places of 

archaeological excavation in Bengal, which are the only existing visual 

illustrations, speak of the traditions of Bengal's rich shipments.132  
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It may be mentioned here that initially the boats were mainly made of the 

woods of the trees. The geo-physical environment of Bengal supplied the 

available woods for the construction of ships. Different types of woods were 

used for building a ship, for example, Sāl, Piāl, Tamāl, Kāṭhāl and Gāmbhāri. 

These trees were found in large numbers in Medinipur district. The commercial 

vessels in early Bengal faced the gigantic, strong waves of the sea, and the 

stormy wind.133 From this, it may be concluded that boat industry and naval 

prosperity started in Bengal at an early date. 

An interesting account of ships of Bengal is found in the medieval Bengali 

literatures, which seems to remind the ships mentioned in the earlier traditions. 

In the Manasā-Maṅgala, we have the references to ships like Gaṅgā Prasād, 

Sāgar-phena, Haṁsa-rava and Rājaballabha. From the references of Kavikaṅkaṇa 

Chaṇḍi, we get the descrip on of Dhanapa ’s fleet to Ceylon consis ng of boats 

named Madhukara, Durgavara, Guaarakhi, Saṁkhachuda, Siṁhamukhi, 

Chandrapana and Chotamukhi. The information furnished by the Maṅgala 

kāvyas about the shipbuilding industry in medieval Bengal is relevant. 

3.10. Industries of marine products 

Different products were manufactured from the sea-borne ingredients. 

Pearl fishery and collecton conch shells were known in Bengal. The mention of 

the Gangetic pearl has been done by the author of the Periplus. It is indicated 

that one of the pearl products was exported to Nelcynda. The conch-shell 

artisans were known in the Purāṇas as Sāṅkhika or Saṅkhakāras. 

The item needed in daily life was salt. We find reference to salt-makers 

(Loṇakarā) in the Jatakas.134 It was extracted from the water of the sea. From the 

Amarakoṣa,135 we learn of two classes of salt, one from the water of the sea, and 

the other from the rock. Salt production was limited only to the sea-coast or 

coastal areas and sometimes mountainous areas. The places near the sea coast 

of Medinipur district are still well-known for producing salt. Irdā Copper-plate 

Inscrip on of Nayapāladeva136 (10th century AD) records the salt-ores 
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(Lavaṇakārah) in Daṇḍabhukti-maṇḍala of Vardhamānabhukti. It also refers to tax 

imposed on salt. On the other hand, in the 11th century AD, the Rāmapāla 

Copper-plate of Srīchandra,137 and the Belāva Plate of the 12th Century 

Bhaojavarmana,138 record the donation of a village in Puṇḍravardhanabhukti 

along with salt (Sa-Lavanah). The Rāmapāla Copper-plate Inscription further (11th 

century A.D.) records salt produc on in the village of Nehakāshṭhi in 

Nānyamaṇḍala of the Pauṇḍra bhukti. The Chittagong Copper-plate of 

Dāmodaradeva139 records some lands described as a salt-manufacturing area 

(lavaṇotasvāsr̒ama). The archaeological excavations at Tamluka in 1954-55 have 

brought to light many salt pits that have been producing salt up to the coming of 

the Portuguese. But in this context, it should be mentioned that salt is not 

men oned in the grants of Pāla and Sena kings. Possibly after the 10th century, 

salt was produced in some parts of Bengal, but it did develop into a wide 

industry. Due to the abundance of water flowing from different rivers to the sea 

and climate moisture, this industry suffered a setback in Bengal. 

3.11. Miscellaneous Industries: Leather Industry 

 People have been using leather for various purposes since ancient times. 

In the early medieval period, this industry had achieved a special acme in the 

state of art and crafts in northern India. A clear picture of the role and 

importance of leather industry is revealed through close examination of the 

objects found from various excavations and descriptions of the contemporary 

texts. There is a description of leather articles and cobblers in the Bṛihatsaṁhitā. 

The grant of Silāditya140 refers to the village shoe makers. The Kuruspal 

inscription also mentions Chamaravādā and Mochivādā.141 Some sculptural 

representa ons from Bengal, Bihar and other places represent Sūrya wearing 

boots or shoes.142 These references indicate that the leather industry, which had 

been found in the Vedic period, achieved better status during this period. 

Various types of objects made of leather are described in contemporary 

literatures. This description has been confirmed by archaeological excavations 
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and sculpture of that time. The notable discoveries are bags, garments, covers, 

pillows, wallets, bucklers, bellows, leather seals, bottles, mats, foot wares etc. 

Leather workers formed an important part of society, although their social status 

was not high. Since their services were needed by the society, they could not 

always be neglected. Varāhamihira has men oned cobblers in his book 

Bṛihatsaṁhitā. Kalhaṇa speaks of a tannery as a special profession.  

3.12. Ivory Industry 

Like other industries, the ivory industry was an important one. Organic 

materials, such as ivory, bone and horn were easily available for the early man 

and supplied the materials for fine craft. The use of these objects in proto-

historic India can be seen in the Harappan culture. Early Indian literatures 

mention the use of different types of ivory and ivory products. Some sites in 

eastern India show the popularity of this organic substance for the preparation of 

artefacts and artwork. Ivory objects have been excavated from Bāṇgarh, district 

of West Dinajpur in undivided Bengal. One of them indicates an ivory s ck and 

the other is a comb, both ascribed to the Suṅga era. There is found an ivory 

casket in Chandraketurgarh, south 24 Parganas district. 

Literary works contain various references to ivory products 

manufacturing in that era. There was a ready market at home and abroad for this 

industry. The value of elephants is determined by the ivory weights supplied by 

them. Sabaras (one caste) used to extract the tusks of elephants in forest areas. 

From these tusks, the ivory workers produced different types of objects.143 The 

Bhātera Plate of Govinda-kesa̒va men ons ivory workers (dantakāra) by name.144 

The Edilpur plate of Kesa̒vasena145  refers to palanquins supported by staffs made 

of elephant's task. Ivory was also used for making ornaments. It appears from the 

charter of 91/184 GE that there was Ājīvika monastery in Samataṭa possessing 8 

ivory tools (dantapiṭhika) and 6 ivory palanquins (dantaparyyaṅka).146 There was 

a high demand for ivory ornaments in all sections of the society. Ivory gates and 

towers are men oned by Harṣa. Bāṇa mentions umbrella made of danta.147 
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Along with ornaments, other articles of different types were also made of ivory. 

Muslim travellers talk about the presence of elephant dealers in Multan. From 

different parts of northern India, some examples of ivories of this period have 

come to light. Ivory was used to make domestic articles, ornaments, and other 

miscellaneous articles, as is proven from contemporary works and archaeological 

excavations. An architectural structure has been discovered in Bengal, which is 

the best example of high quality designs made of ivory and is currently displayed 

in the Seattle Art Museum of Seattle. 

The ivory ornaments were in high demand among all sections of society 

indicate its popularity. Beautiful pieces of ivory were made by skilled craftsmen. 

It proves to have been at a very advanced stage. Ivory items being exported 

revealed the skills, sophistication of aesthetic sense, maturity and taste of the 

artisans. 

3.13. Glass Industry 

Glass industry was an important industry. There is no clear information in 

literature texts regarding the process of making glass objects. But the materials 

derived from various excavations and literatures reflect that the workers of glass 

were, fully aware of the knowledge of creating different types of articles. The 

skilful staffs were able to produce such things. It required scientific knowledge to 

smelt and shape glass components. The amazing high diversity of glass material 

proves that this industry had reached a very high level. 

 The details of various vessels of glass in contemporary literature show 

that the people of the medieval age had knowledge of the glass industry. Not 

only literature, but archaeological evidences and sculptures also prove the 

existence of glass industry. It was recognized as a great value for the people, 

because large quantities of objects were made of glass. The superior nature of 

this industry is evident from the objects described below, which were created in 

the period under research. Glass ornaments were made and used by the poor 
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part of the society. This indicates that glass workers are highly talented and artist 

jewellery makers. 

 Glass beads were used on a large scale for making different types of 

jewels. These are bangles necklaces, mirrors, jars, cup etc. Fragments of the glass 

bangles have been found from various excavated sites like Bhopal, Gwalior, 

Pāhārpur, Bateswar etc. Glass bangles during the 7th-8th century A.D. were well 

known for its abundance. Necklaces were also made of glass beads. This was 

used by ministers of the kings. 

 Mirrors were an important item in the household including toilets and it 

was usually made of glass. Rāḍhi-darpaṇa, a kind of mirror bright and clear on 

both sides is known from the sources.148 Many toilet scenes in the temples of 

Kaṇḍāriyā, Mahādeva, Vāmana, Visv̒anātha, Chitragupta etc. show women 

standing, bearing mirrors and cutting hair, applying sindura or collyrium in the 

parting of the hair or eyes respectively or even admiring their own beauty There 

are various types of mirrors described in literature, such as Bhavya (vitasti in 

length), Vijaya (four āngulas length), Pourusa. Glass jars were used in the family 

to keep water. A merchant named Padmarāja provided water to the water of 

Papsudana, which was filled with abundant glass jars. 

The cup was also made of glass and used in society of that age. Glass was 

also used for making combs. It was a toilet item for women and Bhoja mentioned 

its use at that age. Liquid and wine items were served in glass. Bottles were also 

made of glass and used for keeping liquids, medicines, etc. The flask was a vessel 

in the long neck. The walls of the house, the palace, etc. were made, the work of 

the age group, the walls of crystal mirrors like slab have been mentioned. The 

floor of the residence of the kings was made of glass. It is proposed that the floor 

of the King's house should be made of glass. 

3.14. Beads 

Beads of various shapes, designs, sizes and materials were made from the 

earliest times. Discovery of these beads from all Harappan sites proves their 



200 
 

existence. The materials used for the preparation of various types of beads 

include soil, ivory, glass, various stones such as rubies, sapphires, diamonds, 

moonstones, emeralds, jades, crystals, pearls, gem, lāpis-lāzuli etc. 

The bead makers of that era had the knowledge to produce many types 

of beads such as large shaped, barrel shaped, cylindrical, rectangular, tabular, 

oval, convex, disc shaped, conical, round, biconical, hexagonal cross shaped, 

short vase shaped etc. There is no specific technique for making bead that is 

prescribed in literature. But the species of beads found from excavations clearly 

shows that the makers had high quality skills to make them. Various colours of 

beads have been unearthed. Ornaments made by beads have been mentioned in 

contemporary works as well as obtained from excavation. Three kinds of beads 

are worthy of mention- agate, chalcedony and carnelian. Agate and chalcedony 

were characterised by the prominence of layers. Besides, when chalcedony is 

uniformly red is known as carnelian.149 Perhaps the subtle difference led K.G. 

Goswami to identify agate as chalcedony. Agate appears to have been a common 

stone in all early historical sites of North India. 

3.15. Terracotta, Sculpture, and Painting 

Terracotta means a model or cast of baked clay.150 Since earliest times, 

clay was popular to people due to its availability or easy manipulation, and 

remains the primary plastic material. The idea of terracotta gives a solid form 

and expresses people's creative desires. Its origin was in pre-Harappan culture, 

and yet it continues to play an important place in society. It gives an enormous 

opportunity to artists to express their spontaneity. Terracotta statues have been 

discovered from various places in northern India. Most of them are toys and 

statues of men and animals. These remains are important tools in illustrating 

social-economic life. 

Terracotta artefacts exhibit art and culture of different times with the 

activities and changes of customs and manners of mankind. Many such artefacts 

have been excavated from Pāṭaliputra (comprising Bulandibagh, Kumrahar and 
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Patna), Buxar, Vaisā̒li (Basarh), Rājghāt, Mathurā, Kausā̒mbī, Ahichatra, Bāngarh, 

Antichak, Gaya, Nālandā and Mahāsthān etc. These were prepared by hand. 

These were shaped and modelled by moulds comprising popular objects of 

household, decorative material, plaques and figures showing popular religious 

objects, seals for purpose of documentation, toys for children, ornaments, 

medals, amulets and animal figurines of domestic importance. On the whole, this 

industry was an important vehicle for human expression. It is undoubtedly of 

great socialist significance. 

The main temple building at Pāhārpur is a specimen of terracotta plaques 

assigned to Pāla Art.151 This is the first mould made by pressure of soil lumps. In 

the sun's dry conditions, they were baked with skill, and then painted with a thick 

red pigment. These plaques depict the Gods and Goddess. Many plaques were 

often used to depict non-religious figures, both male and female, sitting or 

standing, and carrying out various activities.152 

Many terracotta artefacts figuring men, animals and other objects have 

also been found (Plate-3). The objects prove the existence of skilled potters. 

Among the Brāhmaṇical icons of Pāhārpur, Siva is the most beloved theme in 

terracotta. The excavated terracotta fish in Tripura is two inches long. An 

elephant's statue is transformed very well, painted in red colour and the cloth on 

the back being indicated by thick black lines. A glimpse of the spread of the 

terracotta industry can be drawn from descrip on of Bāṇa. At the me of 

Rājyaśhrī’s marriage, many artists were appointed to produce the figures of fish, 

turtles, crocodiles, coconut, planting and beet soil.153 Bāṇa refers to water 

utensils, cups, fire trays, ovens, pans, etc.154 Furthermore earthen beads are 

excavated at different sites, such as Tripuri, Ahichatra, Bhita and numerous other 

places in abundance. These were used as ornaments by the common people. The 

plaques of Pāhārpur and An chak are similar and can be dated to the second half 

of the 8th century A.D. 

Thus, various terracotta objects of different shapes and designs prove the 

high skills of the workers and their high level of creativity (Plate-1/3). They also 
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show glimpses of social life. For example, gamesman depicted in terracotta 

implies that people enjoyed enough time to entertain themselves. Terracotta 

remains of different objects have been found from various places. Dinājpur (East 

Bengal) has yielded a large number of terracotta objects during the excavation of 

a Buddhist temple.155 

Sculpture is an artwork engraved on stone, wood, or clay. Men had the 

desire to create beautiful objects being satisfied in their aesthetic sense. Since 

ancient times, the images were created and used on a large scale. The perishable 

object, such as wood could not exist for long a time. On the other hand, stones 

and metals are available from archaeological excavations, which reveal the skills 

of artists of the time. In the period under consideration, stone sculptures made 

significant achievements. A number of different stone images dated to this 

period excavated at different sites bear witness to the achievement of stone 

sculpture. A Pāla inscrip on in Bengal provides us with information about the 

Magadhan ar st, Somesv̒ara, who was an expert in high order and stone 

design.156During the reign of the Pālas of Bengal and Bihar, the Nālandā Pillar 

informs us about an ar st named Subhadāsa.157 According to Lama Tāranātha,158 

during the reign of king Devapāla and Dharmapāla, there lived a very talented 

ar st Dhimāna and his son Vitapāla. Both had created various works of stone and 

painting. They spent the time with their wonderful creations. There were also 

some other artists who left their significant impression of their talent through 

their works. Tatata, Maṅkha, Vimaladāsa, Vishṇubhadra Mahīdhara, Sasi̒deva, 

Silpī Karṇabhara, Silpī Tathāgatasāra, Sūlapāṇi are among them.159 The Pāla 

period saw the sculpture industry rise to its pinnacle of glory. A considerable 

number depicts scenes from the life of Krishna. The Mahābhārata and the 

Rāmāyaṇa scenes have also been depicted. There is quite a good number that 

represents women in graceful dancing poses and incidents from the daily life of 

the village folk. These sculptures derived their inspiration directly from the life 

around through keen observation. 
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The art of painting was very popular and admired in the society during 

the period under survey. It had a place even in the highest sections of the 

society. This art is considered as fine art. It requires full attention both of mind 

and body. During the early medieval period, art of painting provided enjoyment 

and opportunity for self expression. It was one among the sixty-four arts. It 

occupies the fourth place in the list of arts. 160 

The art of painting was expressed particularly by members of the royal 

and prosperous families. There was a great interest among the members of royal 

families for this art and sometimes they held the brush to give lie to their 

aesthetic sense. Fa-hien tells that painting as a creative art was known and 

practised in the country as early as the 4th century AD. Temple walls were 

decorated with paintings. There were fresco or mural paintings. Illustrations on 

palm-leaf manuscripts of the Pāla period have been preserved. There were also 

engraved drawings on copper plates. These miniatures mostly represented gods 

and goddesses belonging to different temples and monastic establishments of 

the period. The colours used in these paintings are orpiment yellow, white, 

indigo-blue, Indian ink-black, cinnabar red and green. All these were used in 

different shades. The composition follows some well known schematic principles 

of balance. These paintings reveal a developed form and technique. Bengali 

painting is not an isolated chapter, but is rather a local version of the 

contemporary pan-Indian trends in painting. 

3.16. The condition of Artisans  

Industries flourishing in ancient Bengal played an important role in 

bringing changes to society. Naturally the position of artisans is a matter of 

question, which comes to our mind. It is difficult to give detailed description of 

the nature and organization of industrial labour and artisans in ancient Bengal 

due to scarcity of evidence. But it may be said that industrial and commercial 

development must have brought along the necessary evils of exploitation of 

labour and artisans. Hiuen-Tsang provides information about people who used to 
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render free services in the 7th century A.D.161 Epigraphic sources also attest to 

the practice of forced labour in specific circumstances. 162 It is evident that forced 

labour was a source of income for the state. It appears that the state by 

exploiting this sort of labour exploitation made an attempt to increase 

production.  

On the other hand, commercial expansion gains ground only when there 

is surplus production. Surplus is sure to engender a sort of greed and unabashed 

lust for wealth. The network of communication along with the surplus in 

production gave immense incentive for commerce. Surplus was possible at the 

cost of the toilsome labour on the part of the workers. There is sufficient 

evidence of surfeit in production in early Bengal. Feudal feature of the society 

could not thwart the productivity for commercial expansion in early Bengal. The 

peasants engaged in agrarian activity and craft production exacerbated the 

production for brisk commercial activity. Briskness in commercial activity has 

certainly impelled the investors to exploit labour. There is little evidence of 

labour unrest in early Bengal, but there are pragmatic factors that forestalled the 

raising of outburst of the workers at that time. The time was not at all congenial 

in early Bengal to organise upsurge by labourers to vent resentment. But that 

does not mean that there was no inkling of resentment. The organised revolts 

were few and far between because of the lack of coordination between the 

peasants and workers in the backdrop of the society suffering certainly from 

stoicism in early Bengal. The Kaivarta revolt in Puṇḍravardhana has been 

described by R.S. Sharma as the organised revolt of the peasants against the 

arbitrary and outrageous rule of Mahīpāla II, the Pāla king.163 It seems to have 

been a spontaneous expression of the feelings of the Kaivarta peasants against 

the oppression of the Pālas and their landed beneficiaries. Resentment of the 

workers, artisans and peasants was indeed there, but what they lacked was the 

spirit to coordinate with fellow beings in order to fight for justice and fair play. 

They lacked the elements which could have cemented their mutual resentment 

like that of modern times with the emergence of trade unionism. Thus, there is 
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no gainsaying the truth that amidst embellishment because of production and 

commercial expression, there was darkness that submerged the bulk of the 

people engaged in production. But it could not mar the total activity of 

production probably because the working community mostly decided to accept 

the matter of their deprivation as dispensation of Almighty on the ground that 

they are only paying for their deeds in the previous life. They must have 

considered themselves degraded and had low self-esteem. This idea of 

karmaphala must have played a greater role in impeding organised revolt against 

those enjoying bonanza. 

Although they had got some rights from the owner of the industries, it 

was not enough to stay well. They were living in miserable conditions with 

meagre means of sustenance. Their position was almost like today. So, it can be 

said that though the development of industries brought prosperity in India, but it 

touched only the richer section of the society and royal men. 
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Chapter: 4 
Trade and Commerce I 

4.1. Causes behind the rise of Trade 

Bengal enjoyed prosperity through trade and commerce since time 

immemorial. Ancient Bengal in the early period of its history comprised the 

present areas of Bangladesh and West Bengal, parts of Bihar, Assam, Tripura and 

Orissa of Indian territory. It actually denoted an aggregate of four major sub-

regions: Puṇḍravardhana, Rāḍha, Vaṅga and Samataṭa-Harikela. For the present 

purpose, the term Bengal, therefore, is taken to refer to the areas comprising 

present Bangladesh and West Bengal in India.  

The following discussion throws light on various aspects that led to the 

growth of trade and industry in the Indian sub-continent as well as in Bengal. It 

also seeks to explore in the geographical backdrop, the technical and scientific 

development, which contributed in the development of trade and industry. It is a 

commonplace axiom that the trade of any country depends for its healthy 

growth on a large number of factors such as political, geographical, economic, 

scientific, religion and technical. It is a proposed to examine here these factors 

one by one. 

4.1.1. Geographical Factor  

It is proven that physical geography provides a common denominator for 

all historical events. The geographical location and physical characteristics of the 

countries influence the economic development of the country at all times. On 

the basis of physical geography, India can be divided into three parts- the 

Himalayan uplands, the Indo-Gangetic plains and the Peninsular India.1 The 

Himalayas are related to the region of Himāvat.2  Among the Indo-Gange c 

plains, the two main areas are the Āryāvarta and the U arāpatha.3 The 

peninsular India corresponds with the Dakṣināpatha.4 Among the divisions, the 

Indo-Gangetic plains were gifted with rich alluvial soil and high productivity. The 
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rich productivity of the region supplied the raw material for the flow of trade. 

Ancient Bengal lying on the Indo-Gangetic plains was located in South Asia with 

coastline of 580 kms on the northern littoral of the Bay of Bengal. The deltaic 

plains of the Ganges (Padmā), Brahmaputra (Jamuna), and the Meghna rivers and 

their tributaries occupied 79% of the country (Bengal). It had a rich river system 

that provided suitable channel for a rising trade flow. The river system did not 

only offer waterproof pattern, but it served a favorable irrigation system which 

accelerated agricultural production. The warm humid climate, in conjunction 

with the fertility of land, made the region an extra-ordinary productive 

agricultural land. This made the country capable of supporting a large surplus 

consuming class. The surplus production caused by the above factors fostered 

trade and commerce. Apart from it, ancient Bengal having with its many rivers 

and their tributaries provided a natural communication with its remotest areas. 

The area was connected moderately with land routes which also allowed a soft 

and smooth transportation. The riverine route seems to have been preferred 

over land route which involved many hazards.5 The geographical advantages of 

the area exalted it to a distinguished position in the realm of inland trade. Thus it 

is clear that a favourable geography always helped Bengal to produce more 

commodities both agricultural and industrial, and to promote her trade items all 

over the Indian sub-continent and beyond. The confluence of the Ganges at the 

Bay provided an easy access to the sea. Thus, the connection to the sea gave 

excel to the overseas journey and naturally trade of items could easily reach to 

the overseas countries, where it was needed. 

4.1.2. Economic Factor 

Economic factors play a major role in determining the proper growth of 

trade. Like today, ancient India's economy was largely based on agriculture since 

the remote past. In the region of Bengal, agriculture was the main occupation of 

the people and agricultural productions increased by leaps and bounds. It 

provided many marketable commodities of mercantile value. Agricultural 
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products such as sugarcane, wine-plants, oil-seeds and some other plants 

yielding pigments, grew to considerable importance. Most of this items supplied 

raw materials for the manufacture of industrial articles. The government also 

adopted specific measures to improve the condition of farming and farmers. This 

is confirmed by Kauṭilya, who informs us that the Mauryan government 

introduced a special agriculture officer called sitādhyakṣa (the Director of 

Agriculture). His duty was to undertake measures for the promotion of 

agriculture.6 The Mauryas also provided liberal agricultural facilities.7 Since 

agricultural economy was very much based on irrigation facilities, the state 

provided special measures to promote irrigation works. The forest also played a 

leading role in the economy of the country. First, it ensured sufficient rainfall in 

the adjoining lands and made those lands more productive by retaining their 

moisture. At the same time, they offered food and shelter during disasters. But 

from the point of view of trade, they provided various products of high economic 

value. Kauṭilya has mentioned a significant number of commodities from the 

forest, such as strong timber (sārdāru), timber of the bamboo type (veṇu), 

creepers (vallī), fibrous plants, plants yielding rope-making material 

(rajjubhāṇḍa), plants yielding flowers productive of dyes, medicinal herbs 

(oṣadhi), poisonous drugs (visā)and fruit trees etc.8 Kālidāsa also gives a detailed 

description of our forests and their resoures such as different types of hides,9 

musk (mṛganabhi),10 lac (lakṣa)11 and the yaktail (camari) etc.12 

Animals and animal products also contributed to the economy of a 

particular region. Animals were of great economic utility chiefly, because they 

were used as beasts of burden and for ploughing and transport purposes. They 

also provided material for non-vegetables food, hides, skins, ivory, horns and 

bones etc. These products were of great marketable value. In the view of the 

importance of cattle wealth, the state appointed special officers to look after 

their proper care and unkeep. From the Arthasā̒stra we have come to know that 

state appointed the superintendent of cattle godhyakṣa and samāhartrā. Their 

duty was to maintain the complete record of the cattle belonging to the state 
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and to the private individuals.13 It has been mentioned that those who 

maltreated cattle, employed them at an improper time or misused them for 

carrying heavy loads, were compelled to atone for this serious offence.14 

The super-structure of a nation’s trade is broad-based on the framework 

of the healthy growth of industries.15 During the period of our study trade 

obviously flourished and it is clearly understood that the healthy development of 

the industries must have been the precursor to it. The Arthasā̒stra gives a long 

list of a number of officers employed by the state for regulating various 

industries. All these industries provided a rich source of revenue to the state and 

required highly sophisticated technology. This could hardly be possible within a 

private enterprise. So the state took particular care to foster the growth and 

development of these industries appointing akarādhyakṣa (director of 

mines),16suvarṇādhyakṣa (the superintendent of gold),17 sūtrādhyakṣa 

(superintendent of yarns),18 surādhyakṣa (the controller of spirituous Liquors).19 

Mining and metallurgy were the prime industries. Apart from this gold, yarns and 

spirituous liquors were other industries mentioned in the Arthasā̒stra.20 

 For the development of trade, the human factor is as much important 

and, even more important than the material factor. No industry can flourish 

unless the workers are well paid and well kept. Therefore, the ancient rulers 

ensured that the artisans were held in high esteem and paid due wages.21 

Another factor was the supply and demand forces. These basically refer 

to the behaviour of the specified market. Without proper demand, there is no 

significance of trade. A trader keeps an eye on the forces of demand in the 

market. A trader produces or buys items that have a lot of economic demand in 

the market. The state appointed a royal official namely paṇyādhyakṣa (the 

director of trade). In view of that, the officer was charged to investigate the 

proper demand and supply. In the first century AD, India acquired huge wealth 

through foreign trade because there was a lot of demand of Indian products in 

the Roman Empire such as iron and cotton. All this shows that adequate 
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measures have been taken to study the quantum of demand and supply in 

ancient India. 

4.1.3. Technical and Scientific Factors 

It is true that India's large number of products had successfully captured 

the international market. This proves that these products must have been of 

good quality. It is obvious that a good quality product always needs technical and 

scientific skill. Ancient Indian artisans gained wide popularity for their technical 

and scientific skills. It is a common fact that the products of rich quality always 

also have great demand in the market. In those days, Indian textile materials and 

irons attained remarkable reputation in foreign markets. The qualitative 

brilliance of some industrial output of Bengal is verified by indigenous and 

foreign accounts. Kauṭilya has highly praised the dukūla of Vaṅga while referring 

to the best products of other janapadas. In the Agni Purāṇa the swords of Bengal 

are mentioned to be of a superior quality with ‘keenness of edge and the power 

to withstand blows’. The Periplus describes the Gangetic spikenard and muslins 

to be of finest sorts that found a ready market in the Roman world.22  

 Like textile products, iron articles also had good demand in foreign 

markets because of their high quality. A specimen is a pillar of Mehrauli near 

Delhi.23 It is a single piece of iron. An extraordinary feature of this pillar is that it 

has never rusted and it still maintains its inscription very legibly. About the pillar, 

Percy Brown remarks that it is a “remarkable tribute to the genius and 

manipulative dexterity of Indian iron workers”.24 

Moreover, a significant development of the time was the discovery of 

monsoons in the Indian Ocean by the foreigners. In 47 CE, Hippalus discovered 

the regular pattern of the monsoons in the Indian Ocean.25 This scientific 

discovery undoubtedly gave the Indo-Roman trade a great stimulus and sufficient 

value and variety. With favorable winds, traders were able to safely escape to 

India through a more direct route. It also made possible for them to visit Indian 

ports more frequently and in a relatively short period of time.26 Available literary 
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sources prove that the mariners were aware of the wind and current aspects for 

the last two thousand years or more before. The Buddhist Jātaka stories and 

Jaina Canonicals mention ships moving by the force of wind 

(Pavanabālāsamahaya).27 The Saṅgama period texts, such as Puraṇānuru, 

Ahananuru and Māduraikāñchī mention different types of seagoing ships, which 

moved in the seas with the help of wind sails.28 The unknown author of the 

Periplus also delineates that the direction of winds helped the ships to sail in the 

sea.29 Pliny in his Natural History mentions the south-west monsoon.30 Similar 

thins have also been noticed by Fa-hien on his return journey to China along the 

route of the eastern coast.31 

4.1.4. Political Factor 

That politics and trade go hand-in-hand together is not a modern concept 

that originated in the West. Trade in the communist nations is directly ruled by 

the state. Our study of ancient Indian history has revealed that political factors 

played an important role in the development of the Indian trade and commerce. 

In Mauryan times, trade was directly patronized, regularized and encouraged by 

the state. They made well-established proper means of communication and 

transport. They constructed trade routes and trade centres adjacent to the trade 

routes and provided security for the traders. Permanent bureaucratic machinery 

was also set up for trade and commercial expansion. From the available sources, 

we come to know of a high official namely panyādhyakṣa, the director of trade. 

He was assigned some very important functions to perform.32 Navādhyakṣa (the 

superintendent of ships) was another official appointed to look after the sea 

routes properly.33 The Mauryas encouraged trade and commerce for revenues, 

accruing out of road taxes or octroi duties. The peaceful foreign policy adopted 

by the Mauryas also gave impetus to the development of trade especially with 

the Greeks. The authentic evidence furnished by Megāthenese also highlights the 

good foreign relations of the Mauryas. He mentions that these amiable relations 

gave impetus to the influx of the foreign travelers, over and above the traders, 
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into the country. To encourage commercial relations, the state had granted 

special privileges and opportunities for some me. Kuṣhāṇa king Kaniṣhka 

ordered the minting of enough coins to encourage trade. Apart from Nārada’s 

testimony, several rules and regulations had been formulated by the state to 

protect the financial interest of merchants and traders.34 Bengal patronized trade 

and commerce to an extent that a considerable growth of trade occurred since 

time immemorial. 

4.1.5. Religious Factor 

Trade and commerce was highly encouraged by the Buddhist and Jaina 

religions. Typical stupas, monasteries and vihāras excavated near the port and 

trade centres indicate that Buddhism had played an important role to the growth 

of maritime trade. An important aspect of Buddhism was to emphasize on the 

investment and multiplication of wealth and its approval of usury and the 

earning of interest.35 Even Buddha himself witnessed the gift of gardens and 

vihāras or monasteries for the monks. The Buddhist accounts, paintings, stupas 

and Jātaka stories clearly indicate the development of trade. A sea monster 

represen ng Bhārhut's Medallion shows that threat to consolidate a boat is a 

clear evidence of Buddhist involvement in maritime trade.36 Ajanta, Aurangabad 

and Ellora caves contain depictions of Avalokiteśvara as the saviour of the ship 

during distressful conditions. Besides sculptural evidence, the distribution of 

Buddhist settlements such as stupas, monasteries and chaityas situated near the 

ports and trade routes show the involvement of Buddhism in maritime trade. The 

legends of religious propagating mission of Mahendra, son or brother of Aso̒ka, 

or the dispatch of the tooth-relic men oning the voyage of Dantakumāra and 

many other stories narrated in the Piṭakas, Jātakas, and similar Buddhist 

literature are indicative of the more liberal attitude of the Buddhist Saṅgha 

towards transoceanic voyagers. While the Brāhmaṇical Dharmaśāstras imposed 

restrictions on crossing the seas, the Buddhist literatures gave importance for the 

growth of trade and commerce.37 So the rapid growth of Buddhism also helps the 



222 
 

traders to send voyages for trade purposes. Buddhists monks, traders and local 

residents gave gifts for construction of monasteries at trade centres, as it is clear 

from the inscrip ons of Kānheri and Junnar.38 Not only that, the pilgrims 

travelling to Buddhist shrines led to the discovery of new trade routes, which 

paved the way for the expansion of trade and commerce. The Buddhist pilgrims 

from different parts of the world desiring to visit the main centres of Buddhism in 

India, such as Rājgṛiha, Srāvas , Pāṭaliputra, Bodhgayā, Sārnāth, Champā, 

Nālandā, Kausā̒mbi, and other places, who came by sea, must have landed at 

Tāmralipta and from here they went to various places.39 It also appears from the 

Samantapāsādikā of Buddhaghoṣa containing references belonging to the 5th 

century AD that ship often traversed between Tāmralipta and Mahā ha.40 In 

this way, Tāmralipta was well connected to different parts of India and also world 

and thus following this path the traders came to Tāmralipta and centering it, they 

spread to the remotest parts of the country. 

  There is also a corresponding approval of trade as a profession in the 

Jaina ideals. The excessive emphasis of the Jaina canons on non-violence 

considered that some living beings could be unintentionally killed during 

ploughing, but such harmful effects were not perceived in trade. So trade was 

preferred to agriculture in the Jaina tenets.41 

4.1.6. Education 

 It has been argued that there appeared spread of literacy and this helped 

economic transactions over long distances and between different groups.42 

There is evidence of a large number of seals and pots that bear the testimony of 

literacy. Literacy no doubt helped the mercantile activities. Enamul Haque 

comments that “the spread of literacy to the extent, which could determine 

causes of maritime trade perhaps, could not have been possible without the 

prosperity generated as a result of the same commerce”.43 Therefore, it seems 

that literacy invariably followed the prosperity. Otherwise, after nearly a 

thousand years, the broad literacy would have resulted in a far more remarkable 
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prosperity borne out of maritime transactions, which actually did not happen. It 

should be noted that the direct evidence of trans-oceanic trade during the Pāla 

period is almost non-existent 

4.2. Rise and Growth of Internal Trade  

Since the dawn of civilization trade has been a part and parcel of human 

existence. It has been a priority for proper existence and subsistence. Moreover, 

the economic stability of a state in a particular period depends on the quantitity 

of trade carried on in that region. Historians have always been interested in 

finding how flourishing trade was in different periods and regions. In India, 

volumes have been written on the aspect of trade and its nature, right from the 

ancient times to the modern. We have a dearth of information regarding our 

inland trade. The inscriptions shed little light in that regard. On the other hand, 

foreign travellers and historians have left their own accounts which throw a 

scanty light on internal trade. They had more interest in the foreign trade of a 

province.  We can infer the state of inland trade from the description of foreign 

trade highlighted by the foreign travellers. 

The indigenous and foreign sources of witness bear to the fact that 

perhaps in the middle of 4th century A.D., Bengal was commercially connected 

with other trade centres of northern India. Ancient sources often refer to 

important articles produced in Bengal. All these must have reached to the every 

centre in northern India. But it should be reminded that the history of inland 

trade began from the Harappan age. Though no individual Harappan merchant 

can be indentified or named, remains of a structure from Bānawali in Haryana 

have been identified as the residence of a well off trader.44 Early Vedic pastoral 

economy seems to have halted commercial transaction temporarily. In the later 

Vedic period, when the Aryans settled in the northern regions, there was a new 

beginning in domestic trade. The merchants, known as paṇis,45 probably 

appeared during this period. From the 6th century BC, when the revolution of 

production took place through the use of iron technology, the country's economy 
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evolved on the expansion of trade in different sectors of the economy. Internal 

trade at this stage was a requirement, and it was often sponsored by the rulers 

of the mahājanapadas. It seems that merchants and ruling classes worked in 

collaboration with each other. It happened due to the interest of the rulers in 

expanding the boundaries of their state and merchants’ eager to expand their 

trade both by the route of land and water.46 

The products produced in the rural areas regularly flowed to the urban 

areas as documented from the literary sources. The old commentary on the 

Vinaya Piṭaka specifically mentions that the king used to collect customs in the 

gate of the village.47 Kauṭilya further said that the tax should be imposed on 

products that were produced in the villages or cities. Arthaśāstra mentions a 

fairly long list of articles and the rates of toll-tax to be charged upon them. It also 

clearly indicates that these variety of commodities flowed into the city.48 

Interestingly, the general rule was that products were not sold at the point of its 

origin. To meet the needs of the urban people, a large number of products were 

collected from the janapadas, villages and nigamas. As a result, each and every 

town became a centre of commercial activities. The reference to the paṇyagṛha 

mentioned in Arthasā̒stra implies the existence of market in which each building 

was earmarked for a particular type of merchandise. Agricultural products of the 

village were sold in the village-market and the surplus was supplied to towns. 

The Jātaka stories refer to the existence of village-markets.49 In return, the 

villages received agricultural and other implements required for manufacturing 

industrial goods. But such commercial transactions could have operated in 

villages or between a village and a town during the pre-Maurya era on a very 

limited scale. Under the state's initiative in the Maurya era, the process of rural-

urban giving and receiving had spread widely. 

 The market place was known as āpaṇa during the me of Patañjali.50 In 

the Saudarananda, Kapilavāstu has been described as the well-equipped 

market.51 According to the Milinda-pan͂ha,52 there was a city of Sāgala   famous 

for flowers, fruits, an dotes, medicines, ambrosia, precious stones and all kinds 
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of merchandises. In the same text Sāgala has been termed as nānā-puṭa-bhedana 

meaning the distributing place of parcels of different merchandises. Trenckner 

renders it as an entrepot of various merchandises coming from different 

quarters.53 In addi on, a picturesque descrip on about the market of Sāgala is 

made in the Milinda-pan͂ha where it is stated, “shops are there for the sale of 

Banāres muslin, of Kotumbara stuffs, and of other cloths of various kinds: and 

sweet odours are exhaled from the bazaars, where all sorts of flowers and 

perfumes are tastefully set out. Jewels are there in plenty…..and guilds of traders 

in all sorts of finery display their goods in the bazaars that face all quarters of the 

sky”.54  

In addition to earlier literary sources, some later texts also bear tes mony 

to the existence of brisk trade. Varāhamihira men ons in his Bṛihat Saṁhitā55 the 

local markets of villages and towns, where there were well decorated shops lined 

on both sides of the street. In addition to the ordinary shopkeepers (āpaṇastha) 

and traders, the rich traders (arthapati) were known for boarding commercial 

products and taking to them to distant places for profit. The traders mentioned 

above have been referred to variously as vaṇij, vāṇijaka, paṇyavṛtti and 

paṇyāsr̒ayin, who satisfied the local needs of the people.56 Hiuen-Tsang too, 

during the course of his travels, noticed shops on the highway and that of booths 

lined the roads.57 

A part of the richer section of the rural communities, namely the 

landowners, as well as the people of the nigamas seems to have formed a 

portion of the consumers. The commodities accumulated in the urban centres 

were brought for this rich section of the society. The Kūṭa-vāṇija Jātaka supplies 

that the commodities were taken from the towns to the villages. The town-based 

merchants and landlords kept a close relationship with their rural counterparts 

frequently, as is evident from the Jātakas.58 With the unprecedented growth of 

urbanization in northern India during the Suṅga-Kuṣhāṇa period, villages and 

towns supplemented each other with respect to production and distribution. 
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Bengal located in the eastern side of India has been noted for its agrarian 

prosperity and brisk trade since at least the sixth century BC. There is no doubt 

that Bengal was rich in trade since ancient times. The benefits of peace and order 

established throughout northern India by the strong arms of the Guptas helped 

the expansion of internal trade.59 This process was accelerated by the issuance of 

gold and silver coins by the emperors in abundance. Merchants travelled more or 

less along the well known land and water routes. There are plenty of literary 

evidences of brisk commercial transactions. As a part of the bhukti of Gupta 

Empire, Bengal was not detached from enriched trade and commerce that 

prevailed in north India. The sea ports mentioned in the records had served as 

the natural structure of import and export along long distance routes from the 

interior. India’s most important trade centres in the early 6th century A.D. have 

been mentioned in the writings of Cosmas. The list includes ‘Sindhu’, ‘Orrhotha’, 

‘Calliana’, ‘Sibor’ and no less than five marts of ‘Male’ on the west coast, as well 

as ‘Marallo’ and ‘Caver’ along this coast.60 Among the other ports emerging in 

this period, Tāmralipta61 might be mentioned at the top lying on the Ganges 

delta. Tāmralipta is identified with modern Tamluk, which was located on the 

right bank of the Rupanarayan. P.C. Dasgupa finds many textual references to 

Tāmralipta in ancient literatures.62 In the Jātakas Tāmralipta is men oned as 

Dāmalip ,63 Ptolemy64 called it Tamāli s, Pliny65 men oned it as Taluctae and 

Hiuen-Tsang referred to it as Tan-mo-lih- . Varāhamihira refers to it as a city.66 

Tāmralip , from the point of the northern, eastern and central Bengal, form a 

separate and independent political unit, as found in the sabhāpārvan of the 

Mahābhārata. Sometimes it may also have formed a part of the janapada of 

Rāḍha or Suhma or Vaṅga. Its happy geographical position at the meeting place 

of land and water communications, as Hiuen-Tsang observed, helped the 

emporium of the vast trade of eastern India across the seas. It was the main port 

for voyagers from China, Indonesia and Ceylon to eastern India and back. We 

have direct evidence of brisk trade carried out from it into the interior. The 

people of the Ganges delta had the overwhelming share in the trade from 
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Tāmralipta proven by reminiscences of their mari me ac vi es men oned in the 

Raghuvaṁsa̒m and the Dasa̒kumāracharita.67  

It may be said that trade and commerce constituted an important chapter 

of economic life in Bengal. It was the source of prosperity in Bengal, which is 

proven by the description of various ancient sources. The region was watered by 

many famous rivers such as Bhāgīrathī-Karatoyā-Brahmaputra-Padmā-Meghnā 

and many other tributaries. These rivers carried a huge amount of alluvial soil, 

which gave the region highly fertile land. The fertilised land of Bengal seems to 

have an important position in inland trade of India. The region was rich in 

agricultural products, mineral and natural resources and these were fruitfully 

utilised by the artisans of Bengal. And this led to the rise and growth of various 

industries yielding production of some commodities. These products were in 

great demand in other parts of India. Naturally exchange of commodities had 

been the necessity for the time.  It also helped the area and its adjoining regions 

with a huge surplus production. This surplus production would have been either 

wasted or traded, as required. The then cultivators or traders opted the latter, so 

that they earned some dividends from trade. Thus, the surplus production 

caused by the above mentioned factors fostered the trade and commerce of the 

region. 

The rivers were the sources of fishes which provided a readymade source 

of food to the delta dwellers. Moreover, the gulf region of south-eastern part of 

Bengal and so also many navigable rivers with natural ports provided a 

readymade system of inter-connecting waterways for easy communication and 

economical transportation. The river system of the Gangetic delta, no doubt, 

provided the merchants with the trade routes by water. The contact between 

the upper Gaṅgā Valley and the lower Gaṅgā valley on the one hand and with the 

valley of the rivers Brahmaputra, Mahanadi, Narmada and Godavari on the 

other, maintained a network of trade by land and water. The information is 

furnished by indigenous literary texts and accounts of foreign travellers. From 

the Jātakas, we come to know of the regular journeys from the ci es like 
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Benāras, Pāṭaliputra and Champā sailing down to Ganges up to its mouth, or 

Dantapura.68 We often hear about rental and express boats.69There was a land 

route in the mouth of the Ganges from Pāṭaliputra.70 It is quite astonishing that 

the merchants preferred the water ways to land. It seems that there were many 

hazards on the land route. The difficulties of a journey by land routes were 

caused by the following:71 I) natural barriers such as hills and forest, II) threats of 

wild animals or robbers as noted by Chinese traveler I-tsing in his journey from 

Tāmralipta to Bodhgayā III) travelling by animals carrying the goods at a slow 

speed, IV) undeveloped nature of the roads. 

  Likewise, there are other factors seems to have facilitated the early 

development of trade and commerce in Bengal. One is the qualitative and 

quantitative development of her production. As already mentioned, the famous 

muslin and sword made in Bengal were famous for all over the subcontinent and 

a large part of world. Another factor is the unrivalled facility for easy transaction 

of goods, received by the favourable network of various navigable rivers. The 

harbours on the Bengal sea-board in the south also facilitated the cause of 

foreign trade. 

In the distant past, the exact nature of inland trade of Bengal cannot be 

ascertained due to scarcity of reliable sources. Only ancient inscriptions have 

focused on this. There was no enthusiasm about inland trade among the foreign 

travellers or writers. They instead focused only on foreign trade in their writings. 

But it is true that in spite of the active part of the traders in domestic trade, 

foreign trade could hardly run. Internal trade is not always dependent on foreign 

trade. But without internal trade, the country's economy can hardly be in the 

running position. On the other hand, the nature of industrial growth depends on 

the natural resources available in a certain area. This is the reason behind 

localization of some industries. Obviously, in exchange for imported 

commodities, there was a tendency to export surplus industrial production from 

one region to another. The localisation of industries thus created commodities 

for exchange between different parts of India imperative. So the people of a 
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particular area who suffered from scarcity of industrial products, needed to 

import their requirements from the nearby areas. In this way there flourished 

local trade which also be called the internal trade. 

The village mart was an integral part of the rural life in ancient India. The 

haṭṭa or haṭṭika mentioned in various references were the local trade centres 

during the period of study. It corresponds to modern hats, which were usually 

rural level exchange centres of a periodic nature. From the Dāmodarpur copper 

plate, it is known that there were hāṭs or bāzārs72 and from Khālimpur Copper-

plate of Dharmapāla73 it appears that haṭṭikas existed in early villages of Bengal. 

Keilhorn clarifies that the word haṭṭikās derives from the word haṭṭa or market 

and may mean ‘market dues’. The grant of villages with its market places (so-

haṭṭa), shops (haṭṭiya-gṛiha) and big markets (haṭṭa-varo) speak of existing 

lucrative trade in villages in ancient and early medieval Bengal.74 Land grants 

often include haṭṭas amongst all other specific features of a donated plot. It is 

mentioned in the Dāmodarpur Copper-plate Inscrip on of Kumāragupta I 

(448A.D.)75 that the village land was granted measuring five droṇas (?) with haṭṭa 

and panaka (?). On the basis of the inscriptions of the period of time, Niharranjan 

Roy said that certain trades would have been maintained through haṭṭa or 

haṭṭikā in the rural markets. He has come to the conclusion that the purchase 

and sale of local products and daily necessities in the rural markets styled as 

haṭṭa must continue.76 

 The towns were undoubtedly the main centres of trade. A Bronze Image 

Inscription77, ascribed to the 9th century AD records the dedica on of the image 

at Nālandā in the Devapāladevahaṭṭa or ‘the mart of Dēvapāladēva’ by Nisingha 

(?) ka, the wife of Soujjeka. It testifies evidences of the existence of other haṭṭas 

at Nālandā. Presumably, the haṭṭa referred to above was founded by Devapāla or 

conversely was named after him. This haṭṭa could be more eminent and larger 

than other haṭṭikas. The word ajahaṭṭa is found from the copper-plate of 

Mahendrapāla. The prefix aja definitely denotes goat. So, it may be presumed 

that goats and other domesticated animals were transacted at this point. Thus 
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the term ajahaṭṭa denotes a rural level market place as well as animal trading 

centre. Another inscrip on of Mahipāla I during early 11th century also gives us 

information on transaction at three haṭṭas namely Desi̒haṭṭa, Jayahaṭṭa, and 

Gauḍahaṭṭa.78 The grāma and palli (village/hamlet) also found from this 

inscription is connected  with these three haṭṭas as suffix. The inscription also 

speaks of a merchant body, named vaṇiggrāma in north Bengal. This inscription 

is the first and unique document highlighting the presence of the vaṇiggrāma in 

early Bengal. It seems that all these three haṭṭas were under the control of the 

mercantile body. The merchants at these three haṭṭas appear to be members or 

belonging to vaṇiggrāma. These haṭṭas seem to be different from the shops 

(āpana).The important point is to be noted that haṭṭa is generally found in rural 

surroundings, and shops were functioned in urban areas. At the rural level the 

haṭṭa or the exchange centre is usually periodic as they were operated once or 

twice in a week. On the other hand, transaction at shops were run on a more 

regular or daily basis. The shop is expected to be involved in retail trade, and bulk 

items transactions are taken place in rural level haṭṭas. Records of some earlier 

epigraphic sources have men oned Navyāvakāsi̒kā as haven for traders and 

merchants.79 The same thing applies to Koṭivarṣha.80 The Kathāsaritsāgara 

men ons Puṇḍravardhana as a great place with shops in queue in the streets.81 In 

the Kaman Stone inscription mentions an exclusive market named Kambalihaṭṭa 

and also to a cattle market.82 In this market, the Tabāqat-i-Nāsirī mentions that 

1500 horses from the north-east to Lakṣmaṇāvati were imported and sold here.  

The above discussion gives us a good indication of the existence of a rapid 

inter-state trade. It is well-known that in this period, Tāmralipta became very 

powerful. The port was not only used by the foreign merchants, but also helped 

in conveying merchandise to the interior part of the country from other places. 

Three brothers named as Udayamāna, Srīdhantamāna and Ajitamāna are 

men oned in the Dudhpāni Rock inscrip on of Udayamāna.83 It indicates that 

they travelled from Ayodhyā to Tāmralipta on trade purpose and added a fortune. 

In the 8th century, lively accounts of inter-state trade are found from Jaina works 



231 
 

Samaraiccakaha of Haribhadra and the Kuvalayamāla of Udyotāna.84 The former 

contains a story of Sanudeva of Rājapura, a merchant who had a  great 

experience of  perilous journey to Tāmralipta, where he was looted by sa̒baras in 

the forest of Dantariktaka. An interesting episode in the next text describes the 

journey of two merchants from Varanasi to Dakṣiṇāpatha. A er arriving in 

Pra ṣthāna, they made various types of trade and earned five thousand gold 

coins. They bought five precious stones by the earned money. On account of the 

hazards of carrying it, while travelling across insecure trade-routes, the 

merchants were said to have packed the stones in a dirty rug and disguised 

themselves as mendicants. References to individuals' travelleing from Ayodhyā 

and Champā to the south for the sake of trade are also found in the 

Kuvalayamāla. 

The issuance of land grants during the concerned period paved the way 

for agrarian expansion. Early medieval sources are replete with the mention of 

Bengal’s diversified agricultural output, both cereals and cash crops. In view of 

expansion of arable land over a vast area and the expansion in the form of 

countless villages, it helped in achieving all the increase in agricultural 

production. The contemporary texts and epigraphs eloquently recorded it. 

Hiuen-Tsang85  provides an interesting description of abundant crops, fruits and 

flowers, and the production of plants. From the Maināma  Copper-plate of 

Ladahachandra,86 we have learned that during this period, a better quality of rice 

named boraka was produced in Bengal. It not only grew rapidly, but yielded 

abundantly. Naturally, it was exported to nearby regions if needed. The rice 

produced in abundance was an important crop men oned by Sandhyākaranandī. 

He described the high yield of rice in the Varendra region, which was called the 

sparkling crest jewel of the earth.87 Lakṣmaṇsena's Ānuliyā Copper-plate 

mentions ʻmyriads of excellent villages consisting of land growing paddy 

excessively.88 The Edilpur Copper-plate of Kesa̒vasena89 refers to a type of rice, 

whose name is sāli. It was one of the best of different varieties produced in 

different regions of Bengal. Some terracotta plaques found in Pāhārpur indicate 
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paddy fields. It is clear that throughout Bengal rice was considered as the most 

important crop. It is important to mention in this connection that this was not 

only for local use, but it was considered an important trade item. In fact, there 

was a great demand for Bengal rice in the internal as well as international 

market. Some people became wealthy by doing rice trading. Inscriptions on 

terracotta found in Chandraketugarh wri en in Brāhmī-Kharoṣṭhī script, testifies 

to a trader named Kodiholik Korchugma (or Karafgama). He was the owner of 

one hundred ploughs and enhanced his prosperity by rice cultivation.90 

Sugarcane was an important crop in the trade relationship for the 

international market of Bengal. This product was sent to the neighbouring areas 

of Bengal after meeting local demand and earning enough from it. 

Puṇḍravardhana i.e., the Dinajpur-Rajshahi-Bogra region became so well known 

for the profuse production of sugarcane that the very name Pauṇḍra (a product 

from Puṇḍra) implied sugarcane from north Bengal. Thus Bengal received 

considerable wealth from manufacturing and exporting sugar to other parts of 

India. Thus in the 13th century Mārcopolo noticed it as one of the important 

commodities exporting from Bengal.91 Again in the 16th century, the Portuguese 

traveler Bārbosā noticed Bengal competing with South India in the supply of 

sugar to different parts of India, China, and south-east Asia. Though the period 

mentioned in the references is far later than ours, the conditions mentioned 

therein, must have prevailed earlier and so this is applicable to the period of 

survey.  

The cotton produced in Bengal seems to have been of great commercial 

value. It can be mentioned that textile industry and trade were very old. The 

Deopārā Copper-plate Inscription of Vijayasena92 speaks of it. We know from this 

side that ordinary villages were also familiar with cotton seeds. Early medieval 

Bengal was specially noted for its superb textile products as is evident from the 

works of Chau ju Kua, Marco Polo and Arab authors.93 The authors noticed that 

textile of Bengal assumed excellent quality. However, since the first century of 

the Christian era, Bengal’s main exporting material was textile products. It may 
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be inferred that not only in the ancient period, but in the early 19th century A.D. 

the trade was a big source of income in Bengal. The finest variety of muslin was 

produced in East Bengal (mainly Vaṅga) and North Bengal (mainly Puṇḍra). The 

items of luxury-goods or things considered otherwise valuable, including 

precious textiles, were collected by king Aso̒ka for his Siṁhalese friend, 

Devanāmpiya Tiṣsa. Thence these were sent to Ceylon towards the middle of the 

3rd century B.C. through the port of Tāmralipta.94 A variety of cotton was found in 

the Varendra region, as mentioned in Rāmacharita, and exported to foreign 

markets. The Muslim geographers are eloquent about textile in this region. From 

the description of Sulaiman, it is testified that there was a thing made in this 

country (Ruhmi) which was not found anywhere else. This fine and delicate 

element is a dress which was accepted through sign-rings.95 The text Chu-fan-chi 

written by Chau-ju-Kua, during the thirteenth century A.D. describes “Fine 

swords, tou-lo cotton stuffs and common cotton cloth were products of Pong-

k'is-lo i.e. Vaṅgāla”.96 

 Not only the objects of rice, sugarcane and cotton, Bengal was also 

famous in production of various other objects such as oil seeds, spices like ela, a 

mask, black aloe, sandal etc as well. Contemporary evidences refer to fruits, 

orchards of great commercial value. Hiuen-Tsang also refers to the abundant 

growth of panasa (jack fruits) in Puṇḍravardhana and gives a detailed account of 

the fruits, which was highly popular in the region.97 Bengal epigraphs provide 

valuable information about other objects produced like betel-nuts, palms and 

coconuts. The Rāmapāla Copper-plate of Srīchandra,98 and Anuliā Copper-plate 

of Lakṣmaṇasena99 mention coconut and betel-nut cultivation. The Ashrafpur 

Copper-plate100 also mentions land cultivating betel-nut palms and coconut 

trees. It must have formed an important cash crop in Bengal. A passage in the 

Rājataraṇgiṇī101 tells us of a king of Kashmir, who spent his entire revenue in 

procuring betel-nuts. It is presumed that Bengal’s opulence in betel-nuts made 

her an important partner of Kashmir in this flourishing trade. Betel vines were 

cultivated also in the region. On the basis of the information provided by 
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Manasāmaṅgala of Vaṁsi̒dāsa and Chaṇḍīmaṅgala of Mukundarāma Chakravar  

N.R. Roy elaborately tries to prove that there was an expansion of trade and 

commerce in different regions of Bengal. Bengali traders carried their products to 

Gujrat from the coast of south Bengal. Commercial crops, such as betel nut and 

coconut were two main items produced and traded to other region. Betel was 

well known by the word of guyā or guvāka, but later adopted the name of the 

supāri. Thus, it was known by that name throughout India. However, among the 

villages of Bengal, especially in east Bengal, it is still known as guvā or guyā. The 

evolu on of the word for betel is intricately connected with the history of Bengali 

commerce and its merchandise. The name of the modern city of Gauhā  

(Guwāhā ) may come from this guyā. A market (hāṭ), where betel was sold 

would be guvāhāti or guyāhā , later on corrupted into Gauhati. In the ancient 

times, the item (betel) was exported to Persia and Arab lands, whose merchants 

loaded the item in a ship in the West Indian port of Surparaka or Supparaka or 

Soparā. This item that reached to the western coast must have come from 

eastern India or Bengal through transit trade. The archaeological evidences of 

Bengal show that till the time of the East India Company, there was a great deal 

of revenue being generated by the broad trade of betel, as Bengal hold a 

monopoly in the trade of betel. The item was carried in the sub-continent. The 

Bengal traders flowed in the coastal area of south-west India and Gujrat. Thus 

the trade in betel nut brought opulence to Bengal.  

Betel-leaves (pān) were grown in different corners of Bengal, mainly in 

the Nāvyamaṇḍala, an administra ve unit in Vaṅga. B.C. Sen relates this unit with 

the Barishal area in present Bangladesh.102  It is generally believed that betel was 

chewed with karpūra after a full meal. The cultivation of betel was very popular 

in ancient Bengal.103 The Betka Vāsudeva Image Inscrip on of Govindachandra104  

informs that the farmers of the village Betka lived in the region from the 

beginning. It clearly speaks of a village at Pāikpārā and in the adjacent village of 

Betka, where a flourishing family of betel-leaf cul vators lived in. They were 

generally known as Bārui or the Bārujībī. They formed a distinct class in the 
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whole of Bengal and the lucra ve profession of cul va ng and selling betel-

leaves had made them well-to-do, hard-working, self-accredited, religious and 

peaceful.  The Calcu a Sāhitya Parishat Copper-plate of Visv̒arūpasena105 refers 

to Barajas or betel-leaf plantation, yielding high revenue.  

Arab writers also mention swords from east Bihar, which were under the 

control of the Pāla rulers. The other valuable items that appeared in Arabic texts 

are aloes wood exported through the port of Samandar/Sudkāwan. The aloes 

wood is, however, noted in the Arab accounts as a product of Qāmarun or 

Kāmarūpa, i.e. the Brahmaputra valley. According to Ibn Ba uta, the Qāmaruni 

aloes wood was brought to the port of Sudkāwan by floa ng the logs of wood 

down the Blue River iden fied with the Meghnā.106 The aloes wood of north-

eastern India reached the Arab world through Sudkāwan, which received the 

product through transit trade with north-eastern part of India. Another exotic 

commodity was the rhinoceros horn, brought from the north-eastern part of 

India to Bengal coast for export to the Arab world in the form of transit trade 

between the Bengal littorals and the north-eastern region.107 

The trade in salt was popular too, and it was very much profitable. Bengal 

was rich in ocean salt. The coastal area of Bengal produced sufficient salt. In the 

two medieval poems mentioned a little earlier, salt is also one of the trade items. 

After meeting the local consumption, the surplus was traded with adjoining areas 

and the sub-continent. Bengali merchants came to exchange ocean salt for rock 

salt. Pepper was prosperous too in the same period.  

Apart from agricultural products, Bengal was enriched with diamonds, 

pearls and gold, bay leaves, spices and so on. Among the Buddhist Jātakas, there 

are many stories of Tāmralipta as a trade centre. In the Kathāsaritasāgara of 

Somadeva, there are a number of references to merchants in the course of their 

enterprise se ng out from Pāṭaliputra bound for Puṇḍra or Puṇḍravardhana. This 

way also has been referred to by I-tsing, when he took the westward road from 

Tāmralipta to Budhagayā. His travelling companions were hundreds of merchants. 

The trade of Tāmralipta has been men oned in various books. The trade between 



236 
 

Gauḍa and Gujrat is also men oned in Vidyāpa ’s Puruṣa-parīkṣa. Hiuen-Tsang 

speaks of Gangābandara located in the mouth of the Gaṅgā, and also mentions 

the commercial prosperity of Tāmralipta and Karṇasuvarṇa. According to 

Kathāsaritsāgara,108 Tāmralipta was an entrepot for wealthy and rich merchants 

involved in the thriving maritime trade with Ceylon, Sumatra and other places. 

From all these, it seems quite reasonable to think that whatever prosperity 

ancient Bengal had, came mainly from trade and commerce. The most important 

evidence of this is found from Dāmodarpur Copper-plate. It indicates that the 

merchants were the most important member of the group of people, who were 

asked to testify the land grants. This indicates the prosperity of country evidently 

through trade and commerce.109 In addition, we have seen from epigraphs that 

from 5th to 8th century AD, at least five citizens were granted land. Among them, 

two were royal officials- one local administrator and a prominent, two represent 

the traders and merchants and one would be the representative of the craft 

guilds.110  It is now clear that traders and merchants had some influence in the 

administration. Because of trade and commerce, all income was transmitted to 

these merchants and traders. Hence, they were able to influence the 

administration. Thus it may be presumable that ancient Bengal’s fortune, so 

greatly dependent on trade and commerce, was directed from the homes of the 

traders, merchants and merchant princes.111 The medieval Bengali literature 

bears the tes mony through the story of merchants and their ini a ves. It is 

noteworthy that their names were also men oned as Dhanapai, Hirāmanika, 

Dulāldhana and other names made up of words denoting wealth and 

opulence.112 Before the eighth century A.D., inscriptions show that there was 

considerable influence of the merchant princes and trading companies in the 

government and society. 

Ptolemy113 mentions a regular journey from the east to the west coast. 

Periplus also suggests the remarkable exports from Bengal to famous mart 

Nelcynda including articles, such as fine pearls, ivory, silk-cloth, spikenard, 

malabathrum, transparent stones of all kinds, diamonds and sapphires. The 
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connec on between Dāmirica (Tamil Land) and the Ganges in terms of silk-trade 

is referred to in the Periplus114 and from the same source, we know of the 

commercial link between Barygaza-Barbaricum and Paithan-Tagara in the Deccan 

(Map-2).115 This rich trade was managed by both water and land routes. The river 

system of the Gangetic delta provided merchants with trade routes by water. 

Following the course of the river Ganges and its tributaries, there established a 

connection between lower and upper Ganges valleys. The emergence of market 

town and ports in the lower Ganges valley was considered to be the main artery 

in the development of river economy of the country. The maritime conjunction 

of the Ganges with the Bay of Bengal provided the region easy access to the sea. 

The goods of the sārthavāhas of northern and eastern India were widely 

transited by river Ganges. It played a prominent role in an internal trade. The 

Kathāsaritsāgara men ons the trade from Varanasi to Puṇḍravardhana. From 

this route through Magadha and Champā companies of merchants trailed the 

countless bullock drays. It was quite good that these routes were very populous. 

There was also an extensive water route along the Gaṅgā and the Bhāgīrathī to 

Gangābandara-Tāmralipta and the Roman Empire. In the medieval literature of 

Bengal, there are detailed descrip ons of ports and different lands along this 

river course. It is quite clear that the Tāmralipta and Gangābandara were the 

main ports of maritime trade. There are some references in the Periplus and 

Ptolemy to trade transactions between Gangābandara and Tāmralipta and the 

remote Roman Empire on the coast of South India. The great epics frequently 

refer to Tāmralipta as a sea port of Bengal in the post-Vedic and Buddhist 

periods. It is known form the Periplus that malabathrum was brought from the 

eastern Himalayas. This would hint at the prevalence of the inland trade of 

Bengal with the north-eastern frontier regions also. This is also proved by the 

import of silk from China to the Ganges and thence exported to the Tamil lands.  

It is to be noted here that we are using the name Gaṅgābandara even 

though for the Romans the port ‘Gañge’ and ‘Ganges’ were the same. Since the 

name is reminiscent of the river Gaṅgā, we must keep in mind that the name was 
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given by foreigners, and there is no way to verify what this port was actually 

called by the local residents. The port was named after the river Gaṅgā. The 

traces of ships, boats on the terracotta seals and seal impressions found from 

Chandraketugarh strongly suggest that it was probably a riverine port having 

facilities of access to the sea. It bolstered up long distance trade through this 

port. Excavations conducted have yielded archaeological remains of different 

ages, from the me of the Mauryas to that of the Pālas. Archaeological 

excava ons unearthed among many other things the punch marked coins of the 

Maurya age, cast copper coins of the late Suṅga period. These discoveries 

strongly corroborate the fact that Chandraketugarh had cultural and commercial 

contact with the outer world. This riverine port was known only from the 

archaeological sources. An early impression of the towns in the Gaṅgā Valley can 

be discerned from Hiuen-Tsang’s account. They were in a distressed and 

deserted condition.  

Devaparvata figured in the Kailān Copper-plate of Srīdharanarāta (c.AD 

665-750), was another port, which carried out a transit trade with other regions. 

The place was encircled by the river Kṣīrodā (modern Khīra or Khirnāi). Both the 

banks of the river were adorned by boats, elephants bathed in the river. 

Devaparvata is further described as sārvatobhadra. It means that either it was 

approachable from all four sides or it had gates on all four sides. It is referred to 

as athama amātaṅga-sa̒ta-suka-sukha-vigāhyamāna-vividha- rthayā 

naubhir=aparimitābhir=upārachitakulayā parikṣitād=abhi-matanimnagāminyā 

kṣīrodayā sarvvatobhadrakād=devaparvvatāt.116 After a century from this date, 

the Asiatic Society Copper-plate of Bhavadeva Abhinavamṛgāṅka (765-80) again 

men ons the Kṣīrodā river and adds the epithet jayaskandhāvāra (Royal camp) 

to Devaparvata.117 All these leave a picture that Devaparvata had a distinct 

orientation to riverine communications and it maintained intimate contact with 

the inner river channel and the marine connection to the Bay of Bengal until the 

first quarter of the 10th century. Thus it can be said that Devaparvata was a 
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riverine port in Samataṭa in the 2nd half of the 7th century AD. It was also the 

principal poli cal centre of the Rāta rulers.  

There were several seaside trade centres including Vaṅga men oned in 

the Milinda-pan͂ha. The archaeological references indicate a place name, 

Vaṅgasāgara, meaning ‘the sea (sāgara) of Vaṅga’. While Vaṅga generally covered 

the central part of deltaic Bengal (i.e. Dhaka-Vikrampur-Faridpur), it also 

occasionally included areas near the coast, known in ancient times variously as 

Vaṅgāla(Vaṅga+āla) and Anu aravaṅga (southern Vaṅga).118 Ancient and early 

medieval Vaṅga thus extended up to Barishal-Buckerganj areas of the present 

Bangladesh. Vaṅgasāgara may, therefore, stand for the eastern sea of India and it 

may easily be equated with the present Bay of Bengal. The Madanpur Copper-

plate also iden fies Vaṅgasāgara with the Bay of Bengal.119 

Several historians have worked on the theme of trade in early medieval 

north India as well as Bengal. One set of historians such as R.S. Sharma, D.N. Jha, 

B.N.S. Yadav and D.D. Koshambi suggest that trade and commerce declined 

during this period. There are views among the scholars that there was a time, 

when regional powers thrived in the sub-continent due to the absence of a 

strong centre. It affected the lives of the people. It brought into being an 

economic system, which many Marxist historians compared with feudal system. 

It is the view of R.S. Sharma that the feudalisation of Indian economy led to the 

languishing of trade, especially long distance trade between the 4th and 12th 

centuries AD. Commercial activities gradually declined in two stages, first from 

700 to 900 CE and then from 900 to 1300 CE. Basically, commodities were this 

time mainly produced for self consumption in local self sufficient village. It was 

due to a large generation of land grants. R.S. Sharma argues that at this stage in 

three regions there was growth of self-sufficient and closed rural economic units 

such as the Ganges-Yamuna Doab and Rajasthan under Gurjara-Pra hāras, 

Bengal and Bihar under the Pālas, and the Deccan under the Rāṣhtrakūṭas. This 

supposed development of closed village economy led to the marginalisation of 

trade. The commodities produced in certain areas were consumed locally 
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without any need for their exchange.120 The then chief poli cal powers, like the 

Rāṣhtrakūṭas, the Pālas and the Senas did not issue any currency. Coins of other 

dynasties did not have high metallic element and purity and thus were ineligible 

for long-distance trade.121 This deficit of the availability of metallic coins forced 

the state to issue land grants as an alternative means of cash payment by the 

kings to their traders. So the decline of trade and decreasing commercial activity 

played an important role in the overall decay of the non-agricultural sector, 

thereby creating and integrating self-reliant and closed rural economy. 

  The decline of trade from the 6th to 9th centuries CE is evident in the near 

absence of coins in both north and south India.122 The vibrant money economy of 

the previous century was replaced by an economy, where the cowry shells 

worked as the main medium of exchange. It is recommended by archaeological 

and literary information using a lot of cowries. It implies the continuation of 

maritime trade, since these were mainly imported from Maldives islands. But it 

has been advisable that these cowry shells were restricted for long-distance 

transactions, which required precious metals of coins. So, the money economy 

arising from the lack of metallic currency eventually led to a decline of trade.  

Among other reasons, one is the division of political power. As a result 

local leaders exerted the power of land grabbing and the emergence of middle 

Zamindars imposed high taxes on the peasants. They reduced the interest of 

trading activities. Frequent political wars also discouraged the commercial 

activities during this phase. The evidences from the post-Gupta archaeological 

record of the urban sites show that the decline of trade led to the decay of many 

towns. Archaeological evidences reveal the collapse of the old commercial 

centres in the post-Gupta mes, especially Vaish̒ālī, Pāṭaliputra, Rājghāṭ and 

others. The archaeological evidence is supported by the travel account of the 7th 

century AD of Chinese Buddhist pilgrim alias traveller Hiuen-Tsang. In his view, 

the traders living in these cities were forced to move to the rural areas in search 

of an alternative market for the restrictions of market manufacturers. Perhaps, it 

was the reason behind the depopulation of cities. Therefore, there was decline 
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or decay of urban centres on a pan-Indian scale. In the absence of regularised 

market, the products such as iron, oil, salt, spices and fabrics, needed by the 

villagers were made by themselves or found in the weekly fairs. It led to the 

emergence of small unit production moving towards a self-sufficient economy.123 

The reason for the decline of foreign trade is the expansion of Arab power 

at the north-western border of India during 7th-8th century AD. This led to 

unsafety for Indian merchants in the land routes. In addition, interrelationships 

between Tibet and China at this stage also affected the flow of products in the 

Central Asia route. Moreover, due to Arab attacks, the important commercial 

centres and ports and the trade of western seas of India got threatened and 

trade decreased. However, at the end of the 10th century A.D., these Arabs 

played an important role in the growth of maritime trade. Apart from this in the 

early medieval period (A.D. 700-1200), India’s foreign trade might have suffered 

due to reasons more than one, such as the apathy and inability of the Indian 

states to protect the interest of the merchants, increase in piratical activities in 

the sea, taboo against sea-voyages as enjoined by the Brāhmaṇical law-givers. 

Above all, competition with the Arab and Chinese merchants, who were 

equipped with advanced shipping techniques accelerating to the decline of 

Indian trade and commerce.124 

The emergence of feudalism in Bengal is also a matter of discussion. 

Bengal was not outside the arena of feudalism of northern India. We find several 

references from land grants issued by the Guptas. The Dhanāidaha Copper-plate 

Inscription of Kumāragupta I (432-433 AD.) 125 records a grant of land to a 

Chandogya Brāhmaṇa. Similarly the two Dāmodarpur Copper-plate Inscrip ons 

of the me of Kumāragupta I126 (444127 and 448128  AD) refer to the lands granted 

to the Brāhmaṇas in Bengal. There are many similar donations coming from this 

area of religious origin. The symbol of medieval European feudalism was 

independent and self-sufficient economic unit, which came into existence in 

medieval Bengal. The rise of the local unit of production is a proof of lack of 

currency from the Gupta era. Internal trade also had not improved, as is proven 
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by various developments. In northern Bihar, eight commercial routes in ancient 

times crossed at Mithilā, one of which was the Mithilā-Tāmralipta route.129 But 

interestingly in the early medieval period, not a single reference has been made 

about them, probably because it was extinct in that period.130 Even referring to 

the internal trade activities of Bengal in the inscriptions and literatures, there are 

few references to them and they mainly refer to the local market haṭṭas.131 We 

can surmise that the trade deficit had come down, because internal trade itself 

had decreased. During this period, internal trade had become simplified due to 

reduced foreign trade. However, the foreign trade of Bengal had increased 

gradually till the 6th-7th century A.D., and subsequently started to decline. This 

process started in the middle of the 7th century A.D. and the commercial 

ac vi es of the Tāmralipta had to come down within a few days of this 

century.132There is no reference to Tāmralipta as a sea port in the epigraphic 

records a er the Dudhpāni inscrip on, palaeographically assigned to 8th century 

AD onwards. Moreover, no commercial centre was introduced in Bengal between 

the 8th and the 13th century A.D., and it appears that Bengal played no role in 

external trade for at least 500 years.133 Due to the reduction of foreign trade, 

economic relations between the coastal towns and interior towns as well as 

cities and villages were affected.134  This might have played as an adverse effect 

on languishing domestic trade. 

Trade reduction was also indicated by the low status of traders, 

merchants and artisans. The sārthavaha is mentioned frequently in sources as an 

important figure till the Gupta period.135 But later on, there was no use of the 

term. The status of Vaisy̒a compara vely became lowered in a society, which was 

dominated by the same landed aristocracy. The artisans and craftsmen had a 

similar fate in store. Therefore, the crafts and industry were determined for the 

sū̒dras during the early medieval period.136 The artisan class was despised.137 The 

decline of crafts and trade is also indicated by the meaning of the changes in 

certain technical terms. The terms sr̒eṇī, nigama, vīthī and vaidehaka or vaideha 
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lost their economic connotation and generally came to signify social groups or 

rural units.138 

But the contention that India as well as Bengal’s trade suffered decline in 

the early medieval period may be re-examined. Critics of Sharma such as Harbans 

Mukhia, B.N .Mukherjee, B.D. Chattopadhaya, Ranabir Chakravarti have quoted a 

lot of references to prove the existence of brisk commercial transactions during 

the Gupta times. They categorically refute the arguments made by the scholars 

referring to the decline of trade during the post-Gupta era. The accounts of 

Chinese, Arab and Persian travellers’ describe trade by both land and sea. 

Alberuni, the famous 11th century AD Arab traveller from Central Asia, describes 

the existing trade-routes in northern India. John S. Deyell has shown, arguing 

against Sharma’s thesis on the lack of coins, that there was a significant 

introduction of coins in western, northern and north-western parts of India in 

750-1000 AD and in some 1000-1200 AD. There was trade by sea on the west 

coast of India, although it was less compared to trade in the east coast. The 

Byzan ne emperors and Sāssanids of Iran showed great interest in the maritime 

trade of the Persian Gulf and the Arab Sea.139 The distribution of Red Ware sites 

in coastal Gujrat, the Indus delta, the Makaran coast and Iran’s coastal areas 

indicate presence of an extensive trade network. 

Self-sufficient village economy is considered a myth by the critics of 

Sharma. They argue that the Indian village always imported two items from 

outside. These were salt and iron, and there was lack of these in Bengal.They give 

a great deal of evidence for trade, urbanization and money economy of early 

medieval India. This regional level study on the basis of numismatic, epigraphic 

and, to some extent, archaeological data, has adequately shown the prevalence 

of different types of merchants, various levels of market places and exchange 

centres. They argue that land grant economy aided in the expansion of 

agriculture, and thereby led to a growth of rural economy. As a result, local and 

regional trade centres emerged to become a vital linkage with the markets of 

urban centres. B.D. Chattopadhaya argues that although there is evidence of the 



244 
 

collapse of some old urban centres in the medieval period, at the same time, 

others grew, and new ones also emerged.140 He criticises Sharma’s view that 

urban centres had declined due to the collapse of foreign trade. He also argues 

that this decline could not reduce the decline in domestic trade and lead to the 

decline of urban centres. Both B.D. Chattopadhayaya and Ranabir Chakravarti 

demonstrated the presence of trade, market places and traders in the Indian 

sub-continent such as North India, Rajasthan, and coastal Konkan in the early 

medieval period. B.N. Mukherjee also questions the lack of currency and 

Sharma’s thesis on trade deficit. He argues that there was no evidence of unusual 

abatement of trade, but in the early medieval period, there was a continuous 

dynamic trading activity in some areas. He mentions on the strength of various 

historical sources the different regions of different places, which were famous for 

production. He highlights the regional, inter-regional and international trade, by 

citing references from indigenous and foreign travel accounts. The intensity of 

production and commercial activities might vary from region to region. But there 

was no evidence of decline in trade in northern India in the early medieval 

period. He further concludes that there were no shortage of currency in several 

parts of northern India, and it was used as a means of exchange for facilitating 

trade and commerce. Thus a trail in number of earliest medieval currencies 

indicates their use in currency conscious areas for commercial transactions. 

Moreover money in the form of cowries, coins and units of pure metal 

encouraged the trade. 

B.N. Mukherjee in another article analyses the situation of trade and 

money in the western and central parts of eastern India from 750 to 1200 AD. 

During this me, under the major dynas es, namely Pālas and Senas encouraged 

the continuous movement of traders, development of industry and trade 

articles.141 On the one hand, Ganges and its branches provided convenient 

channels of communication, on the other hand, the sea- coast served as base for 

mari me trade. The presence of large scale trade in commodi es and special 

industries proves that this region was enriched with industry and faster trade. 



245 
 

Under Pāla-Sena regime, trade in local commodities and import of foreign items 

were alive in the region as also export of valuable articles produced locally or 

brought from territories beyond. However, during this period the volume of 

trade was relatively less than that in the following period. The inscription refers 

to local shops, markets and big markets. A part of the wealth could be acquired 

by the ruling class by taking part in trade. 

Thus from the above discussion, it may be concluded that trade and 

commerce had not fully disappeared in the early medieval period. The volume 

and variety of Indian trade in the early medieval period, apparently, was 

comparatively less than the pre-Gupta era or in the modern times. Changes 

occurred in the list of imported and exportable items in different countries in due 

space of time. But some essential everyday items, such as drugs and spices, 

remained same. The trade of luxury items was still alive. Due to the backward 

navigation techniques, and the risk of pirates, neighbouring countries were 

forced to pull into luxuries, which were relatively low in volume and weight to 

meet the demands of the ruling class. There was strong competition among 

Arabs, Indonesian and Chinese traders. As a result, it reduced Indian merchants 

to perform the role of distributing goods in their country.142 The emergence of 

feudal lords, and other chiefs accelerated the demand for luxurious items in 

foreign countries. But this trade contributed to deterioration ofprofits in India 

though it proves that feudal system also gave acceleration to flourishing trade 

and commerce in the early medieval period. 

Now the perception of the solid base of feudalism with its rigorous 

features existed in the early medieval Bengal has to be reviewed. It is to be said 

that the existence of feudalism was not fully acknowledged in north India, but 

cannot be altogether denied that some of the characteristics of feudalism were 

present. However, though Ramsharan Sharma and other historians have given 

priority to feudalism, it is not fully based on solid historical basis. There are 

plenty of literary images of brisk commercial transactions. For instance, the term 

kraya-vikraya in the sense of commercial transactions appears in the famous 
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Sanskrit lexicon, the Amarakoṣa or the Nāmaliṅgānusā̒sana, ascribed to the 

Gupta period. Kālidāsa seems to have been well aware of vipaṇis or shops which 

were sometimes arranged on both sides of the road (apānamārga).143 The Gupta 

records from Puṇḍravardhana (North Bengal) and the Gupta seals from Vaisali in 

North Bihar regularly refer to the chief merchant of the city (nagarasr̒eṣthī), and 

the leader of the caravan traders (sārthavāha).What is particularly significant is 

the inclusion of the representatives of the mercantile community in the district 

board (viṣyādhiṣṭhānadhikaraṇa) in north Bengal during the fifth and sixth 

centuries A.D., though they were not by any means government officials. This 

tendency to allow representations of local interest groups at district-level 

administration is one of the innovations of the Gupta provincial administrative 

system.144 The active role of the merchant in the town council is also portrayed in 

the contemporary drama, the Mṛicchakaṭika of Sūdraka.145  

The history of early medieval south-east Bengal probably refers to the 

weak foundation of Marxist historical theory. The theory of the Marxist 

historians is refuted with study of coins and trade comparatively with other 

regions. Dr. Ghosh and Datta in their article say, “The factors like the trade 

routes sustained by the river system of the south eastern Bengal, the capacity to 

yield marketable commodities to meet the local and international demand, 

commercially active urban centres and a bureaucratic structure necessary for 

maintaining the economy based on agriculture, industry and commerce helped in 

the flourishing trade and commerce of the south eastern Bengal”.146 The 

excava ons in the Lālmāi-Maināma  region have unearthed 400 coins at 

different stages, which clearly indicate that a fluctuating money economy had 

flourished in this region. It proves that the regional rulers felt the need to 

maintain the metal coin to meet the economic needs of the country. The gold 

coin of the last ruler of Abbasid Caliph147 has been excavated. It clearly indicates 

the contact with Arab region. It is not difficult to explain the constant pressure of 

the metallic currency in this region for centuries before the Muslim advent. The 

existence of the trade of south-east Bengal as indicated in the literary and 
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numismatic evidences has not been highlighted in the epigraphic records of pre-

Muslim rulers of different areas of south-eastern Bengal. The inscriptions of that 

time hardly mention the name of merchants and artisans. Thus, it is clear that 

the existence of trade and currency cannot establish a feudal economy based on 

the feasibility of society's agricultural authority and self-governing economic 

units.148 Despite the emergence of trade and commerce in south-east Bengal 

that stretches from the 8th to the 13th century, the commercial possibili es of the 

western and northern regions of Bengal might have been lost. Tāmlralipta and 

Gangābandara lost their importance as interna onal ports as has already been 

mentioned above. From the pressure of the trading and artisan class on the 

agricultural land, obviously the local trade in the region was reduced.149 

Though the northern and western Bengal had lost their importance 

before the pre-Muslim era, but the Vaṅga-Samataṭa and Harikela regions of 

south-eastern Bengal was perfectly represented in numismatic history. This fact 

has become even more powerful from the comparative research of land 

donations of south-eastern Bengal and south-west Bengal. The Chandra of 

deltaic Bengal gave land grants to the densely populated agricultural areas. It 

indicates less pressure on land in the Sylhet-Tippera region and the diversion of a 

considerable section of population to trade and commerce.150 On the other 

hand, the land grant in the northern and western parts of Bengal indicates much 

pressure on land. Thus, there was a significant amount of trade in the south-

eastern part of Bengal and in that region there was conclusive proof of the 

continuous minting of high quality of silver coins, cowry-shells, chūrṇi or chūrṇa 

(dust currency of silver and gold) over no less than before the 7th century A.D. 

(6th to 13th centuries).151 This means of exchange clearly establishes the fact that 

there was a brisk trade and commerce in south-east Bengal, though the 

prevalence of trade in south-west and north Bengal is in question. In this regard, 

P.K. Bhattacharyya has pointed out that the south-east Bengal could not have 

flourished in the field of trade and commerce isolatedly in the early medieval 

time unless it could use the other regions of Bengal as hinterland.152 However, it 
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can be said that there was unique existence in Bengal. The positive presence of 

industries, trade, commerce etc. kept the economy of Bengal active. So, it can be 

said that although there was a divergence of feudalism in North India’s economy, 

it can never be applicable to Bengal. We have enough evidences available in 

favour of the brisk trade of south-east Bengal. M.R. Tarafdar rightly said that 

Harikela, Samataṭa and Vaṅga formed an economic unit in the pre-Muslim period 

and these parts were in constant communication with one another particularly 

along the river routes.153 

We know that about the middle of the 9th century A.D. Tāmralipta of 

south-western Bengal lost its importance in Bengal’s international trade. Since 

then or before another port called Samandar154 developed in south-eastern 

Bengal. Since the 7th century and later, up to the advent of the Muslims in India, 

Samandar played an important role in eastern India maintaining her trade 

relation in and outside of Bengal. Samandar being located very near to the 

Sandwip Island should reasonably be identified with a modern Chittagong or a 

port nearby. Al Idrisi and Khurdadbah articulate highly of Samandar as a port.155 

It had indentation which favoured the ingress and egress of ships with 

merchandise.  

In the early medieval period Samandar was a premier port of Bengal. It 

was in a flourishing condition and carried on brisk trade till the 14th century AD. 

Thereafter, the port of Chittagong reached to the height of its importance in the 

15th and 16th centuries A.D. When we turn our attention to the western part of 

Bengal, we do not see a major port like Samandar in the south-eastern part of 

Bengal. A copper plate (dated 1196 AD)156 refers to Dvārahāṭaka indica ng its 

riverine connectivity. It was located on the eastern bank of the river Gaṅgā and 

emerged as a small riverine outlet. It can be explained the name Dvārahāṭaka as a 

hāṭaka or haṭṭaka (local level trade centre) located at the dvāra or gate. Ranabir 

Chakravar  believes that Dvārahāṭaka was connected with the benefits of an 

internal waterway and a local level trade centre and the opening of the sea.157 

The most important point to note is that from the 9th century A.D. onwards the 
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major seaborne outlet of the Bengal coast shi ed from the western (Rāḍha-

Vaṅga) sector to the south-eastern (Samataṭa-Harikela) zone with far reaching 

consequences. The other ports located on the littorals of Bengal were certainly 

less famous than Samandar. On the other hand, these ports were mostly riverine 

in character, and played an important role in inland riverine communication in 

coastal Bengal. These riverine ports provided important links to the deltaic 

hinterland with the major ports on the coast. 

According to Akhbar al-Sin wa’l Hind, articles related to the import and 

exports items have been of special interest during the concerned period. The 

most important is the muslin of Dhaka which was not found in any other region. 

It is very fine and beautiful. In the country there was also found gold, silver, 

aloes-wood and al-samar (i.e. camara or fly chaser) cloth from which fly-whisk 

was made. In this country, there was also found the market of al-bishan (i.e., 

horn) and al-karkaddan (rhinoceros).The Chinese manufactured girdles out of it. 

The price of a single girdle in China went up to two thousand, three thousand or 

even more dinars.158 So the items mentioned above clearly indicate that the 

goods exported from the region of Bengal including Samataṭa in the 9th century 

A.D. were muslin, aloes-wood, yak tails (for fly-whisks), and rhinoceros horns. 

According to Ibn Khurdadhbh’s Kitab (c. 846-847 A.D.), rice and aloes-wood were 

brought in Samandar by means of a river from Kārmut (Kāmarūpa?), and other 

places.159  This aloe wood that came to this country was of a superior quality and 

had a delicious scent. This grew in the mountains of Kāran.160 According to Hudud 

al-Alam(982 A.D.), “In no place of Hindustan are fresh aloes found but in the 

possessions of the king of Qamarun and of Dahum. These countries produced in 

large quantities good cotton which grew on trees yielding their produce during 

many years. The product of this country was the white conch which was blown 

like a trumpet and was called shank. In this country there were numerous 

elephants”.161 Good quality of cotton textile produced in north Bengal is 

mentioned in the foreign source of 9th century. The Arab geographer Ibn 

Khurdadbhih wrote about the extraordinary beauty and fineness of cotton 
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textiles produced in Pāla kingdom.162 According to Al-Idrasi’s Nuzhatu-i-Mushtak, 

rice, various grains, especially excellent wheat, could be obtained from 

Samandar.163 The sources quoted above clearly indicate the intimate trade 

contact of Kāmarūpa with Samandar. This matter was further emphasized by B.N 

Mukherjee.164 He men ons that Samandar was an important port for landlocked 

Kāmarūpa to export as well as import various commodi es. Beside aloes wood 

and rhinoceros’ horns, yak tails were brought from Tibet through Bhutan and/ or 

of Kāmarūpa. Other items men oned in the Arab accounts were rice, conch, shell 

and muslin. Rice exported from Samataṭa could very well have been a local 

product. Further researches reveal that local jugee families also manufactured 

handloom products. Similar handloom products were also well known in greater 

Comilla district. Hence, local handloom products as well as muslin brought from 

Narsingdi down the Brahmaputra and the Meghna could have been exported 

from Samandar.165 B.N. Mukherjee has shown that from 7th to 8th centuries A.D., 

Kāmarūpa imported gost̒rṣa-candana (a costly variety of sandalwood) probably 

from Timor, camphor from Kedah (Malaysia), coral and pearls from south India, 

copper from Singhbhum (West Bengal).166 Moreover, if Ibn Battuta’s mid-14th 

century A.D. assertion regarding import of cowries can be taken as valid for 

Sulaiman’s 9th century A.D., then it is possible to believe that cowrie was another 

item of import from Maldives. 

It must have also been mentioned that the horses coming to India from 

different sides of the Indian sub-continent had been traded around Bengal and 

other parts of India. The Tamil textual impressions of maritime transportation 

show that the horses were brought to the Coromandel Coast from the north. It is 

logical to assume that these horses had reached the coastal areas of Tamilnadu 

from the areas of Bengal coast.167 It should be noted that kohi was a horse from 

the mountainous north-eastern border of the subcontinent and might have been 

the same as the tāṅgan horse.168 It has been described in later chapter that kohi 

horses reached Bengal regularly in the 12th and the 13th century A.D. Bengal. 

Then it was exported to eastern Deccan. Thus, it can be said that kohi horse was 
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brought to eastern Deccan through Bengal, an area which had already 

experienced its regular arrival from the north-east. In this light it was found that 

Bengal not only brought the mountainous horses, but also was associated with 

transit trade with eastern Deccan. In view of the familiar and well-established 

chain of communication between Bengal and Eastern Deccan,169 it would be 

possible to infer Bengal's active role in the supply of north-eastern horses to 

Andhra and in addition to their demand and sale in Bengal itself. 

 There is an important observation that there is no mention about 

maṇḍapikā in Bengal.170 But it appears in early medieval sources which existed in 

different parts of northern India. The term in question literally stands for a 

pillared and covered hall or a pavilion.171 It also was an exchange centre and also 

as a centre of collection of levies, commercial tolls and duties that related with 

the modern word maṇḍi which means a wholesale market. It was a big trading 

unit as compared to haṭṭikā. Ranabir Chakrabarty discovered on the basis of 

greater research activities the existence of a trading centre called 

saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka, which is larger than hat in the initial stage of Bengal.172 In the 

year 971AD, Srīchandra’s Copper-plate of Chandra dynasty173 found at Sābhār 

near Dacca, referred to the existence of saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka, which refers to a 

place where the products are meant to be preserved. Ranabir Chakravarti refers 

to saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka as trade centre with warehousing facilities.174 Probably the 

connectivity of large markets in the rural and urban area in the riverine Bengal 

was maintained by the river-ports. It is clear from the sources that the class of 

officers known as sa̒ulkika, haṭṭapa , and tārika who were attached to trade and 

commerce. The Pāla records mentions sa̒ulkika in charge of collecting su̒lka at the 

commercial centres. Manu explains the term of su̒lka in the general sense of 

duties paid by merchants.175 The haṭṭapa  used to take care for the works of 

Hats and above all there was the superior authority of tārika. Another official 

found from copper plate grants of the period was gaulmika.176 U.N. Ghosal refers 

to him as collector of custom duties. All these indicate the brisk internal trade 

and the source of income through trade to the govt. exchequer. It is important 
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that the cities were the internal trade centre. From the inscrip ons of 

Gopachandra, Dharmāditya and Samāchārdeva,177 we find the navyāvakāsi̒kāyam 

(meaning administrative centre) along with the centre of traders. It definitely 

means a town. The inscrip ons of Budhagupta and Kumāragupta highlight the 

importance of city ‘Ko varṣha’.178 Frequently mentioned in the inscriptions are 

the words for the various types of markets, shops and stalls, traders, 

shopkeepers and assistants. Inscriptions after the eight centuries A.D., have 

spoken of land grants in many places, including the markets and some of the 

jetties. A tax was imposed in the market and there was a commercial duty and 

ferry charge under the supervision of some royal officers, such as market 

supervisor, custom officer, and ferry officer. They maintained a prosperous and 

healthy trade, from which the government received a bonafide profit. 

The officers, who looked after the trade related matters, are known also 

from the references inscribed in the land grants. Senior officials such as vyāpāra 

karaṇḍaya and vyāpāra viniyukta179 did the special duty of tax collection. They 

were undoubtedly employed to look after the activities of trade and commerce 

concentrated in small and large towns. In addition to the towns, some trade and 

commerce was conducted in the markets of the rural areas, where locally 

produced items and articles of everyday needs were bought and sold. Great 

rivers of this province, and the coastal areas of Orissa and Chittagong afforded 

excellent riverine and coastal trade and traders were mainly aided by vessels and 

naval forces. It is believed that a large section of the people of Bengal was 

engaged in the construction of ships, and there was a prosperous trade in the 

whole of Bengal. Such a department of commerce must have been a most 

important source of revenue. Its duties would have been to levy customs-dues 

on internal and external trade.  It would no doubt have been expected to look 

after harbours and marts in order to maintain trade and probably to exercise 

some kind of maritime jurisdiction. It must have been a most profitable 

department of the state.180 



253 
 

The information about maritime boundary and ports are known from the 

sources. The rivers and canals were the primary means of communication to 

move from one end to the other trading centres. The roadways were not 

neglected. According to the Chinese travelers Fa-hien and Hiuen-Tsang, the roads 

were means of transport of commodities. In the Chittagram Copper-plate of 

Dāmodardeva of the Deva dynasty, reference has been made of the rājapatha 

running through the villages.181 During the initial stage of Bengal’s trade, internal 

trade was very much brisk and roadways were given importance in this trade. A 

prominent historian Ranabir Chakrabarty says that buffaloes, asses, camels were 

mainly used as a means of transporting commodities. Prominent historian 

Brajadulal Chattopadhyay says that there were bulls carrying goods. Reference 

may be made to the roads in that context. The Chinese story of Kiaten, refers to a 

road from Kāmarūpa to Magadha through Rajmahal hills. There were also roads 

from Magadha to China. Chinese traveller Hiuen-Tsang came to India by this 

route. A road reference was found from Ayodhya to Tāmralipta as already 

mentioned. Therefore, it can be assumed that there was a connection between 

the Ganges Valley and  Ayodhya in the delta region of Ganges Valley. A 

connection between Kanauj to Gangāsāgara via Ayodhya, Varanasi, Patna, 

Muṅgyr had been traced. Saṅgam literature shows an awareness of the fact that 

products of Ganges delta came to the port of Puhar. The Gangetic nard was 

brought to the far south India is proved beyond doubt by the Periplus of the 

Erythrean Sea and also a second century loan Agreement between the two 

Roman traders in Muziris, in the coast of Malabar.182  

A section of available Chinese evidences and epigraphic documentation 

significantly suggests that around 7th century A.D., the Samataṭa area started as a 

point of contact with the coastal region. Thus it also helped Bengal to start a 

long-distance journey in the Bay of Bengal. Devaparvata (earlier mentioned)  

from 2nd half of the 7th century A.D. to first quarter of the 10th century AD 

emerged as a lively inland riverine port, and is iden fied with the Maināma -

Lālmāi in Comilla district (Bangladesh).183 There were three naudaṇḍakas or boat 



254 
 

parking stations around it.184 The term nāvatakṣeṇi found from Faridpur in 

present Bangladesh (nāvātākṣeṇī) seems to have denoted a ship/boat building 

harbour(nau=boat/vassel/ships, ātā=door-frame; kṣeṇī from 

kṣayaṇa=harbour).185 The regularity of riverine trade in deltaic Bengal is 

unmistakable as these boat-parking stations were mentioned as landmarks in 

rural spaces. These could have provided the facilities of inland movements in a 

riverine (nadīmātṛka) area like Bengal, which was known for its connections with 

the Bay of Bengal. The inscription also includes a villa-bhaṅga (the Bāṅgla word 

bil, moss covered with water), which was connected with niṣkrānta praviṣṭaka 

(the entry and exit facility of the vessels).186  

Ranabir Chakravarti examines the names of certain terms, expressions 

and positions written in some copper plate inscriptions187 and proposed the 

existence of the inland riverine ports Navyāvakāsi̒kā in Sābhār and Devaparvata in 

the Maināma -Lālmāi of south-east Bengal. These were provided with significant 

connection through the riverine routes between the littorals and the interior. 

The grant of land to Sukradeva also indicates some officers, who had a duty to 

look after the daily activities of the place. They are nauvāṭaka, ardhanauvāṭaka, 

and gocchakapati. The term nauvāṭaka occasionally occurs in some records in 

the sense of a fleet of boats. R.G. Basak suggests that the word nauvāṭaka meant 

the head of the royal navy.188 The expression ardhanauvāṭakas stands for an 

officer of the same department, but junior to the nauvāṭaka.189 The presence of 

the officer looking a er the mercan le marine, along with his sub-ordinate at 

Vaṅgasāgara-saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka further highlights the commercial significance of 

the non-rural settlement. The next term gocchakapati is equated with Sanskrit 

goṣṭhakapa , i.e. the administrative head in charge of pasture lands and 

cowherds.190 But recent researches take this term to refer to an officer in charge 

of goṣṭha/goṣṭhīs or guilds. The presence of an officer at a commercial center, 

such as the vaṅgasāgara-saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka looking after gosthis or guilds is an 

obvious possibility. Thus, the work of these officials, such as nauvāṭaka, 

ardhanauvāṭaka and gocchakapati emphasized towards non-rural sector of the 
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economy. They have lowered the material interest of the Chandras in 

Vaṅgasāgara-saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka.191  

Moreover, voyages of Chānd-Sadāgar, Dhanapa , Srīmanta, the heroes of 

the Maṅgalkāvyas, are also evidence of indigenous trade in Bengal, mainly the 

riverine and coastal regions. We get references from the Maṅgalkāvyas of a list 

of important seats of trade and commerce namely, Begad, Saptagram, Adiadaha, 

Ghusudi, Santipur, Navadvip, Guptipara, Phulia, Halisahar, Mahespur, and 

Triveni. Places like Betad are considered, on the basis of archaeological 

evidences, to be old as the Gupta or even as pre-Gupta era.192 The description of 

the journey voyages of the heroes of Maṅgalkāvyas, although covered with 

religious emotions and imagination coloured pious feelings should contain a 

stratification of truth.193 However, the discussion that has been discussed so far, 

it should be assumed that an internal trade was running without any interruption 

for hundreds of years from Puṇḍravardhana to Vaṅga-Samataṭa. The market 

towns near the riverbank were often connected by short distance routes, whose 

purpose was served. 

In this context, emergence of chaturakas in Bengal should be noted 

during the Sena rule. In the first half of the 12th and early 13th century A.D., an 

unknown type of settlement started. This is chaturaka. It seems that chaturakas 

is neither a village nor a full-fledged urban center. The information of four 

chaturakas namely Betaḍḍa-chaturaka, Urā-chaturaka, Nava-saṁgraha-

chaturaka and Lauhaṇḍa-chaturaka have been found so far in Sena records. 

These were often a convergence of rivers and overland routes and acted as nodal 

points. A case in point is Betadda-chaturaka mentioned in the Govindapur 

copperplate of Lakṣmaṇasena,194 (1179-1206 AD), which had the Gaṅgā as an 

eastern landmark or boundary (purve jāhnavi). This place is identified with the 

Betor in the Howrah district. The Portuguese accounts of 16th century A.D. 

highlighted the importance of Betor for supplying the crucial riverine connection 

up to the famous port of Saptagrāma.195 As Portuguese’s big ships could not flow 

upstream through the Sarasva  river to reach the port of Saptagrāma, they 



256 
 

anchored near Betar to reach the des na on of Saptagrām through the inland 

riverine vessels. Betadda-chaturaka was given special importance in connection 

with the indigenous riverine network in the western part of the Bengal delta. 

From available sources, it is very difficult to know the prices of various 

articles in the market. But compared to modern times, things were much 

cheaper in ancient Bengal than even as late as 15th century A.D. Chaitanyadeva’s 

marriage ceremony was performed by several cowries and it was mentioned by 

the poets as a great example of a costly marriage.196 Several lines in the 

Kavikaṅkaṇa’s Chaṇḍīmaṅgala also described the abundance of articles in those 

days.197 Buying and selling of goods was carried out through the system of barter, 

although there was a medium of exchange in the form of cowries copper coins 

for smaller, and gold and silver coins for greater transactions. Although traders 

were generally honest, some of the dishonest dealings were in the market, 

especially after the trade and commerce reduced. The picture of Murāri Sīla in 

Chaṇḍīmaṅgala198 and the story of the merchant mentioned in the 

Saṅkhamālā199 highlight the facts that in the fall of their commercial activities, 

Bengali traders had lost their traditional honesty and integrity.  

4.3. External Trade 

Since the very beginning of the human civilization, one of the important 

instruments for inter-cultural communication is trade. Colin Renfrew has 

ascertained that “it is reciprocal traffic, exchange or movement of materials or 

goods through peaceful human agency”.200 No country at any stage of its 

economic development has subsisted in a state of isolation. Its economic 

interests have ever been intimately linked up with those of other countries. 

Naturally, therefore, its international trade has formed an integral part of its own 

economic development. Giving a right fillip to the international trade our ancient 

people laid our economic development on a very stable and sound foundation. 

There are two types of trade - 1.  Material items whose natural distribution is 

limited to salt, wood, tin, wine, cotton etc. 2.  Products that are produced in 
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limited areas, such as slaves, through higher knowledge or other economic 

factors.201 

It is generally believed that the basis of ancient Indian economy was 

primarily agriculture and the producer’s surplus was available for meeting the 

requirement of the deficit areas, both near and distant. This made the basic 

economic activity leading to the development of trade. India was a country 

abundant in both agricultural and non-agricultural products. So she had made a 

trade relation with the outer world since remote past to utilise her surplus 

production. So there is a long history of lively interests of scholars in the history 

of trade and urban development in early India .The historiography of early Indian 

trade also shows a distinct preference for the study of long-distance trade-both 

overland and overseas, the study of export and imports, the survey of routes of 

communication and the enlisting early Indian ports.  

Trade has been carried out through land and water, which is often 

referred to in the ancient literary works. The ancient references constantly refer 

to the commercial activities of India within territory and beyond. It was possible 

to develop this trade of India due to the positive commercial communication in 

different regions of country. The sources of Hindu, Buddhist and Jain literature 

and archaeological evidences also provide information about the economic 

activities of the Indian people. Hindu literary sources, such as the Epics, the 

Purāṇas, the Smṛ s, the Arthasā̒stra, the Amarkoṣa, the Ni sāra etc. and many 

others contain special references to the economy and economic life of Indian 

people throughout the ages. The Jātaka stories provide precious information for 

rebuilding the economic history of ancient era. Later Buddhist works like the 

Milinda-pan͂ha, the Mahāvastu, the Mahābhāṣya, the Divyavadana, the 

Aṅgavijja, the Buddhacharita and the Saundarānanda also deal with the 

concerned period of study. It provides us with valuable information of traders 

and their trading activities. The important information about rapid trade via land 

as well as sea routes also has been known from the Jaina canonical sources. 

There are references in ancient indigenous and foreign accounts mentioning 
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flourishing trade and commerce in ancient India and Bengal. We find the earliest 

references of the indigenous sources that traders desiring wealth sent ships to 

sea;202 parties of merchants went on the ocean203 in ships with a hundred oars,204 

to distant lands for sale and barter.205 Thus, trade was such a vital element in the 

life of people. Probably this commercial intercourse led to an overflow of ancient 

Indian culture to the land of the Mitanni near the western land of the Euphrates 

before the 15th century B.C.206 There we know of chiefs with decidedly Indian 

names- Artatama, Sutarna, Dushratta.  

Since early times, Bengal had played a significant role in the field of 

foreign trade. But we have no definite evidences to ascertain the fact that when 

Bengal came into prominence in the field of transaction of her commodities. 

Nevertheless, it is presumed that it was in the Gupta period, when peace and 

prosperity established under their strong and central administration, there 

developed a rich and prosperous foreign trade throughout the whole of northern 

India. Being a part of the Gupta Empire, North Bengal must have greatly 

benefited from this. Thus, it must be said that there were some amount of 

internal as well as external trade before the Gupta age. But large scale of 

commercial transaction between Bengal and beyond should be dated from the 

time onwards, as is evident from the Dāmodarpur Copper-plate. From the plate, 

it is gleaned that representatives of the trading and mercantile classes played an 

important position in district administration under the Gupta Empire.207 

Archaeological and literary evidences strongly indicate that in the early 

centuries of Christian era (the second half of the first century AD to the second 

half of the second century AD) trade relation were made between Bengal and 

south, south-east Asia and China through land and maritime routes. Various 

indigenous and non-indigenous sources, such as Periplus of the Erythrean Sea, 

Arthasā̒stra, Geography of Ptolemy, Milinda-pan͂ha etc., provided valuable 

information about the trade of Bengal in our concerned time.208 Finally, the 

recent discoveries of Kharoṣṭhī and Kharoṣṭhī-Brāhmī inscriptions of the early 

historical sites of Chandraketugarh, Tamluk, etc in the lower section of West 
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Bengal ensure the vibrant trade in the first Christian era. From the very early 

times, Indian goods had a wide market in different parts of the world. In the 

west, Indian goods were sent to Persia, Arabia, and the coasts of Africa and to 

the countries of Europe. Indian goods were also shipped to China, Ceylon, 

Burma, Indonesia and the Indian archipelago. Merchants from many countries, in 

the east and the west, came to the parts of India and carried away Indian goods 

to their countries, where there was great demand for them.209 Many 

commodities were imported to India from the world outside. Although a detailed 

list of exports and imports is lacking, it can be safely concluded from the 

available sources that a great variety of commodities were exported from, and 

imported to, India. According to B.N. Mukherjee, “several indigenous and 

Chinese texts indicate that in the early centuries of the Christian era (4th or 5th 

century A.D), Vaṅga had direct or indirect trade rela ons through sea routes with 

some countries of South Asia, China, Sri-Lanka, Egypt and even certain parts of 

the Peninsular and Western India”.210 Due to the discovery of a large quantity of 

commodities of Indian origin from various parts of south-east Asia including 

Thailand, Vietnam, Indonesia, Burma, Malaysia, Java, the emphasis is on the 

maritime history of India’s eastern coast. The scholars firmly believe that from 

the first century to the 5th century, people of south-east Asia and India engaged 

in a movement for trade and commercial activities. Most of the outgoing and 

incoming trade products were negotiated through the ports of Bengal. According 

to Atiya Habeeb Kidwai, ports are “the place of contact, where goods and people 

as well as cultures are transferred between land and maritime space. It is a knot, 

where ocean and inland transport lines meet and intervene.”211 

 Bengal, the prosperous region situated in the east of India maintained a 

brisk trade relation along with religious and cultural contacts and exchanges with 

Indian sub-continent, Central Asia, South-east Asia, China and other regions of 

the world. The remote areas like the eastern Mediterriean were also associated 

with the coast of Bengal, although perhaps only indirectly. It must be clearly 

pointed out that there was no Bengal as such in ancient times. It was practically 
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congeries of different units. There was neither any uniform, nor unilinear socio-

economic development in those four units, which were never unified under a 

single paramount political power in the pre-AD 1200 times.212  

It is known that there developed riverine communication in Bengal at a 

very early age due to her geographical location. The delta with innumerable 

channels of the Gaṅgā-Brahmaputra-Meghnā descending into the Bay of Bengal 

offered unique, but natural arterial ways to upload habitations. The easy 

navigability of rivers for long distance traffic helped her to develop the internal 

trade. The fame of Bengal’s industries soon created demands abroad for some of 

its commodities. The Mahāvaṁsa refers to overseas trade between Vaṅga and 

different countries of the east in these lines: “As a wealthy sea power 

scrupulously discharges his port dues and, pu ng forth on to the high seas, 

voyages to Vaṅga, to Takkola, China, Sovira, Surattha, Alasanda, Kolapa ana, 

Suvarṇabhumī or some other ports where shipping congregates”.213 Although not 

all of the places mentioned here can be identified, but it is not doubtful that 

commercial relations between Bengal and other countries, such as China and 

south Burma were definitely established by the above statements. Again, we 

learn from the Kathāsaritasāgara214 that traders of Tāmralipta established trade 

rela on with remote countries like Lanka (probably Ceylon) and Suvarṇadvīpa 

(possibly Sumatra). The traditional land routes had their limitations. So in view of 

the necessity of expanding economic activities sea ports emerged. The prosperity 

of these ports then depended on the resources of their hinterland and their 

access to the network of routes. The gradual advance in the technology of boat-

building along with development of navigational aids and techniques must have 

played a vital role for the promotion of seafaring activities. This fact is borne out 

by archaeological as well as literary evidences. However, it is to be remembered 

that several overland trade routes existed between Bengal and the east and 

south-east Asian countries from the beginning of the Christian era. 

As per the verdict of modern science, water is the ultimate source of 

human life. Therefore, since time immemorial, water route has served as the 
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very cradle of human civilization. It is believed that the merchants’ fleet was 

ready to trade with other countries. The enterprise organizers would run the 

project by blowing the gong and invited co-partners for the enterprise. During 

this time, organizers could often get participants from other traders of locality or 

other places.215 For example, it is stated in the Purāṇa that when a merchant 

announced his intension to start a sea-voyage for trading purposes, some 

merchants came from remote places.216 Likewise, it has been described in the 

Kathāsaritsāgara217 that when Viduṣaka, an adventurous young Brāhmaṇa, 

reached the port of Tāmralipta, he himself met with a specific merchant named 

Skandhadāsa, who was interested in crossing the sea. In his company, the 

merchant’s property entered a large freight ship and he travelled by the sea. 

These examples are important. 

Now the people from distant area desired to involve in the enterprise 

brought their cargoes by the boats along the Ganges and its tributaries. Besides, 

others brought their goods in ports by carts, loads, bundles or other ways. The 

owners of two freight-vessels were called dvināvadhana, and those who had five 

boats called pañcanāvapriya.218 These terms might not have been applied in 

Bengal or even in eastern India, but it was applicable to the appropriate cases in 

the riverine areas of India. The merchants, who were ready to run overseas 

trade, sacrificed flowing jewels and other valuable items to maintain water and 

stream before starting their journey by boats in the ocean.219 The concerned 

merchants again propitiated God with sacrifices with animals and offered prayer 

to God after the safe arrival of the ships at the destination and return to the port 

of origin.  

There is a story in the Digvijaya section of the sabhāparvan in the 

Mahābhārata, as to how Bhima subjugated eastern India and conquered 

Tāmralipta and the neighbouring coastal region. Bhima’s success in the region 

might have been due to the naval facili es. In a country dominated by a network 

of rivers, boats must have been the foremost means of communica ons. In 

Kālidāsa’s Raghuvaṁsa̒220, the Vaṅgas are referred to as nau-sādhanodyatān, 
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which speaks of the skill of the people in the use of boats for all purposes 

including war. The early Bengali Charyāpadas frequently refers to boats with 

seagoing vessels and mention their component parts. For small trips, rafts were 

used. The ferry boats were also used and had to be paid through the cowries. 

The trading activities in Bengal had been occurred due to the rise of the 

central political structure in the heart of Ganges Valley. The lower delta of 

natural peninsula of the sea played an important role flourishing trade and 

commerce in Bengal. The evidence of Kauṭilya’s Arthasā̒stra in this regard reflects 

mostly the contemporary Mauryan reality and deals with social conditions and 

institutions especially in region nearer to the epicentre of Mauryan dominions, 

namely Bihar and certainly a substantial part of north Bengal. The Arthasā̒stra 

clearly indicates the regulatory function of the state in matters of trade. It refers 

to foreign merchants. Towards the closing centuries of the first millennium B.C., 

Buddhism played a positive role in the expansion of maritime activities. The 

liberal attitude of Buddhism towards trade and commerce gave an impetus in the 

flourishing of the commercial activities with the outer world. 

Though the commercial activities of Bengal have been recorded in our 

ancient literature, but it is not sufficient to write a formidable economic history. 

Moreover, the contact and volume of this trade are not well-known as the 

references are mostly casual and scattered in various works like the Jātakas, the 

Kathā literature and other indigenous sources, the account of classical authors 

and the records of the Chinese court analysts and travellers, works of Arab 

geographers, ships and others. They throw a li le bit of light alongside the 

foreign trade of Bengal directly passing through the port of Tāmralipta. The 

fascina ng story of import and export trade through the port of Tāmralipta can 

probably be detected some eleven hundred years ago, but the information is not 

equally distributed. Apart from the first two or three centuries of the Christian 

era, the information was most dissatisfactory. There are many questions arising 

out of an investigator’s mind which cannot be answered properly. 
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A large number of Gupta coins found in different parts of Bengal are 

important from the economic point of view. Bengal was famous as a  textile and 

silk manufacturing centre to those of countries. The Gupta epigraphic records like 

Dāmodarpur Copper-plate Grant indicate the respected position of sr̒eṣṭhīs and 

sārthavāhas. Epigraphic evidences indicate the royal recognition of services 

provided by merchants for the development of the country’s economy along 

with the relevant time. In this connection ‘ship-type’ and ‘camel-type’ coins can 

be considered found in Chandraketugarh, Tamluk and Atghara may be 

considered.221 With the royal consent the coins issued by the traders of the 

guilds giving significant evidence to propose an attitude of patronage on the part 

of the king towards the sr̒eṣṭhīs and the sārthavāhas. 

Trade economy con nued in the post-Gupta era. The Kotālipāḍa plates 

bear witness to the fact that there was a mee ng point of the merchants and 

traders named Navyāvakāśikāyam.222 The same grant refers to the building of a 

ship harbor, indicating overseas trade. A large number of gold coins related to 

the period of Samāchāradeva,223 and the references to dināras in the 

epigraphs224 used for transactions during this period, suggest that money 

economy was very common during this time. 

From the post-Gupta era till the coming of Muslims, the maritime 

activities of Bengal are reported in various epigraphic records. There are 

men ons of river boats and harbours in the Gunāighar Copper-plate of Mahārājā 

Vainyagupta, dated c.507-08 A.D.225 References to ships and dockyards and 

custom officers called viṣayadhiniyuktak-vyāpāra-kāraṇḍaya or vyāpāraṇḍya are 

found in two grants of the me of king Dharmāditya and viṣaya-vyāpāra-

viniyukta in the grant of king Gopachandra.226 Both were engraved in the 6th 

century AD. The former had been the chief customs officer in the district and the 

la er was under his subordinate. It is well known that there were regular naval 

forces for the purpose of conduc ng war. The Nālandā copper plate of 

Dharmapāla227 describes a victory camp at Pāṭaliputra carrying mul ple vessels 

on the path of the Bhāgīrathī. Occasionally, the term nau-vāṭaka occurs in many 
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records which refer to river crafts or naval establishments.228 The Deopārā 

inscription229 mentions the victorious naval expedition of Vijayasena on the way 

to the Ganges. All these activities prove that there must have developed the 

vessels carrying goods for transportation. 

It can be said that maritime activities were vibrant since ancient times in 

Bengal indicating trade and expansion of royal power along the Gaṅgā and its 

tributaries and distributaries. But it is also evident from archaeological 

discoveries that maritime trade had not been increased in different geographical 

sub-regions of Bengal in a same momentum. A large number of archaeological 

antiquities have been found through excava on and explora on in north, south 

and south-west of Bengal with inscrip ons, o en short and cryp c. These were 

wri en in Kharoṣṭhī, Kharoṣṭhī- Brāhmī and /or Kharoṣṭhī along with Brāhmī 

legends. These are pots, jars and saucers, or their pieces and seals. Considering 

the purpose of their issue, the seals have been identified as, among others, I) 

trader’s identification tickets, ii) transit documents and sale licenses, and iii) seals 

of trading communities.230  Most of these inscribed seals show ships or boats 

with one or more masts, and are fitted with a banner. Sometimes, they are 

shown with grain stalks in a basket, or two horses. These were written for 

different periods from the 1st to the 4th or the 5th centuries A.D. It has been 

established that traders of post-Mauryan and pre-Gupta Vaṅga exported horses 

and probably also rice to south-east Asia. They also maintained coastal trade 

with peninsular and western India. The regional rulers of south-eastern Bengal 

felt the need to con nue with the metallic currency. But their counterpart in the 

north, south and south-west had to opt for trade by barter or through the 

cowries. The standard currency was no longer needed in the Pāla-Sena domain 

due to the breakdown of Roman Empire and consequently the decline of 

maritime trade. It influenced the late and post-Gupta north and south-west 

Bengal. But maritime trade continued in South-east Bengal. 

Earlier, the consequences of linking up Bengal's maritime trade with 

Mediterranean region through the eastward expansion of Roman trade ports and 
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urban centres resulted in a developed sea-borne trade. Bengali merchants were 

not only enriched, but also elevated to higher level of political and social 

influence. But the rise of Islamic power led to the break-up of the trade in the 

Mediterranean region. The Islamic advance might have been disastrous and far-

reaching and the subsequent ascendancy of Arabs and Persians in Asian sea-

borne commerce could have been the reason for the immediate decline in 

Bengal’s sea trade. 

Now some discussion can be focussed on the commodities, which were 

imported and exported to and from the ports of Bengal. It is difficult to 

determine the exact number of commodities and their volumes due to scanty 

inscriptional evidences. Despite the above mentioned fact, efforts have been 

made to determine the quantity of import and export in Bengal from various 

elements from ancient to medieval Bengal. Afroz Akmam says that the 

Magadhan empire along with other northern powers like Suṅga and Kuṣhāṇa got 

an gateway to the outside world through the ports of Bengal during this time. 

The deltaic Bengal became also a supplying centre of items of trade delivered in 

the newly rising overseas trade.231 

Rice is the staple food of the people of ancient Bengal. The deltaic 

alluvium soil of this country produced in large quantities of rice. In the first half 

of the 7th century A.D. Hiuen-Tsang approved this region of agricultural 

prosperity. The crop of San-mo-ta-ta (Samataṭa) and Tan-mo-lih-  (Tāmralipta) 

has been described by him. There are available evidences that Bengal particularly 

lower Bengal continued to maintain agriculture as the mainstay of an agrarian 

economy in early part of Christian era. This region was particularly famous for 

producing good quality of rice. A number of inscriptions found from lower Bengal 

testify to the above fact. Several stylised representations of pulses of grains 

being carried on ship or vessels are found on the seals. This is a clear proof that 

rice was exported as a local product of Bengal. 

Textile was one of the main local items of trade from the ports of Bengal. 

We can assume that Gangetic spikenard, pearls and the finest of all muslins, were 
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shipped from a significant traffic location. The Periplus described that in the first 

century A.D., fine muslin was a quality export commodity from lower Bengal. This 

is the earliest specific reference to muslin. It states that muslin of the finest sorts, 

which were called Gangetic, was shipped from a market-town, which bore the 

same name as the river, Ganges.232  It had received fame from all corners of India 

even before that time which is evident from Arthasā̒stra. The Arthasā̒stra233 

mentions the making of garments, one of which was known as dukūla, made of a 

inner bark of a plant and others kārpāsika (cotton cloth) produced in Vaṅga, 

patrorṇa, a wild silk grown in Magadha, Puṇḍra and Suvarṇakudya (Kāmarūpa), 

kṣhauma, a coarse variety of linen manufactured in Puṇḍravardhana and 

Vārānasi. Arthasā̒stra men ons them as Vaṅgaka, which means that they were 

produced in the region of Vaṅga. There is evidence of export of textile from 

Bengal to south-east Asia. According to Ranabir Chakravarti, the Bengal coast is 

thought to be able to meet the demand of the ‘west’ for textiles and spices.234 

In the first century of the Christian era, silk was one of the items exported 

from Bengal. The Periplus235 tes fies that in the early part of the first century, 

raw silk, silk yarn and silk cloth were merchandised through the port named 

Gañge lying on the river Ganges. S. Jahan mentions that in the first century, raw 

materials of Chinese silk, silk yarn and silk were brought as transit items in 

Bengal. Thence, it was shipped from Gangābandar for being traded to distant 

countries. The book mentions trade in China. Chinese silk, floss, yarn and cloth 

went to Limyrike (or Dāmirica, i.e., Drāviḍa country) via ‘the Ganges River’.236 

Therefore, the Gangābandar played an important role in the export of tex le, 

malabathrum, silk, spikenard, etc. It is to be mentioned that the trade in cotton 

garment is terminal in nature, while the export of the Chinese silk to south India 

was transit trade. These items from south Indian ports seem to be sent to the 

west. So these products were integrated into the Bay of Bengal and finally with 

the Indian Ocean and Mediterranean Sea trade.237 

The port of Gañge is also interes ng for expor ng pearl. The Periplus says 

that the pearls were brought from the market town situated on the bank of the 
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Gaṅgā.238 According to Schoff, the worst varieties must have been ‘small, often 

irregular and usually reddish’, and were found in river Gaṅgā.239  

Gangetic spikenard is an herb, usually found in the east of the Himalayas. 

Generally, the oil from the Gangetic spikenard is extracted and it is considered to 

be valuable ingredient in the preparation of ointment and perfumes. The Periplus 

of the Erythrean Sea proves that it was exported from the port of the 

Gangābandar to Rome.240 In the 9th century Ibn Khurdadbah listed India’s 

exported agricultural products, such as diverse species of aloe-wood, 

sandalwood, camphor and camphor-water, nutmeg, clove pink, cubele, coconut, 

vegetable substances and textures of velvet coffon.241 He mentions cinnamon, 

galangal (galingale) and kamala, besides porcelain, sugar-cane, pepper, cassia, 

silk and musk as articles imported from the east.242 Māsudi, who visited India in 

916 AD, mentioned the products of India as nutmegs, cloves, camphor, 

arecanuts, sandalwood and aloes-wood.243 In the seventh century A.D., bamboo 

was exported from India to Al-Khatt. In the Kāvyamiṁāmsa̒ of Rājash̒ekhara, we 

find mention of various species of aloes and grapes as well as fragrant plants and 

trees (lavate creeper and granthiparnaka trees) as products of eastern India or 

Pūrvadesa̒. Here we can examine the evidence of the Nandāpur plate of Gupta 

year 169,244 which refers to a village named Jaṅgōyikā in north Bengal. It can be 

noted that the Arthasā̒stra speaks of a different variety of sandal-woods. In this 

description we find a kind of agaru (resin of aloe) and also a kind of tailaparṇika 

(leaves producing oil such as Eucalyptus) named jōṅgaka, probably derived from 

the name of the place of its origin. The above men oned ar cles were the 

products of Kāmarūpa. J.C. Ghosh245 explains that this part of Assam was in the c. 

7th century AD under Bengal. It is noteworthy that Abu’ Zaid246 mentions the 

name of an aloe-wood named al kāmruni, which was produced in Kāmrun and 

was exported to Multan. 

Malabathroom or chinamomum is a common item of the Himalayas 

mainly found in the eastern Himalayas. The word ‘malabathrum’ was possibly 

derived from a compound of tamāla (the Sanskrit name of Cinnamomum 
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albiflorum) and patra, ‘a leaf’.247 Its leaves are fragrant and used as spices in 

south Asia. The Periplus testifies that it was available in a market town situated in 

the river of Gaṅgā.248 The scholars, such as B.N. Mukherjee, Ranabir Chakravar  

have also agreed that malabathrum was one of the most important commodi es 

exported from the Gangābandar along with tex les, rice, pearl etc. It is already 

mentioned that malabathrum was not a product of Bengal, and it grown in the 

Khāsi and Jayan a hills in north-eastern border area. It was brought to the port of 

Gañge for further shipment.249 It was considered as one of the most valuable 

elements for Roman peoples for ointments and perfumes.250 The demand of the 

Roman consumers for malabathrum clearly indicates that the product was 

exported from the Gangābandar. 

Kauṭilya speaks about elephant resources of Bengal as well. He says that 

elephants of Kaliṅga, Aṅga, Karusa and the East were the best.251 This view is also 

supported by Diodorus Siculous. He tells us that Gangāridae emerged as the 

repository of the greatest number of elephants, which were the largest in size. It 

can be assumed that during the time of Pliny and Ptolemy, ivory was considered 

as a very valuable object and it was common during the me of Kauṭilya.  

Sugar was another product that was used for trade at that me. 

Susr̒uta252 men ons that Puṇḍra had produced a special variety of sugar 

(Puṇḍraka) in large quantities. There is reason to believe that the best form of 

ikṣhu produced in Puṇḍra region was considered to be the most popular product 

for the world market. 

The Bengal spice gained a unique position in the list of export and it is 

known from Pliny’s description. Arab writers find interes ng informa on about 

the export of the kingdom of Rahma (Pāla Kingdom). They testify to the export of 

horns of rhinoceros from the kingdom of Rahma to China. The Liang-Shu in the 

Chau Ju-kua253 enlists this article as an export item, together with other 

products. We also learn more from the Arab writers that samara (yak-tail) hair 

was grown, from which fly-whisk were made with handles of ivory and silver in 

the Ruhmi kingdom.254 Scholars believe that not only raw materials, but the 
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products produced from samara were exported. Akhbar al-Sin wa’l Hind clearly 

indicates that the goods exported from the region of Bengal in the 9th century 

A.D. are muslin, aloe-wood, yak-tail (for fly whisks), and rhinoceros horns. 

Semi-precious stone beads were items of long-distance trade network. In 

Chandraketugarh, Tamluk, the beads of semi-precious stones, such as agate, 

carnelian, amethyst, jasper, quartz, amber, garnet and crystal have been found 

from stratified level of recovered Kuṣhāṇa artefacts. A large number of beads of 

semi precious stones, such as carnelian, agate, quartz, amethyst, crystal, 

chalcedony, chart and jasper from Wari-Bateshwar are also found. Beads found 

from Mahāsthāngarh are made of agate, carnelian, chart, chalcedony, crystal, 

jasper, garnet, marble, onyx, etc. Since the find spots of these beads were port 

sites or in lose vicinity of such sites, it is suggested that that semi-precious stone 

beads were exported from Tāmralipta, Gangābandar and Wari-Bateshwar in early 

centuries of Christian era.255 

Beads were another item that were produced in north India or lower 

Bengal and exported abroad mainly south-east Asia.256 As these beads have been 

traced from different parts of south-east Asia, especially Thailand, there are 

reasons to believe that the objects might have been imported from the port of 

lower Bengal. Chandraketugarh has also yielded barrel-shaped beads with white 

or black etched band on carnelian. It appears, therefore, that Bengal, particularly 

coastal Bengal had at least two important bead manufacturing centres and these 

beads were distributed to different early historic sites of coastal Bengal as well as 

south-east Asian countries during the early part of the Christian era. It must  be 

said that archaeological beads are a sign of maritime trade, because presently 

they are found in present Wari-Bateshwar and Mahāsthāngarh in present 

Bangladesh and Tamluk, Bāṇgarh, Chandraketugarh, Harinarayanpur and 

Deolpota in present West Bengal, Ban Chiang, Ban Tung Ketchet, Kok Samrong, U 

Thong, Krabi and few more sites in central and north-east Thailand and Khao San 

Kaeo in southern Thailand and Baikhano in central Burma etc. 
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In the early centuries of the Christian era, the rouletted ware was 

exported. It was considered a luxury item. The distribution of rouletted ware 

extends on the eastern coast and other early historical sites of lower Bengal. This 

type of ware has been reported from the stratified level of Kuṣhāṇa sits at 

Chandraketugarh, Tamluk, Mahāsthāngarh, Wari-Bateshwar, Maṅgalkot, and 

Nātsāl, and through exploration in other early historic sites, such as Deulpota, 

Boral, and Atghara. Rouletted ware has also been found in a number of sites in 

the Indian sub-continent, Srilanka and South-east Asia. 

In about 999 AD, the main articles of China’s import in the history of the 

Suṅga Dynasty have been mentioned as ‘Pin-t’le’ or steel. Mārco Polo257 

describes it as Kermen’s product, and according to Yule it is hundwaniy,   

meaning ‘Indian steel’ which enjoyed a great reputation.258 It is possible that 

glass was widely manufactured in India and especially in Bengal. The mention of 

glass as an item of trade has been found in the list of merchandise of Dhanapati. 

It is found in the account given by Kavikaṅkana.259 

Turning to the import trade of the Gangetic Valley, the first place might 

be given to horses. It is known from the medieval work Tabāqat-i-Nāsirī260 that in 

the market of the city of Lakhnauti, about fifteen hundred horses were sold. All 

the saddle horses came into the territory of Lakhnauti from mountainous region 

named KRMBTN. This KRMBTN is identified with a place either in Bhutan or 

Tibet. These horses of hilly areas have been branded as the kohi variety of horse 

which is also sometimes iden fied with the horses from Yunān in southern 

China.261 We have more evidence that the horses were a valuable component of 

India's import trade. The Abhidhānaratnamālā262 mentions as an example of the 

excellent horses those of Persia, Vanayu, Cambod, Kamboja, Bahlika, Sindhu. The 

Turuska horses figure amongst the best breeds in the 

Upanī bhāvaprapan͂cakathā. B.N. Mukherjee263 suggests on the basis of the 

Chinese account of K’ang T’ai that the Yue-chi merchants were importing them to 

the Ko-ying country by the sea. The Yue-chi traders were either Kuṣhāṇa 

merchants, and or dealers in the vast Kuṣhāṇa realm. As Ko-ying is located in the 
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Malay Peninsula, K’ang T’ai thus clearly refers to about overseas trade to south-

east Asia to transport horses from Indian sub-continent.264 Later, the discovery of 

a copper drum at Java Island in south-east Asia usually shows the views of two 

men in typical Yue-chi dresses. It also indicates the relation between them.  

The veteran Venetian traveller was aware of the availability of excellent 

and strong horses in Carajan. This Carajan is identical with Yunnan and the 

Yunnanese town of Talifu. These horses were sent to India through the 

Brahmaputra valley named as the southern Silk Road for sale.265 According to 

Polo, Aniu also exported horses to India. There are difficulties in determining 

Aniu’s location, but Digby has no doubt that it was located somewhere in the 

south of Carajan.266 Polo talks about a western way of connecting Aniu with 

Caugigu, which in its turn connected Bengala with a land route. Therefore, the 

horses from Yunnan could reach Bengal via Pagan, which was connected to 

south-eastern Bengal and Lusāi and Tripura hills. Following Polo, the journey of 

land from Carajan to Bengala could be completed within 45 to 55 days.267 

Even in the first century A.D. the Periplus mentions that silk were 

imported from China to Ganges and then exported to the Tamil lands. The phrase 

chīnāṁsu̒ka (Chinese silk) is often found in contemporary literature. Evidently, 

during the period of research, silk trade continued to flourish. Chinese cocks and 

porcelains were also part of India's import trade. Gems from south-east Asia 

were imported, as it is known from the stories described in the 

Upanī bhāvaprapan͂cakathā. 

Precious metal silver and gold were imported into this subcon nent by a 

port in the area of Vaṅga. On the basis of the Periplus, H.B. Sarkar has said that 

the accruing of yellow metal appeared in the concerned area from the Roman 

world for purchasing muslin and other items. It is already known that gold-grains 

might have flowed into the markets of Gañge. But it appears that the gold-mine 

in this region did not exist. This gold might have reached to this place through 

Tripura from the rivers of Assam and north Burma. B.N. Mukherjee has suggested 

that gold could have been imported from outside or could have been procured 
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by washing river sands in or near the territory of Bengal.268 It may be presumed 

that Bengal was well connected through land routes with south-east Asia, and 

one of the overland routes connected Chi agong with lower Burma through 

Ārākān. This way the silver movement was carried out from the border areas of 

Burma to flow in Bengal. 

Cowrie was another item imported from abroad. Probably, cowries were 

a medium of exchange at that time. It might have been imported from the 

Maladives. Chinese sources compared it to gold and silver. Silk was also a matter 

of import and could reach Bengal through trade. B.N. Mukherjee and Ranabir 

Chakravarti supported this view. 

 The exports and imports are referred to in the Maṅgalakāvyas. Vaṅsi̒dās 

in his Manasāmaṅgala has said that the exports of Bengal were betel leaves, 

betel nut, lime, catechu (khayer),cardamom (elāchi),fruits, vegetable-roots, 

pulses, onions, garlics, camphor, water-weeds, goats, sheep, radish, dry fish, 

sugarcane, jute, wooden utensils and furniture, earthen wares, oil, and clarified 

butter, kumkum, poppy etc, while the imports included emerald, gems, quick-

silver, pearl, musk, golden bricks, diamond, corals, ruby, ivory, sandal wood, 

royal maces, cowry, gold and silver utensils, gold furniture, bell-metal utensils, 

honey etc.269 Again from the Chaṇḍimaṅgala of Mukundarāma, we may derive a 

list of exports and imports. The exports were deer, coconut, ape, pigeon, fruits, 

jute, glas sea-salt, cloth, oyster-shell, haritat, joani, chua, sheep etc. while the 

imports included horses, conch, clove, wood-apple (taṅkā), elephant, parrot, 

jayphal, betel nut, white emerald, cowries, rock salt, pots pearl, diamond, jirā, 

sandal-paste etc. Although these books refer to import-export products in the 

background of the 14-15th century A.D., this description applies also to the entire 

era. 

Thus we may hold that trade balance was favourable in India as before in 

the concerned period. The demand for luxurious products in the western and 

other oriental countries was so high that Indian traders were able to acquire 

huge wealth. As a result, they wielded many strengths and influences, and even 
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figured out as king's hereditary officials as it is evident from Darbat Sān nātha 

Image Inscription of the period of Kīrtivarmana, dated to the year (Vik) 1132 

(1075 AD).270 The fame of Bengal abroad convinced the foreign powers to 

develop contact with Bengal. An inscription dated in 702 A.D. in Java mentions 

that a guru at the Sailendra court was the resident of Gauḍa. In 1834, four 

inscriptions were made on a piece of a stone slab, found in northern part of the 

Wellesley province in Malaya peninsula.271 They are inscribed in Sanskrit and in 

Indian alphabets of the 4th and 5th centuries A.D. One of them, a man named 

Buddhagupta became famous for his successful voyage, an inhabitant of 

Raktamṛi kā. Kern identifies it with the kingdom called chi-tu of the Chinese 

sources and located it with Siam or its neighbourhood. On the other hand, N.J. 

Krom,272 R.C., Majumdar273 and N.R. Roy274 located it in India. A Javanese text, 

the Nagara Kṛtagama, written in 1365 AD, included Gauḍa in a list of countries, 

from where merchants as well as other classes of people came in large numbers 

to the Javanese capital.275 

Convenient transportation facilities were required for extensive trading 

activities, which were pronounced by Yuktikalpataru corroborated by other 

evidences.276 The texts show the use of four footed (horses and elephants), two-

footed (pālkis), footless (boats) and many-footed (chariot), as well as carts of 

different sizes and ‘aerial cars’ to be used by kings. Shipbuilding industry also 

achieved high levels of efficiency and improvement at this time. It may be 

mentioned here that the word nauvāṭaka(the fleet of boats)277, and nau-

vitāna278 used in several inscription interprets the facilities of boats. Vaidyadeva, 

the great and favourite minister of king Kumārapāla has been referred to in the 

Kāmāuli Copper-plate. From the plate, it appears that he obtained victory in a 

naval fight in southern Vaṅga.279 A.K. Maitreya280 refers to a flotilla of boats. 

Sandhyākaranandī281 noted that the king Rāmapāla during his campaign against 

the Kaivarta rebel Bhīma in Varendra, crossed the Ganges using a ship and 

reached the northern bank safely. A regular ferry service can be proven from 
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tārika words occurring in the inscriptions, indicating an officer of charge of ships 

and ferries.282 

In the succeeding centuries the sea-borne trade of Bengal gradually 

expanded, both in volume and extent. Tāmralipta since the beginning con nued 

to enjoy the posi on of the trade-emporium in the east. In the fi h century A.D. 

the Chinese traveler Fa-hien visited the country of Tāmralipta, the capital of 

which was a sea-port. The itineraries of I-tsing, who visited India at the end of the 

seventh century A.D., inform us how Tāmralipta was connected with the network 

of sea-routes running through the Bay of Bengal and the Indian Ocean. The 

Kathāsaritsāgara of Somadeva refers to Tāmralipta pre-eminently as a home of 

the rich merchant named Dhanadatta.283 They carried on overseas trade with 

such distant countries, such as Srilanka284 and Suvarṇadvīpa.285  

The prosperity of Tāmralipta was, no doubt, caused by brisk trade and 

commerce. We find the phenomenal growth of Tāmralipta, not only as the 

principal sea-port, but the gateway of eastern India as well, ll the end of the 

Hindu-Buddhist period. Its fame as an emporium of trade spread even far outside 

its boundaries. The Pāli Texts, especially among the Jātakas, can bear tes mony 

to the fact of regular journey from Tāmralipta. The Mahāvaṁsa̒ mentions the 

journey of Prince Vijaya with his 700 followers from Bengal to Ceylon.286 In 

addition to Prince Vijaya, Mahāvaṁsa̒ mentions that the Ceylonese king 

Devanāmapiya ssa (204-207 B.C.) sent a mission to Pāṭaliputra. The group 

embarked at Jambukola of northern Ceylon and reached the port of Tāmralipta in 

seven days safely and from thence reached the port of Pāṭaliputra in seven days. 

The return trip of the party also covered the distance between Tāmralipta and 

Jambukola and reached the latter place on the twelfth day. But it is not clear 

from the text, if the journey stretching 12 days refers to the journey between 

Pāṭaliputra and Jambukola or Tāmralipta and Jambukola. However, a later 

portion of the text of Mahāvaṁsa̒287 shows that it took 14 days since the transit 

of the southern branch of the Bodhi tree from Pāṭaliputra to Ceylon.288 If these 

data could be relied on and wind tunes were favourable, then the journey of 
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non-stop vessels plying between Tāmralipta and Jambukola in Ceylon took about 

seven days. The journey of Prince Mahendra from Pāṭaliputra to Tāmralipta and 

thence to Ceylon also took the same time.289 The sea-going fleet of the fourth 

and third century B.C. could use the course of the Gaṅgā up to Tāmralipta, and 

echoes of these have been highlighted in some of the Jātaka-stories. For 

instance, the Samudda-Vāṇija-Jātaka, describes the story of carpenter, who was 

unable to deliver furniture at a scheduled time, for which he had bargained. As a 

result he had been emigrated with his families in a ship having built secretly and 

proceeded along the Gaṅgā for an island home in the overseas. The Saṅkha 

Jātaka290 also indicates the same course. The Mahājanaka-Jātaka291 also 

describes the adventures of a prince, who started his journey along with other 

traders from Champā with products for export to Suvarṇabhūmi, but got ship 

wrecked in the mid-ocean. Ancient Buddhist literature thus proves that the 

western belt of the Bay of Bengal saw brisk intercourse between Tāmralipta and 

Ceylon, possibly expanding to Suppāraka-Bharukaccha. The trade-route to the 

south and the west was thus a coastal route. There is no definite proof in the 

accounts of pre-Chris an centuries that Tāmralipta’s intercourse with the Far East 

cut across the Bay of Bengal. As a result of these maritime activities, a number of 

good ports gradually sprang into existence on either shores of southern and 

western India.292 It is clear that this pre-eminence of Tāmralipta was due to the 

fact that it commanded the entrance into and exits from the Gaṅgā.293  

 Another port named Gañge has been men oned along with Tāmralipta. 

The port-city was situated on the tributaries of Gaṅgā in the deltaic Bengal. A 

large number of scholars prefer to equate the port of Gañge with the well-known 

archaeological site of Chandraketugarh. During the first three centuries of 

Chris an era at any rate both Tāmralipta and Gañge seem to have enjoyed the 

same status as port ci es. But Gañge does not seem to have left any mark on the 

memory of the people nor any trace in our tradition, literary or historical. It is 

evident that about the third century B.C. both reached their peaks during the so-

called Suṅga-Kuṣhāṇa period (c. 150 B.C.-300 AD.) and faded out of history in the 
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6th-7th century AD. Yet the memory of Tāmralipta s ll survives, even though as 

nostalgia, while no one seems to have heard even of Gañge, or of 

Chandraketugarh either. The reason behind the fact is that probably Tāmralipta 

stood on the main course of the Gaṅgā-Bhāgīrathī which was much more 

important than Gañge (or Chandraketugarh) lying on a branch of the same river. 

The river on which Gan͂ge situated had no hoary tradition, and hence no sanctity 

and therefore no claim on the mind and imagination of the people. 

In other words, the ancient sub-division of Rāḍha and Vaṅga were the 

main outlet of the Bengal coast of the Bay of Bengal. In the Dudhpāni Inscription 

of 8th century A.D. we find Tāmralipta as a port. Along with Tāmralipta, there are 

a number of early historical sites not far away from Tamluk, e.g. Bāhiri, Tikasi, 

Tilda, Pānna Amritberia, Nātshal, Badur, Nandigram, Latpa a, etc. Among these 

Bāhiri, Tikasi and Tilda deserve special mention. The sites may indicate that these 

were in ancient times connected with riverine and ultimately the seaborne trade 

in south-western Bengal.294 By no means can these be compared with to 

Tāmralipta. But their riverine contacts and ultimate access to the sea may 

underline their significance as smaller ports, which could have acted as 

suppor ng or feeder ports for a much larger harbour nearby like Tāmralipta.295 It 

is hardly surprising that Tāmralipta prac cally overshadowed these smaller 

harbours. But there were other ports which were   less prominent than 

Tāmralipta, but certainly played a role in the maritime tradition of Bengal. 

 The heydays of Tāmralipta as a principal port disappeared by the 8th 

century A.D. The main cause of its decline has been attributed to hydrography. 

By the 10th century, ‘the channel on which Tamluk was situated, and which 

afforded the facilities for navigation was silted up’.296 A study of available 

Chinese evidence strongly suggests that around the 7th century, the Samataṭa 

area gradually began to emerge as a point of contact for coastal as well as long-

distance voyages in the Bay of Bengal. It is, however, not possible to evaluate at 

the present state of our knowledge whether the gradual emergence of Samataṭa 

to commercial prominence contributed to the fading away of Tāmralipta in the 
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Rāḍha region. There is a compila on of comments accumulated from various 

historians that due to the fall of Tāmralipta in and around the 8th Century A.D., a 

slump spread to Bengal's growing long-distance maritime trade for several 

centuries  

A er Tāmralipta, Samandar, located near Chittagong came to limelight, 

and maintained trade relation with the outer world. At the same time south-

western Bengal under the rules of the Pālas and the Sena saw the slump in trade. 

South-eastern part of Bengal succeeded to regularise the trade. Not only water, 

trade through land with abroad was also conducted in ancient Bengal. Being 

situated on the eastern most point in the eastern side of India, Tāmralipta was 

connected indirectly by a land route. The close connec on of Tāmralip  started 

with Suvarṇabhumī since early past. Tāmralipta was also linked with Peukelaots 

by the Pāṭaliputra-Taxila Royal road leading to central Asia. An indirect land-

route connected it to Barygaza on the Arabian Sea. Land route between Bengal 

and China via Sikkim-Tibet and with Burma via the Puṇḍravardhana-Kāmarūpa 

played a role in maintaining the flourishing trade relations. There was a very 

close contact via land route of China between Bengal and mainland of south-east 

Asia. The important role of Bengal in the field of foreign trade with China, Tibet, 

Central Asia, Roman world, south-east Asia and Ceylon through land and water 

should be given special attention. We already come to know that the trade of 

Bengal with the outer world includes these countries, where the merchandise 

was needed. Thus, we can say that Bengal’s foreign trade was not an isolated 

phenomenon in a pan-Indian background, and it was not a completely separate 

enterprise of Bengalees in foreign trade. 

4.3.1. South-East Asia 

Since the first century, Indian literature had depicted and referred to 

south-east Asia as ‘Golden Island’ or ‘Golden Peninsula’ or ‘Yavadipa’ or 

‘Suvarṇadīpa’. The Arthaśāstra of Kauṭilya mentions the earliest posi ve 

reference to Southeast Asia as ‘Suvarṇabhūmī’.297 During the Second World War, 



278 
 

the word ‘south-east Asia’ started to be used.298 The region has been further 

divided into two distinct sub-regions, mainland south-east Asia (or Indo-china) 

that comprise modern states of Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, Myanmar 

(Burma) and western Malaysia, and maritime south-east Asia (Peninsular south-

east Asia) that comprises of the modern states of Indonesia, East Malaysia, 

Singapore, Philippines, East Timor Brunei, Cocos Islands and Christmas Island.299 

    Bengal, which covers the Ganges delta and the Trans-Meghna region in 

the south-eastern parts of present Bangladesh, was ideally suited to connect 

South-east Asia from remote past. Bengal coast, covering from Suhma to 

Harikela sub-regions, was the largest delta in the world. The fluvial network 

paved the way for riverine communication between the coast and the interior. 

There is no doubt that the Ganges delta provided the landlocked Ganga plains 

with crucial outlet to the Bay of Bengal. On the other hand, the Bay of Bengal 

inextricably was linked with mainland and maritime South-east Asia. Harikela's 

close proximity with the Arakan contributed to the overland corridor to mainland 

south-east Asia also. This combination of the overland and maritime networks 

with South-east Asia is nowhere to seen in the subcontinent.300  

 By the first century of the Christian era, many parts of south-east Asia and 

India were part of the world-trading network (Map-3). Although this period is 

marked by the dominance of the Indian Ocean by the Roman trade, it was also a 

witness to establishing trade relations between India and south-east Asia. The 

sources of this early relationship between India and south-east Asia are 

inadequate and weird. We have specific evidences of connection between a king 

of Bengal and his south-east Asian contemporary in the early medieval period. 

The Nālandā copper plate grant of Pāla king Devapāla301 (C.821-861 AD) supplies 

the information of donations of five villages to Bālaputradeva, the Sailendra king 

of Java and Sumatra, for the construc on of a monastery at Nālandā. One can 

postulate the presence of many Buddhist devotees from Southeast Asia at 

Nālandā vihāra. 
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Since the first four or five centuries of Christian era, regular trade and 

cultural contacts had flourished between Bengal and south-east Asia over land 

and sea routes.302 The geographical loca on of Bengal made it very well at the 

doorstep towards the Suvarṇabhūmī, the ‘Land of Gold’, which is found in 

ancient literatures. Being located in a transit zone between south-west and 

south-east Asia, Bengal had many common features with south-east Asia: rice 

and fish are the staple diet, betel-nut and betel-leaf chewing are common, the 

luṅgi (sarong) is the main dress for men and there are similarities in the way 

many tropical articles, such bamboo, are used. 

Located in the eastern province of the eastern coast of northern India, 

Tāmralipta is indirectly connected to a land route and directly to the south-east 

Asian countries by the sea route. It seems that the close rela onship between 

Tāmralipta and Suvarṇabhūmī, mentioned as Chryse303 in the classical accounts, 

had begun in the early period.304 The impact of Indian trade, culture and religious 

missionaries in south-east Asia was so powerful and amazing during the first 

century of the Christian era. Most scholars believe that it must have been 

preceded by less intense people to people contacts.305 Chinese accounts of 

Chang Kien (126 B.C.), Shang-she, the Chinese ambassador to Afghanistan (420-

479 A.D.) and Kia-ten (785-805 A.D) etc. referred to the existence of many such 

overland routes connecting Bengal with east and south-east Asia.306 The Indians 

had commercial as well as cultural relations with the Far East from ancient times 

via the said route, and from there the Indians then proceeded to Martakan, to 

the Isthmus of Kra and then to Malaya and other Far Eastern countries.307 The 

Buddhist monasteries of Pāhārpur and LālmāI (Maināma ) of present 

Bangladesh, the Ānanda Vihāra at Pagan in Burma and the great Borobodur in 

Java are the embodiments of historical and architectural links of the same 

cultural chain.308 

Bengal, favoured by the sea-coast, had ready access to the sea-routes 

easy, and thus it aided the trade and traders. It should be reminded that before 

the beginning of the Christian era, Bengal entered into the field of foreign trade 
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by the sea, and it played a vital role in sea-borne trade and cultural expansion of 

India, especially towards Sri Lanka and the countries of south-east Asia. The 

maritime space of this trade and cultural link was the Bay of Bengal and 

Andaman Sea of Indian Ocean. The ancient ports located at the mouth of Bengal 

delta was the only outlet for the landlocked whole north and north-east India, at 

least for the first two hundred years of Christian era. The combined Chinese, 

classical, indigenous literary sources and archaeological materials suggest that 

Bengal forcefully entered into an interactive overseas trade of mutual benefits 

with south-east Asian countries from 1st century AD. It continued to hold this key 

position up to 4th-5th century AD. The port of Tāmralipta or Gañge, the capital 

port of the Gaṅgāridāe country, were the centres, from where the trading items 

were transacted.309 From the ports of Bengal horses, textile, rice, spices, 

ceramics including rouletted ware and black knobbed potteries, beads, pearls 

etc. were exported to south-east Asia. Apart from artefacts related to Indian 

religion, architectural sculptures had also been transferred with the movements 

of the people to Southeast Asia. In the same period, Bengal used to import forest 

products including spices, medicinal herbs, medicinal seeds, resin and others 

with turtle cells, silver and many other items from south-east Asia. 

It is a significant milestone in the maritime history of Bengal in the case of 

horse trade in Bengal after the discovery of evidences of horses. The figure of a 

horse on a ship engraved on a seal found in Chadraketugarh, lower Bengal makes 

it quite definite that horses were an item of maritime trade from any Indian port. 

It shows within a circular border a masted ship, a svas kā symbol, a horse and a 

marginal legend. According to B.N. Mukherjee, the legend could be dated to 3rd 

century A.D. The horse on the deck is clearly visible with the elongated neck and 

other morphological features of the upper part of the body. This type of seal is 

generally related to the process of authentication of a transaction, which is very 

important from the perspective of trade.310 He has suggested that the man 

associated with horse trade was possibly of non-Indian origin, or he might have 

lived in north-western India. They used the script of Prākṛit and Kharoṣṭhi that 
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came from the north-western part of the Indian subcontinent.311  They were 

ethnically part of a non-Indian Yue-chih tribe of central Asia. Some of them 

settled in lower Bengal (probably Chandraketugarh or Tamluk region) in 

connection of their trade activities. Initially, they were involved in rice trading 

activities. But subsequently they used to engage in other trading activities, such 

as horses which had great demand in south-east Asia (Fu-nan) as well as south 

China. They imported horses from the north-west frontier or Central Asia and 

then transshipped them to the Far East and south-east Asia through the ports of 

Bengal. Perhaps some of them were employed in south-east Asia for the trading 

purposes of horses.312 It is mentioned in view of the above that the horse, 

especially good quality war-horse, was always a rarity in India. It had to be 

regularly imported from the north-western borderland of the subcontinent.313 

One of the main products exported from the port of Bengal was a textile. 

In the early days of the Christian era, well-known cotton fabrics were exported to 

south-east Asia from Bengal. It is very difficult to prepare the history of textile 

from the remains, which are very difficult to obtain since the material is fragile 

and easily perishable. However, the recent testimony of cotton fragments and 

thread found in the cemetery site at Ban Don Ta Phet in central Thailand is very 

significant in this context.314 It is very important from the point of view that it 

strengthens the evidence of early textile exported from Bengal to south-east 

Asia. Remains of textile evidence have also been found at Ban Chiang in south-

eastern Thailand. 

That ancient Bengal was agriculturally enriched is proven by a statement 

made by Hiuen-Tsang in the 1st half of the 7th century A.D. He mentions the crops 

grown in San-mo-ta-ta (Samataṭa) and Tan-mo-lih-ti (Tāmralipta). Bengal 

particularly in lower Bengal continued to maintain agriculture as the foundation 

of an agricultural based society, where successful crops were the main reason for 

the success and the prosperity of the people. Fertility of soil and adequate 

rainfall encouraged the production of crops and cereals. This region was 

par cularly famous for producing fine quality rice. Several Kharoṣt̕ḥī and 
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Kharoṣṭhī-Brāhmī inscriptions and legends received from the lower Bengal 

justified the presence of agricultural activities in Bengal. The seal and seal 

impressions found in this region often represent the cultivation of grain pulses 

raised from ship or vessels. Two terracotta seals from Chandraketugarh mention 

the presence of a rich peasant community in lower Bengal.315 There is no doubt 

that there was a surplus production of grains in Bengal, especially rice and a 

portion of surplus products was exported. 

Spices were also exported from the port of Bengal. The Periplus refers to 

export of the malabathrum (tejapāta) from Gañge country. But we know that 

since malabathrum was not available locally in Bengal, it is likely that they were 

brought from north-eastern India, and reached different destinations including 

south-east Asia. Another significant event in the view of recent archaeological 

excavations reveals that all the rouletted ware found in south-east Asia, south 

India and Srilanka originated at a site called Chandraktugarh in lower Bengal.316 

This means that Chandraketugarh was the production centre of all rouletted 

ware. However, this deluxe earthen-ware was distributed through a varied 

network. This ceramic type was probably in great demand in the market. The 

discovery of rouletted ware from Tra-Kieu in eastern Vietnam, Sambrian and 

Buni grave sites in Indonesia, Bukit Tengku Lembu and Chansean in Thailand and 

Kuala Selingsing Perak in Vietnam, was very significant in the context of recent 

findings by Gogte.317 Therefore, we can conclude that the rouletted ware in 

question was produced in Bengal, and along with other trade commodities these 

were exported to South-east Asia. 

Another trade item exported to south-east Asia was bead, which was 

classified as a luxurious item. Most of the Indian beads exported from Bengal to 

south-east Asia were either manufactured in north India or local production 

centres like Chandraketugarh. We can identify the beads found in different sites 

as etched carnelian bead, etched agate and glass bead.318 The earliest evidence 

of Indian beads comes from the cemetery of Ban Don Ta Phet in Thailand in the 

early stages of the Christian era. This site has been excavated with 3000 stone 
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and glass beads, of which 8.5% are glass beads. According to Glover, these glass 

beads were built in India and exported to south-east Asia. The engraved 

carnelian agate beads found at Ban Don Ta Phet, U Thong, Krabi and a few more 

sites in central and north-east Thailand and Khao San Kaeo in southern Thailand 

and Baikhano in central Burma etc. must have been originated in North India as 

rightly suggested by Chin-you-di and exported to south-east Asia through the 

port of Tāmralipta.319 The technique of etching or staining with white design first 

appeared in Harappan bead industry and then again, the tradition reappeared in 

the Ganges Valley between 600 B. C. and  200 A. D. Therefore, the etched beads 

either on carnelian or agate must have been produced in India. The engraved 

carnelian or agate beads found in south-east Asia were probably exported 

through Tāmralipta of lower Bengal, which had as its hinterland the entire North 

India, at least, during the early part of the Christian era. 

The carnelian pendent showing a leaping lion found at Bon Don Ta Phet 

and the similar lion-engraving on a crystal found at Chana and Khuan Luk Pat and 

Dharmarajika Stupa in Thailand associated with the Buddhist religion indicate the 

exporta on of the items from North India through Tāmralipta. Another 

interesting artefact, a comb made of Indian ivory, was found from Chanseh in 

Central Thailand, dated a time between 1st and 3rd century AD by its 

excavators.320 Gañge country also exported the pearl and opaque glass known 

from the reference of Periplus. Thus, the items of exports and imports involved in 

trade activities since early times to the period of study were grains, textile 

products, and various types of spices, aloes wood, sandalwood, swords, cowry-

shells, precious metals and horses in which Gangetic muslin, spices and horses 

were valuable products. Grains and muslins were exported as essential products 

by sea transport from Bengal, but the horses, aloes-woods were believed to be 

shipped in south-east Asia as a part of transit trade. 

In search of cultural ties between Bengal and Thailand, Haroun-Er-Rashid 

says that the distribution of neolithic chopping tools forced us to believe that the 

eastern region of the sub-continent has been culturally influenced by south-east 
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Asia, probably since 5000 BC.321 It can be assumed that there was a certain trade 

and cultural contact with the mainland and islands of south-eastern Asia, and this 

intimate intercourse was covered in these two areas at once. On the basis of this 

intimacy and corelation, Niharranjan Ray assumes that the religious and cultural 

characteristics of Bengal, together with other parts of India, gradually spread to 

other regions on the basis of trade relations. Territorial expansion follows other 

countries in the same way - after the arrival of merchants primarily, the religion 

and priests who would follow soon. Eventually military and cultural influences 

inevitably succeeded through this historic sacrosanct process or rules.322 

4.3.2. China 

  China and ancient Bengal were separated by the terrible geographic 

barrier of the Himalayas. Like India, China had very close contact with mainland 

south-east Asia through land routes. Sufficient data are available in Indian works 

of the pre-Christian period establishing India’s connection with China. The 

Chinese has been mentioned in several ancient Indian works such as 

Mahābhārata, Rāmāyaṇa, and Manusmṛiti etc as Cīna. The Mahābhārata 

represents the Chinese as heroes belonging to the warrior race, honoured with 

invitation to the sacrifice and even being allowed to serve food. The Manusmṛiti 

(the Law book of Manu) relegates them to the lowest stratum of the Indian varṇa 

system, the Sūdras.323 Contrast the following statements of Manu with the 

previous ones, “Some Kṣhatriya tribes, having no contact with priests, and having 

lost their profession gradually became Sūdras. They are the Pauṇḍrakas, the 

Udras, the Dravidians, the Kambojas, the Yavanas, the Sākas, the Paradas, the 

Pahlavas, the Chinese, the Kirātas, the Daradas and the Khāsas”.324 The Vāyu 

Purāṇa also mentions the people of cīna (China) and its location in the 

Himalayas.325 Kauṭilya, the author of the Arthasā̒stra mentions both China and 

China cloth (cinapa asc̒a cinabhūmija),326 while Susr̒ata refers to China cloth as 

cinapatta.327 Another famous epic of Kālidāsa, Kumārasambhava also mentions 

Chinese silk as cinaṅsu̒kaih kalpitaketumalam i.e. banners waving to breeze 
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unfold their silken broidery over gates of gold.328 Thus, it is clear that China and 

China-cloth (cinapatta) were known to India as early as the fourth century B.C., if 

not earlier. Till Kauṭilya’s time in the 4th century B.C. land routes were preferred 

as compared to water routes for the sake of security. Among water routes the 

coastal-hugging route is better than the middle of the sea route, because the 

former goes to many ports. He recommends the river route for its relative safety 

and continuous service.329 

In history, there were three silk roads330 connecting China with the Indian 

subcontinent. One was northern Silk Road which originated from the central 

region of ancient China and extended into Europe through north-west China and 

Indian sub-continent. Secondly, there had also been a contact on the oceans to 

the south of China and the Indian sub-continent. The third was the most 

important, which closely related to ancient Bengal. This route had been called 

the southern Silk Road.331 Its history runs over 2400 years, longer than the 

history of the two other silk roads quoted before. Many Chinese and foreign 

scholars believe that the southern silk road was the earliest link between China 

and the Indian subcontinent and also proved to be the shortest distance covered 

by ancient Chinese inhabitants of border areas, when they entered the Indian 

sub-continent through Myanmar. 

 Some ancient documents indicate that Chinese silk was commonly used in 

the Indian subcontinent 2400 years ago by the dignitaries. At that time or later, 

some Sanskrit classics such as the Mahābhārata bear testimony to this fact. Tea 

and sesame had their sources in the Yunān-Guizhou Plateau. It is quite possible 

that these two plants were also introduced to the West by the Southern Silk 

Road. Study shows that iron-ware and iron-smelting techniques also followed the 

southern-silk road into the Indian sub-continent, and even further to Central Asia 

and Rome. Rice cultivation in Asia might have started in Yunan of China and the 

Assam state of India roughly around the same time. Gourd, balsam pear, 

eggplant, sugarcane and haricot were the plants introduced from the Indian sub-

continent to China. This route (southern silk route) is also called the ‘Tea-horse 
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road’. It was a crucial economic lifeline for China, Tibet and the Himalayan 

kingdom’s of north-east India for over 1500 years. The route passed from 

Sinchuan and Yunān provinces in south west China, through Tibet and the 

Nathula pass in Sikkim, down to the ports of Bengal in India. Perilous to travel to 

Tibet through, ‘Tea-Horse Road’,332 locally referred to as ‘Cha-ma-gu-dao’, was 

mostly used for importing tea from China and exporting wool, medicines and 

warhorses from Tibet. From India, it was the more exotic commodities, such as 

spices, corals, pearls, and incense that made their way out. The trade between 

China, Tibet and India started with this route during the rule of the Western Han 

dynasty of China between 206 BC and 24 CE. Yunān was the world's oldest tea-

producing area and this tea was sold in Tibet in lieu of Tibetan Yak. However, 

during the rule of Tang Dynasty, this route grew in importance, when a severe 

catastrophe occurred in the northern and western regions of China, creating a 

huge demand for the Tibetan warhorses. ‘The Tea-Horse’ route was used not 

only for trade, but also had a significant role in matters of faith. It worked as a 

highway for cultural exchange, and it was via this route that Buddhist education 

spread across the Himalayan kingdom and China. 

Bengal was well connected with China and Tibet through this very route. 

It can be concluded that the land routes, which connected Bengal to Tibet and 

China extended further to south-east Asian countries. It mainly connected Bengal 

with south-east Asia and formed a long network of roads. Adhir Chakravarti 

talked about a road extending from south China by way of north Myanmar, 

Manipur and Kāmarūpa to Afghanistan.333 In ancient times, Chinese silk and 

bamboo were believed to have been exported to Afghanistan through Bengal. It 

has been mentioned in Hsien Han-Shu by Pan Ku and Sse-ke or Shi-Ki by Tsu-ma-

Kuang that in 138-126 BC the Chinese diplomat Chang Chhien in his diplomatic 

mission in Bactria discovered that bamboo artwork and cotton clothes of south-

western China were being exported in Bactria through the land route of 

Szechwan and Yunān of South-western China and north India and Afghanistan.334 
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Thus, it can be assumed that these commodities had reached Bactria through the 

land routes of North Bengal, Kamarūpa and upper Myanmar. 

 In order to gain a clear idea about the extent of trade carried on between 

Bengal and China, a detailed list of commodities involved in the trade is given 

here. According to Fā-hien, Bengal imported gold, silver, satin fabric, coloured 

taffetas, blue and white porcelain, copper coin, musk, vermillion, quicksilver, 

grass-mats and pepper.335 Most of these items were imported from China  in 

exchange of which according to HYCKTL (His-yang Ch'ookung Tienlu) included 

muslins, especially pei-po washed white, pearls, precious stones, horses, horse 

saddles with gold and silver work on them, opaque vessels with gold engravings, 

sa-ha-la, che-fu, rhinoceros horns, crane’s heads, kingfisher feathers, crystal 

sugar, frankincense, hei ta-li-pu, cotton velvet, parrot beaks, coarse rhubarb, 

gharuwood, catechu, ebony, sapanwood, pepper , areca-nuts and other things.336 

The export of pearl from the port of Gañge is also interesting. The Chinese 

emperor Wu-ti is believed to have sent emissaries to purchase lustrous pearls 

and other items, and the party reached Huang-chih, i.e., the Ganges. It has been 

suggested by Wang Gungwu that the merchants of the pearl-ports of Hsu wen 

and Ho p’u in south-eastern China encouraged this mission to supplement the 

stock.337 The author of the Periplus, a few decades after the reign of the Chinese 

emperor Wu-ti, also speaks highly of the Gangetic pearl. It is an indication that its 

reputation had not suffered any decline since the days of the emperor. As a 

matter of fact, the Mleccha kings of deltaic Bengal were reported in the 

Mahābhārata to have paid their tributes to Yudhiṣṭhira with it. In the 1st century 

AD., the volume of this trade was still great, as it would not have otherwise come 

within the purview of the author of the Periplus. But the existence of gold mines 

in the region of Gañge would appear somewhat surprising, as Bengal does not 

produce any gold. It probably accrued from the flow of the yellow metal from the 

Roman world for purchasing muslin and other items referred to earlier. It might 

also be recalled that, in an earlier epoch, the Chinese emissaries had also come 

with gold and silk for the purchase of some items from the deltaic region of 
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Gangetic Bengal. The currency of gold coin called caltis and abundance of gold in 

the hands of the business community, and in the upper echelon of the society 

might have created the wrong impression of a gold mine in the locality of Gañge. 

There were several conjectures supplied by Schoff that since gold was not 

produced in Bengal, it might have been brought to this place through Tripura 

from Assam and north Burma through river routes.338 

According to Huang Sheng-tseng, pei-po or pi-pu pieces were 0.622 by 

17.416 metres in size, ‘evenly woven, fine and white’. The size given in the Chi-lu 

hui-pien version of YYSL and in Hsi-yang fan-kuo chih was wider by 0.311 

metres.339 Nevertheless, this type of cloth had already become very popular in 

China during the 14th century A.D.340 The sa-ha-la was stuff from Bengal used as a 

tribute. Its name was a transliteration of the Persian word saqalat as it was 

evident from a Chinese-Persian vocabulary list of 1549.341 The Persian name 

might have been transmitted either directly or through the medium of Malay 

sakelat, which meant the ‘scarlet stuff’.342 Huang Sheng-tseng mentions che-fu 

together with sa-ha-la as tribute articles from Bengal. The expression che-fu 

obviously stands for Ma Huan’s so-fu, a term for woolens of all kinds found in 

Aden and Hormuz.343 Ta-pu is a kind of coarse cloth, hei ta-pu being ‘black coarse 

cloth’, whereby li became redundant. In Bengal, there is a kind of quilted 

mattress called tuli, occurring often in Bengali literature of the fifteenth century 

A.D.344 We would however take hei ta-li-pu to mean a certain kind of black 

coarse cloth on the basis of its frequent occurrence in Chinese writings of this 

period.345 Ptolemy tells us about the prevalence of plenty of diamonds in the 

country of Sabarae along the Ganges River.346 It is found from Periplus that 

diamonds were exported along with other articles from Bengal. Raw-silk, silk-

yarn and silk-cloth seem to have been brought on foot through Bactria to 

Barygaza and then to Dāmirica (Tamil Country) by way of river Ganges from 

Thinae (China).347 

The Periplus is of the opinion that only the best quality of tortoise-shell, 

available only at Chryse (Suvarṇabhūmī), was probably transported through 
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Ganges to Nelcynda, Barygaza or Ariaca wherefrom it was exported to the 

Western world.348 The silk imported from China has been men oned by poet 

Kālidāsa.349 From the Ganges Valley, the silk-worm was carried to the west, and it 

gradually spread to Khotan, Persia and Central Asia. It is notable that instead of 

being directly imported from China, the products of the silk-industry often went 

to the countries onthe borders of northern-western India from the Ganges 

Valley.350 Among the commodities imported to Bengal, tortoise-shell and pepper 

from Chryse might be mentioned. 

We are informed by the Chinese travellers that there were wealthy 

shipbuilders in Bengal, whose ships carried cargoes to various foreign countries 

for trade. The merchants involved in this trade were mostly Muslims and 

certainly large in number. In fact the lure of foreign trade was so widespread in 

Bengal that numerous sailors joined as crew in these ships. Thus these frequent 

visits abroad led to close relations between Bengal and other countries. Such a 

relationship also evolved between Bengal and China, and although this took 

place in the days of Cheng Ho, the China-Bengal trade was largely carried on 

independently of the Cheng Ho voyages as was, for example, China’s trade to the 

Sulu Islands or Brunei. Hence, Chinese envoys to Bengal were nominated 

separately; only on rare occasions where they loosely connected to Cheng ho’s 

expeditions as might have been the case with the return journey of Chou Ting. 

On the basis of some early Chinese records, it is safe to assume the 

existence of a regular sea trade in the lower limits of Ganges and Tonkin.351 It is 

evident from Kan-Tai's testimony that there was a regular mari me route 

between China and Tāmralipta in the middle of the third century B.C.352 The 

Milinda-pan͂ha refers to overseas trade between Vaṅga and other countries 

towards the east. This indicates that commercial relations between Bengal and 

countries that lay to its east, such as China and south Burma did exist.353 The 

account of I-tsing clearly shows that the sea-coast from Tāmralipta to Canton was 

dotted with a number of thriving ports.354 
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The fall of Tāmralipta as a port in the 8th century A.D. enhanced 

immensely the importance of Samataṭa-Harikela.355 From the 8th century A.D. 

onwards, the main mari me contacts between the coastline of Bengal and other 

countries including China in the Bay of Bengal was shi ed to Samataṭa/Harikela, 

where Samandar emerged as a port. Since then, it started playing a vital part of 

the mari me contacts and communica ons in early Medieval Bengal. 

Devaparvata, capital of Samataṭa, emerged as a lively inland riverine port of 

prominence from the second half of the 7th and until the first quarter of the 10th 

century AD. It is iden cal with Maināma -Lālmāi in Comilla district 

(Bangladesh).356 It maintained trade relations with the outer world and kept the 

country from the clutches of feudal economy. The relation between Bengal and 

China continued in the medieval period even beyond the data noted above. 

4.3.3. Western World 

The relation between India and the West started as far back as the 

beginning of the Indus Valley Civilisation. The relation continued even after the 

downfall of Maurya dynasty. The establishment of the Roman Empire and the 

increasing prosperity of Roman nobility created a huge demand for Indian luxury 

goods. It gave a further impetus to the trade relation between India and the 

Roman Empire during early centuries of Christian era. Rome had enriched itself 

by plundering and extracting tributes from many foreign lands and has acquired 

a taste for all kinds of luxuries. The capital of the greatest empire of all time in 

Europe was filled with such huge people, who had inherited a lot of wealth, and 

whose sole occupation was enjoyment of these riches. Of all items, Indian 

products were the most popular. To meet the demand, new and big efforts had 

been made to increase trade with India, and it has achieved a degree, which will 

still be astonished. Romans’ demand of Asian luxury goods was unprecedented. 

Chinese silk, Indian pearls, jewellery, fine muslin, medicines, sopecie, spices, 

incense, ghee, elephants, dyes, cosmetics, oils and perfumes all had been 
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brought in high prices.357 It seems that at the end of the first century A.D. 

Chinese silk and furs were sent from the Indian ports to the western countries. 

The close contact with Indians to Europeans can be found in the middle-

east trade centers, where both were involved in trade. When the Europeans 

looked at the beauty of India's products or goods, Indian traders looked at 

Europe as a consumer market. The interaction that came out of the trade 

meeting in remote countries was really exciting. India was a major exporter, and 

there was a great demand for Indian ivory, rice, cinnamon, ginger, pepper, 

barley-stone and muslin in countries around the Mediterranean and other 

European countries. Europeans learned the use of horses, when it was brought 

to the soil by the traders of the east. According to E. Pococke, “the whole of this 

state of society, civil and military, must strike every one as being eminently 

Asiatic; much of it specifically Indian”.358 

 The intimate contact between Bengal and the Western countries beyond 

India was facilitated firstly by the Achāemenid expansion of territory towards the 

east and then by Alexander’s conquests in Asia. The establishment of peace 

under Augustus in 58 B.C., and the inclusion of large areas up to the mouth of the 

Red Sea in the Roman Empire gave an impetus in the early sailing networks. As a 

result of this increased demand from Mediterranean markets the focus of 

maritime trade in the subsequent centuries shifted to the ports along the west 

coast of the Indian sub-continent. From the middle of the first century of 

Christian era, northern and southern India became involved in maritime trade 

with the Roman Empire. For many centuries, India had a trade relationship with 

the eastern-Mediterranean by water. There was a demand of Indian products in 

these countries. But this trade was mainly controlled by Arab merchants. But 

from 50 AD onwards, the Roman Empire and India became directly involved in 

the trade due to number of reasons. In fact, our country began to benefit so 

much from this trade and the Roman gold began to drain so much that Pliny 

became very worried about it in the 2nd century AD. The flow of gold reached 

India especially through the ports of Bhṛigukaccha, Kalyāṇ, Nelcynda, etc. of 
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western India. In fact, the Saka-Sātavāhana struggle, and the expedition of 

Chandragupta II to western India happened because of Bengal's aim to secure 

the right over gold in western India. B. N. Mukherjee suggests that the territory 

of Gaṅgāridai or the country of Gaṅgā (including lower West Bengal and coastal 

Bangladesh up to the Padmā)359 had no direct maritime contact with the Roman 

Empire.360 He also argues that during the early centuries of the Christian era the 

same area was economically and politically influenced by groups of people 

coming from the north-western section of the Indian subcontinent, and they 

involved in trade with South-east Asia and peninsular India.361 The authenticity of 

these two hypotheses has been questioned by D.K. Chakravarti.362 D.K. 

Chakravarti claims that the rouletted ware and amphora samples, recovered 

from some of the lower sites in West Bengal, indicate its contact with the 

Mediterranean region. He finds similar indica ons in an alleged Greek inscrip on 

from Tildāh (Medinipur District), a clay replica of a tetradrachm of Athens (?), 

and certain female figures in terracotta, which are taken by him to be imitations 

of Roman originals in bronze or stone.363 Contrary to Dr. Chakravarti's claim, 

none of the rouletted ware and amphora found in lower West Bengal can be 

proven to be imported directly from the Roman Empire. This could be brought 

from southern India to the concerned region or made there from the imitations 

coming from the same direction. It is well-known that there was a commercial 

contact of south India with the Roman Empire.364 The alleged Greek inscription 

has not yet been read by a ‘professional classical scholar’ as admitted by Dr. 

Chakravarti. Its present deposition is not known. So its evidence cannot be 

considered at the present stage of our knowledge. But even if the inscription has 

rightly been to have written in the Greek, it need not have been left in the 

locality concerned by someone coming directly from the Mediterranean region. 

Greek was a spoken language in the 3rd century B.C. in the Indian frontier, as 

indicated by the Greek edicts of the Maurya emperor Aso̒ka and the Greek 

inscription referring to the son of Aristonax discovered within the limits of 

ancient Arachosia (i.e., Afghanistan around Kandahar). Since the north-western 
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section of the Indian subcontinent had established commercial contacts with 

eastern India in the last centuries B.C., traders speaking Greek language could 

have certainly visited the area of the famous port of Tāmralipta in the early 

centuries AD.365 If the so-called Greek inscription and the alleged replica of an 

Athenian tetradrachm were genuine artefacts of the ages mentioned, these 

could be in the result of travel by the traders of north-western region. Thus, 

none of the information provided by Dr. Chakravarti can prove direct maritime 

contact with the Roman world.366 On the other hand the literary data clearly 

prove that the products of the Gaṅgā country reached the Roman world through 

the ports of south India. Therefore, no mari me communica on developed 

between the country of Vaṅga or Gaṅgā and the Roman world.367 Moreover, it 

can be said that the discoveries of a large number of Kharoṣṭhī and Kharoṣṭhī-

Brāhmī inscrip ons in lower West Bengal can be explained only by the hypothesis 

of the presence of groups of the Kharoṣṭhī using people from the north-west. 

 The Periplus368 refers to goods from the east coast being taken overland 

to Ter, Paithān and finally Bharuch at the mouth of the Narmada. A greater use of 

this overland route might be traced to increase Mediterranean trade and the 

shift of the power base to the western Deccan under the Sātavāhanas. However, 

improved technology facilitated circumnaviga on of the peninsula. It was 

perhaps the urge both to tap the revenues from mari me trade and to avoid 

confronta on with the Kṣatrapas that led to the expansion into the lower Krishna 

valley by the later Sātavāhanas in the first-second centuries A.D. In the middle of 

the 1st century A.D., Hippolas’s discovery or rediscovery of the periodic 

alternation of the monsoons in the Arabian Sea369 also promoted increased 

volumes of trade without facing the natural calamities of the earlier centuries. By 

the middle of the 2nd century A.D., the western traders anxious to import luxury 

goods and other items from the east were embarking in ever-increasing numbers 

from the Italian port of Ostia for Antioch. Here originated what came to be 

known in history as the Silk road.370 
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Roman and Greek traders travelled to ancient Tamil countries, presently 

south India and Sri Lanka, and strengthened trade with Tamil states of Pāṇḍya, 

Chola and Chera dynasties. Trade between the Graeco-Roman world and the 

Indian subcontinent was established a few decades before the start of 

the Common Era during the time of Ptolemic dynasty. It continued long after the 

fall of the Western Roman Empire. The Ptolemaic dynasty used to trade with 

Indian states using the Red Sea port. With the establishment of the Roman 

Empire, the Romans used these ports to improve existing trade relation.  

The items of trade were humans and animals. Indian slaves were said to 

have reached Rome during the time of Ptolemy Philadelphos.371 The female 

slaves were also sent from India to Socotra. These were probably exported to the 

Roman Empire by the Arabs or the Greeks, who lived in that island.372 The 

reference has been also mentioned to the Indian as attendants, trainees of 

elephants, fortune tellers, cooks etc. in Rome. India exported parrots, cobras, 

small pythons, tigers, lions, leopards, dogs, elephants, one-horned rhinoceros, 

monkeys, jackals, Indian wild asses, antelopes, camels, giraffes, fowls and 

pheasants etc.373 Animal products like skins, hides, clean butter, silky white hair, 

wool, odour produced from the musk dear, hides, teeth and horns of rhinoceros 

etc. were also exported.374 One of the most important items of export was ivory. 

It was used for artistic work on statues. The Romans used ivory to create figures, 

furniture, book covers, musical instruments and ornaments. Tortoise shells were 

exported to Rome, which was used for veneering. Pearl was one of the most 

important articles in trade between Rome and India. Shank prawns were 

exported from India for the construction of ships, ornaments, musical 

instruments etc. China's silk was one of the most important articles in the trade 

in the Roman Empire and it was carried through the northern part of Indian sub-

continent. Sometimes Bengal played a role of mediator between China and 

Roman Empire. This might have surely impacted the regions also. 

There was a lot of demand for Indian cotton in Rome since ancient times. 

After the discovery of the monsoon, the export of cotton increased, and it 
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became an important part of the oriental trade. Muslin of Bengal was very 

famous in Rome. There was a great market in Rome, which was so famous 

among the ladies of Imperial Rome. Thus there was great demand of muslin and 

other luxury articles from the east, which resulted in serious drain of wealth from 

the Roman Empire.375 Bengal, famous for manufacture of muslin, is sure to have 

received a share of this Roman gold. In subsequent times, in the description of 

Suleiman, Ibn Khurdabah, Chau Ju Kua and Marco Polo the lucrative trade in 

cotton textiles of unique fineness has been mentioned. Periplus mentions that 

the best quality cotton was known as monache.376 The textile comes from Ujjain 

and Gagara to Broach from where it was exported to Arabia and Egypt. Indus also 

exported muslin. Muslins of Trichinopoly and muslins of Masulipatnam and 

Ceylon were also very popular. The best muslin came from Varanasi and 

Dacca.377 Wood was exported to Rome from India. Warmingtom has classified 

this structure into two categories, such as ornamental and timber wood, and 

secondly fragrant wood used as a medicinal drug. Sandalwood, teak, black wood 

and ebony were exported from Broach. India also exported fruits such as 

coconut, jackfruit, peach, apricot, lemon etc. The Romans import of camphor, 

pulp of purging cassia, guinea grains, nut-meg, tama ring, the stone fruits, 

myrobalan, exudation of Deodar, pan and betel nut etc.378 

It is seen from Periplus that the ports on the western coast of India such 

as Barygaza, Sopara, Calliena, Tyndis, Damirica, Mujiris, Nelcynda etc. were 

directly related in the trade with Roman World. Pliny testifies that during his 

time, the sea and the road links between Rome and the Asian countries were 

connected. The Ganges Delta was specifically mentioned for the understanding 

the significant textile, the Gangetic muslin of the Periplus.379 The Periplus also 

knows of the transportation of nard (fragrant oil) along with the textiles, two 

Gangetic luxuries in considerable demand in the Roman Empire. This were 

transported through coastal journey through the port of the Tamil coast, and 

then to Muziris (Cannanore or Caranganore) in the Chera country, the premier 

port in Malabar, appearing prominently in the Periplus.380 In the 2nd century AD, 
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shipping of Gangetic nard through a naval contract agreement is now confirmed. 

It shipped 60 vessels of the Gangetic nard, Hermapollen, which lies in Anchor in 

Mujiris, from where it reached Alexandria in Egypt through the different stages 

of overseas, overland and fluvial trips. From there, it was finally sent to Rome. As 

mentioned in Periplus the ports of Malabar (i.e. Naura, Tyndis, Muziris, Bacare 

and Balita etc.) served as an importer for Roman traders. These ports were 

connected by regional routes (overland route) with the ports on the east coast of 

south India. Then the route further progressed along the coast to Dosarene 

(Orissa), Gañge (Bengal) and Chryse Chora and Chryse Chersonesys (i.e. 

Suvarṇabhūmī and Suvarṇadvīpa of the Sanskrit sources).381  

There is no doubt that Bengal had an important role in export-import 

transactions in India. Ptolemy told us a lot of diamonds across the Ganges river in 

the country of Sabarae. It is gleaned from the Periplus that Bengal sent diamonds 

along with other articles of trade. They were malabathrum, Gangetic spikenard, 

pearls and Gangetic muslins of the finest sorts. 

The archaeological remains related to the Roman world discovered from 

the hinterland of ancient ‘Gañge’ also prove this part of India’s strong role as well 

as Bengal in commercial relation with western world. The accounts of Pliny (1st 

century AD) and Ptolemy (151-165 AD) also provide us with the information of 

trade. The abundance of the trade of the Graeco-Roman world had increased 

tremendously with eastern India through the port of Tāmralipta. It is also to be 

noted that Ptolemy’s men on of Tamolites and Pliny’s Talucate are no other than 

Tāmralipta itself.382 During the first-second century A.D., ancient Roman trade 

with Tāmralipta had been proven by the discovery of a fashionable terraco a 

sprinkler of the Roman origin. References of port of Gañge found in the work of 

Periplus fits well with the descrip on of the port of Tāmralipta. It is believed that 

in the third century, with the unprecedented growth of foreign trade of Bengal, 

there was a process of development as a trading centre of Tāmralipta. The 

roulleted wares383 and wine vases of Roman origin, terracotta figurines betraying 

Hellenistic influence and some black pottery cups discovered from 
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Chandraketugarh , terracotta tablet inscribed with Greek characters (1st-2nd 

century AD) found at Tilda, the coins of Roman emperors found from the Tamluk-

Mayurbhanj Road at Bamanghati,384 the terracottas and potteries of Roman 

origin discovered from Tamluk proper, preserved in the Ashutosh Museum, 

Calcutta, may be considered as evidence that there was brisk trade between 

Rome and Bengal. The ports of Nelcynda, Barbaricum and Barygaza on the west 

coast, played a major share of trade and commerce with the Romans. But it is 

difficult to ignore the  role of ports such as Gañge and Paloura  located in the 

coast of  the Bay of Bengal in the Indo-Roman trade that flourished in the first 

three or four centuries of the Christian era. The trade commodities like 

malabathrum, Gangetic spikenard, Gangetic muslins, silk from Thinae and pearls 

have gained fame in the Roman markets. Pliny says that the malabathrum, which 

occupied a prominent place in the perfumery of the Roman elite, should have a 

smell like that of the nard, but other Roman writers seem to have confused it 

with the Gangetic nard mentioned in §63 of the Periplus. Indeed, malabathrum 

and the spikenard were the two most valuable ingredients in the preparation of 

ointments and perfumes in the Roman Empire. The pepper and sandal-wood, for 

which Chryse was famous, had been carried by the traders of littoral Bengal who 

operated frequent voyages to Suvarṇabhumī, to export the commodities to the 

western world through Gañge, Nelcynda or Barygaza as the circumstances 

demanded. The discovery of gold coins of the Roman emperors Constantine and 

Gordian at Bamanghati linked with Tamluk,  and of Greek tablet mentioning the 

‘thanks giving of an unknown Greek sailor’ found at Tilda seem to have thrown 

light on an unknown phase of the Indo-Roman trade. 

4.3.4. West Asia 

With the establishment of Sātavāhana empire in the Deccan and the 

Kuṣhāṇa Empire in the north gave a fresh impetus to the growth of economic and 

cultural contacts with the West Asia,385 a large part of area which was either 

within the sphere of the Roman Empire or under its spheres of influence. India 
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had been closely connected with central Asia through silk route since the 3rd 

century AD to till the 15th century A.D. The discovery of sea route from Europe 

to India made the overland trade unviable because it was more risky, long-

journey, more expensive and seafaring ships carrying cargo could be much larger 

than the carriage of land. The caravan traders (sārthavāhas) worked as a medium 

of exchange of art, culture, ideas and technology. Many areas along the trade 

routes became famous for their specific products. For example, Khotān was 

famed for jade, carpets and silk fabrics and hemp cords; Bukhara was well known 

for carpets; Bādākhshān for the lāpis-lājuli and ruby; Tibet for musk and pash̒m 

wool; Turfan for pash̒m wool and Kashmir for its saffron, fine shawls and 

calligraphic books. In short this region developed into important trading centres 

in this east-west trade, which was operated through the silk route. 

Arab writers often refer to some products exported and imported in the 

kingdom of ‘Rumhi’, which was known to lower Burma and Bengal. The 

information given by them is relevant. The nature of export and import does not 

materially change from age to age, unless significant technological advances 

happened. The accounts left by the author of the Periplus , Ptolemy, Strabo and 

some Arab writers help us  to identify the import and export articles. From Pliny 

we come to know of imports in India of gold, corals and flax from Egypt. By the 

end of the middle age, the resources and means of production in Bengal were 

continuously unchanged by its people. Ibn Khurdadbah386 tells us that the 

country of ‘Ruhmi’ had made cotton cloth, which had a huge demand. Another 

renowned writer Suleiman387 mentions that the cotton, manufactured in Bengal, 

was so fine. Export of cotton was also referred to by Marco Polo.388 Ibn Batu ā, 

Sulaimān and Māsudi record that the horns of animal named ‘Unicorn’ were 

exported from the Kingdom of Ruhma to China to be made into fashionable and 

costly girdles. 

The Arabic accounts provide regular information to the port of Samandar. 

It seems to have been known to the Arab merchants with the port. Instead, the 

direction of the Arabian ship could be understood in the Bay of Bengal and on 
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the coast of Bengal. It is obviously likely that the Arab dhows made their 

presence felt as mercantile marine over the greater parts of the Indian Ocean, 

including the Bay of Bengal. It would be the logical to infer that Arab dhows 

regularly visited a major port like Samandar on the Bengal coast.389 Indian and 

Arab sea-going ships seem to have shared a common character: the timber 

structure was never perfect, but stitched and sewn with coconut coir (rajju). That 

is why the traditional Indian ship had been described as ‘not as iron’ 

(nilloham).390 The most preferred material for manufacturing the wooden ship 

was teak. Indian teak and coconut coir regularly figured as exports of India to 

West Asia.391 Arab accounts rarely failed to take note of planting coconut and 

cordage availability on both the seaboards of India and Nicobar islands. Regular 

reference of nārikela or coconut as a product of Bengal was seen in the earliest 

medieval inscriptions, especially among people from delta or coastal Bengal. 

The Brāhmī and Kharoṣṭhī inscriptions found on pots, seals and plaques in 

Bengal, indicate that merchants were involved in horse-trading and the horses 

were brought from central Asia through north and north-western part of sub-

continent to Bengal.392 Possibly they were exported to south-east Asia by boat.393 

Later on, traders from this region came to know the Buddhist community .The 

community used local Brāhmī and the people from north-western region knew 

the Kharoṣṭhī and as a result, a mixed Brāhmī-Kharoṣṭhī wri ng developed. Thus 

the Kharoṣṭhī-Brāhmī and Kharoṣṭhī inscriptions found in Bengal, Orissa, 

Thailand, Vietnam, Bali and Fu- show that the Kharoṣṭhī could be transferred to 

Southeast Asia with a horse trade. 

Central Asian horses were known to have been imported into the north-

western markets in the early centuries AD.394Horse and elephants of livestock 

had special significance. These were an integral element of the armed forces in 

pre-modern times and effective symbols of power, prestige and pre-eminence in 

society. There was available an indigenous supply of excellent elephants in India. 

But horses, especially war horses, were always rarity in India. Thus the battle 

horse was a constant demand in India and most of the time it was imported for 
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political powers at very high prices.395 The caravan traders always preferred 

horses to carry their articles, as they were the fastest means of 

communication.396 That was to begin to import more growth in horse trade in 

India. The copper plate land grants of Pālas and Sena frankly mention cavalry and 

officers-in-charge of the cavalry. It also speaks of a description of the supply of 

best horses in countless numbers (aprameya hayavāhinī) from the north or 

north-western regions in the form of tribute (prabhṛ kṛta).The copper plates 

from the me of Buddha’s reign to Dharmapāla provide an almost stereotypical 

account of army officers down to the reign of Visv̒arūpasena including the charge 

of cavalry (naubalahastyasv̒agomahisā̒jāvi-kādivyāpṛtaka). It is well-known that 

the perfect battle horse never developed in Bengal and Bihar. In medieval Bihar 

and Bengal, the Sena rulers had a powerful cavalry as it is evident from their 

kings’ assuming the title of asv̒apa  (lord of horses), along with gajapati (lord of 

elephants) and narapati (lord of men). 

The horses from the north-western frontier of India were imported to the 

Gangetic valley of Bengal since the early past. The north-western horses were 

certainly the most coveted ones, but the Senas could also procure horses from 

an alternative and perhaps nearby sources at north-eastern mountain regions. It 

is tempting to suggest that this changed scenario of the import of horses in 

Bengal probably holds the key to the disappearance from the Sena records of the 

standardized description of the arrival of northern horses in Bengal. The account 

of Kang Tai397 (249-50AD) provides the information of exports of horses from 

Bengal to Ko-ying country by the sea regularly and frequently as attested by B.N. 

Mukherjee.398 Ko-ying can be identified with the area of coastal Malay Peninsula 

or on the coast of Sumātrā.399 

 The silk imported from China had been men oned by poet Kālidāsa.400 

From the Ganges Valley the silk-worm gradually moved towards the west and 

spread in Khotān, Persia and Central Asia. It is notable that instead of going 

directly from China the mysteries of silk industry sometimes went from the 

Gages valley to the north-western frontier India. 
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4.3.5. Africa 

 India and Africa are separated by the Indian Ocean. The horn of Africa 

and the Indian subcontinent have a geographical proximity that had played an 

important role in the development of relations since ancient times. Little is 

known about the contacts between Indians and Africans before the first century 

CE. The only surviving source, Periplus of the Erythrean Sea, dated to mid-first 

century AD, refers to the trade relationship between the Kingdom of Aksum 

and Ancient India around the first millennium. It draws a brilliant picture of the 

rich trade between India and the western Indian Ocean region, which includes a 

wide range of areas from the Somali Horn and other African littoral countries to 

Egypt along the African coast of the Red sea coast. This information of the 

Periplus includes that India's trading contacts existed not only in Egypt and the 

coastal states, but also in northern Somalia, the ancient land of Punt, Kush 

(Sudan) and Axum kingdom. There was an impact of Indian Ocean in the central-

southern hinterland of Africa especially Zimbabwe, Mozambique and the 

interiors of Tanzania. The Arab historian, Al-Māsudi, who travelled in 915 AD to 

Persia, India and China, records that central African products of gold and ivory 

were imported in exchange for cotton and other commodities that were 

exported them. More presence of Indian traders in Africa appears in concrete 

evidence in the Islamic era. Venetian traveller Marco Polo (1254-1324 CE) 

praised Gujrati and the Saurashtrian traders on the east coast of Africa and 

regarded them as the best and most honourable in the world. 

Merchants sold cotton, glass, and other materials in exchange for gold 

and soft-engraving ivory with the help of monsoon wind. The impact of Indian 

architecture on the African empire shows the level of trade development among 

the two civilizations. Under the Ptolemaic regime, Ancient Egypt sent two trade 

delegations to India.401 The Greek Ptolemaic dynasty and India used to improve 

bilateral trade using the Red Sea and the Indian port. Controlling the western and 

the northern end of south Arab and other trade routes from India, Ptolemy 



302 
 

began to use trading opportunities in India before the Roman Empire. But 

according to the historian Strabo, the volume of trade between India and Greece 

was not comparable to that of Indo-Roman trade later. Periplus has mentioned a 

time when sea trade across India and Egypt did not happen directly. In this 

situation the cargo was sent to Aden. The Periplus mentions export of sugar from 

India to East Africa. There is no doubt that Bengal was famous for Puṇḍra-ākh, 

which definitely means sugar. It is not impossible that large quantities of sugar 

were exported from the Bengal. 

4.3.6. Srilanka 

The Mahāvaṁsa mentions that the founder of the Siṁhalese community 

had roots in the ancestors of eastern India. According to legendary records, the 

founda on stone of the Siṁhalese community was led by King Vijaya, who 

belongs to the king of Vaṅga. He travelled and conquered the country of Lanka in 

544 B.C. and he gave its name the country of Siṁhala.402 Since 3rd century B.C. 

onwards, Ceylon seems to have got in touch with Magadha through Bengal. If the 

story of sea conquest of the island of Srilanka of Vijaya is considered true, Sri 

Lanka's contact with Bengal must have started somewhere in the 5th century 

BC.403 The fact also has been supported by the stories recorded in the Samuddha-

Vaṇija-Jātaka, the Saṅkha Jātaka, and the Mahājanaka Jātaka etc. From the 

stories of Jātakas, we find that there were commercial relation between both the 

countries since the sixth-fifth centuries B.C. Srilankan Pāli Chronicle, compiled 

from earlier sources and written between the 4th century A.D. and the early part 

of 5th century A.D., speak of a country of the Vaṅgas and a nearby country of the 

Kaliṅgas. In the Mahāvaṁsa̒, there were some details of sea journeys from 

Bengal to Srilanka.404 Tāmali 405 is mentioned in the Mahāvaṁsa̒, which was 

probably the same as Tāmralipta. In this way, from different references from the 

Mahāvaṁsa̒ we find mention of the voyages from Tāmralipta to Srilanka. In this 

way ancient Buddhist literature furnishes this information that the western part 
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of the Bay of Bengal connected between Tāmralipta and Ceylon, possibly 

extending up to Supparaka-Bharukachchha. 

After the middle of the 3rd century A.D., regular traffic between 

Tāmralipta and Srilanka seems to have continued. Thereafter we read about the 

voyages of Fa-hien (5th century AD), Hiuen-Tsang (7th century AD), I-tsing to 

Srilanka. I-tsing has reported on the journey to Harikela from Srilanka. H.B.Sarkar 

has pointed out that in the 8th century AD that there appeared to have been 

revolutionary changes represented by the shifting of trade route from the 

Gangetic valley to the far south. It made southern India and Srilanka the half-way 

house on the east-west trade route with the help of direct communication 

through the Andaman-Nicobar to the Malay Peninsula. This reason for this he 

points to the rise of the Abbasids in western Asia, the growth of Chola Empire in 

southern India and increasing splendour of the Srīvijayan monarchs. However, 

Sarkar seems to overlook that the case of Tāmralipta was lost much before the 

turbulent years of Mātsyanyāya from mid-7th to mid-8th century AD. Once the 

sailors and navigators found ways and means to sail across the Bay of Bengal 

sometime in the second half of the 2nd century, it was inevitable that Tāmralipta 

in particular and all other ports of Bengal would gradually lose significance unless 

they could offer quality commodities obtainable only from there. Therefore, one 

should remember that merchants would gather, given a stable political 

condition, if there was an opportunity for trade. Samandar provided such 

opportunities under stable political condition. 

On the whole, the main feature of Bengal's foreign trade was a large 

export of manufactured products. Raw materials for further manufacture and 

agricultural products exported abroad should also be identified as the products 

of country’s exports. But in terms of value, export exceeded the imports, and the 

textile of different varieties made a reality. Another feature of the trade of 

ancient Bengal might have probably been some of the entrepot trade, which still 

con nues in a slightly different form. Silk, agaru and sandal from Kāmarūpa, pearl 

from Ceylon, silk from China, spices, gold, and precious stones from south-east 
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Asia and horses from central Asia were brought to the ports and towns of Bengal 

and thence to be re-exported to different countries. From this entrepot trade left 

a handsome commission in the process for the country. 
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Kolkata, 1992 
153 Tarafdar, M.R., ‘Trade and Society in Early Medieval Bengal’, p. 280-281. 
154 From 9th to 12th centuries A.D., quite a few Arab and Persian treatises on geography and 

maritime activities have referred to a port in eastern Bengal called Samandar. B.N. 

Mukherjee, Abdul Karim and Ranabir Chakravarti have identified the place with Chittagong, 

whereas Dani on the mouth of River Meghna, Minorsky somewhere in the Ganges delta while 

Maqbul Ahmad has suggested Sonārgaon near Dhaka city. However, none of their arguments 

appear to agree completely with the loca on of the port as reported by Ibn Khurdadhbih and 

Āl-Idrisi. 



312 
 

                                                                                                                                                                   
155 Ahmad, S. Maqbul., (tr.), Arabic Classical Accounts of India and China: Book One Al-Masalik 

Wa’l-Mamalik by Ibn Khurdadhbih and Book Two Akhbar Al-Sin Wa’l-Hind by Sulayman Al-

Tajir et Al, Shimla: Indian Institute of Advance Study, 1989, p. 44; Elliot and Dowson,(ed.)., 

op.cit, p. 90. 
156 The plate was discovered from Rakshasakhaḍi in 24 Pargaṇās(present South) district of West 

Bengal. It is located in the auditorium of the Ganges and Bay of Bengal. Sircar, D.C., ‘Epigraphic 

Notes: Rakshaskhali (Sundarban) plate: Saka 1118’, Epigraphia Indica, Vol. 30, 1953-54, pp. 

43-45. 
157 Chakravarti, Ranabir, ‘Between Villages and Cities: Linkages of Trade in India’, in Explorations 

in the History of South Asia: Essays in G.Berkermer,Herman Julke, Tilman Grasch and Jurgen 

Lutt,(eds.), Honour of Dietmar Rothermund ,Delhi: Manohar, 2001, p. 109. 
158 Ibid. 
159 Elliot and Dowson. (ed.), op.cit, p. 90. 
160 Ibid. 
161 Minorsky, V., (tr. and explained), Hudū al-Ālam, ‘The Regions of the World’, A Persian 

Geography, London: Luzac & Co, 1937, p. 87. 
162 Eaton Richard, M., The Rise of Islam and the Bengal Frontier, 1204-1760, Berkeley:  University 

of California Press, 1993, p. 11. 
163 Elliot and Dowson, (ed.), op.cit, p. 90. 
164 Mukherjee, B.N., The External Trade of North-eastern India, New Delhi: Har-Anand & Vikas, 

1992, p. 57. 
165 Jahan Shahnaj Husne, ‘Samandar: An Important Centre for Maritime Activities in Bengal’, 

Journal Bengal Art, Vol.5, 2000, p. 240. 
166 Mukherjee, B.N., The External Trade of North-Eastern India, pp. 56-58. 
167 Champakalakshmi, R., Trade, Ideology and Urbanisatin in South India (300BC-AD 1300), Delhi: 

Oxford University Press, 1996, p. 189. 
168 During the me of Bāṇabhaṭṭa, the Tāṅgana horse, same as Taṅghan horse was considered 

suitable for the royal stables in the 7th century AD. Cowell, E.B., and F.W. Thomas,(tr.), The 

Harṣacharita of Bāṇabhaṭṭa, Benares: Motilal Banarsidass (rep.), 1961, p. 201. 
169 This connection is known as the first half of the 7th century from the accounts of Hiuen-Tsang, 

the Chinese pilgrim who traveled in the greater part of the subcontinent from 629-645 AD. He 

started a journey from Bengal to reach the Tamil land through Orissa and Andhra Pradesh and 

reached the destination. Beal, Samuel. (tr.), The Life of Hiuen Tsiang by the Shaman Hwui Li, 

pp-134-138; Beal, Samuel., (tr.), Si-Yu-KI: Buddhist Records of the Western World, pp. 194-

217. 



313 
 

                                                                                                                                                                   
170 Chattopadhyaya, B.D., ‘Markets and Merchants in Early Medieval Rajasthan’, in Ranabir 

Chakravarti(ed.), Trade in Early India, 2015, p. 282-311; Chakravar , Ranabir, ‘Trade at 

Maṇḍapikās in Early Medieval North India’, in D.N. Jha (ed.),Society and Ideology in India, 

Essays in Honours of Professor R.S.Sharma, Delhi, 1996, pp. 69-80; Chakravarti,Ranabir., Trade 

and Traders in Early Indian Society, p. 187-200; This type of middle category trade centres  is 

displayed as maṇḍapikās in north India, as peṇṭhās in the Deccan, and as nagarams in the far 

south. There is a distinct possibility that the genesis of the maṇḍī in north India and the peṭh 

in the Deccan can traced in the early medieval maṇḍapikā and peṇṭhā. It has been argued that 

the maṇḍapikā and the peṇṭhā were usually larger than smaller, rural-level market centres 

and weekly marts (haṭṭa/aḍḍa/santhe) and periodic fairs (yātrā), but stood below the very 

large trade centre in an urban area (nagara/pa anal/mānagaram).In other words, one would 

like to see in the maṇḍapikā and peṇṭhā a middle-tier market centre which provided the vital 

linkages between large urban markets and their rural hinterland. The real strength of 

maṇḍapikā and the peṇṭhā remains in the adjacent rural areas. 
171 Williams-Monier, Sanskrit-English Dictionary, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1986 (First published 

by Oxford University Press, 1899), p. 175. 
172 Chakrabarty, Ranabir, Prāchin Bhārater Arthanai k I hāser Sandhāne, p. 153. 
173 Srīchandrade (vahkusa̒)li sr̒i-Pauṇḍra (bhu)kty=antahpa -Yolamaṇḍale Vaṅgasāgara-

saṁbhāṇḍariyake. Basak, R.G., ‘Madanpur Plate Srīchandra: Year 44’, p. 57. 
174 Ibid. 
175 Buhler, G., (tr.), The Laws of Manu, (Sacred Books of the East, Vol. 25), Oxford: The Clarendon 

Press, 1886, p. 307. 
176 Maitreya, A. K., Gauḍalekhamālā, Rājsh̒āhi, Varendra Research Society, 1319 (B.S.), p. 16, 39. 
177 Pargiter, F. E., ‘Three Copper plate grants from East Bengal’, Indian Antiquary, Vol. XXXIX, 

1910, pp. 193-216; Banerjee. R.D.,‘The Kotwālipārā Copper-plate of Samāchāradeva’, Journal 

of the Asiatic Society of Bengal (New Series), Vol. VI, p. 429; Pargiter, F.E., ‘The Ghugrāha  

(Kotwalipara) Grant and Three other Copper-plate Grants’, Journal of Asiatic Society of 

Bengal, (New Series), Vol. VII, 1911, p. 475-476; Bha asali, N.K., ‘The Ghugrāhā  Copper-plate 

Inscrip on of Samāchāradeva’, Epigraphia Indica, Vol. SVIII, 1925-26, pp. 74-86. 
178  Basak, R.G., ‘The Dāmodarpur Copper-plate of Kumāragupta’, p. 133. 
179 From the copper plate of Gopachandra we found the officers or persons who were under 

district administration. They were sādhanika and the officer who looked after the vyāpāra. 

The word sadhanika is not in dictionary. It would likely seem to mean a person who transacts 

any kind of trade or who carries any matter through. He had been no doubt employed by the 

lord of the district for trade purposes on his behalf. The position of the vyāpāra officials 



314 
 

                                                                                                                                                                   
depend on the meaning of the term used in the plate, namely, vyāpāra-kāraṇḍaya and 

vyāpāraṇḍya and vyāpāraya viniyukta and pradhāna-vyāp. 

  In ordinary Sanskrit vyāpāra means occupation, business, and trade or professional 

ones. But here it seems to have particular trade, traffic, commerce with reference to 

merchandise. There is special meaning in Bengal where bepāri means merchants or trader 

and especially a trader carries his products about to different marts. The word kāraṇḍaya is 

not given in the dic onaries. Kāraṇḍa, therefore refers to one who manages, regulates trade. 

Vyāpāraṇḍya would be a word of precisely similar forma on from the root vyā-pr or the word 

vyāpāra. Vyāpāraṇḍa would mean one who manages trade, and vyāpāraṇḍya, the business of 

managing trade. Thus both vyāpāra-kārāṇḍaya and vyāpāraṇḍya used to say the same words 

and who that there was an official who was appointed in charge of trade and this refers to 

vyāpāraya-viniyukta as the third expression. The fourth phrase pradhāna-vyāp seems to refer 

rather to the principal traders or merchants. The sādhanika was clearly a higher officer who 

looked after the vyāpāra. Pargiter, F.E., ‘Three Copper plate grants from East Bengal’, pp. 193-

216. 
180 Ibid. 
181 Majumdar, N.G., ‘Chi agong copper plate of Dāmodar’, p. 158. 
182The loan agreement shows that the Gangetic nard was brought to south India along the 

eastern coast and then would be sent to the port of Red Sea to be taken to the port in 

Malabarese port of Muziris. Casson, (ed.), Periplus Maris Erythraei, 1989, p. 85, Section 56; p. 

89, section 60; p. 90, Section 64. 
183 A.B.M., et al, Maināma -Devaparvata, Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, Dhaka, 1997, p. 1-75, 93-

124, 233-275; Chowdhury,Abdul Momin, ‘Devaparvata’ (A stronghold in southern 

Bengal)’,Journal of the Varendra Research Museum, Vol. I, 1972, pp. 60-67; Chakravarti, 

Ranabir Chakravarti., Trade and Traders in Early Indian Society, pp. 142-159. 
184 Sircar, D.C., ‘The Kailān Copper Plate Inscrip ons of King Srīdharanarāta of Samataṭa’, pp. 221-

241; Pargiter, F.E., ‘Three copper plate grants from East Bengal’, p. 201; Sircar, D. C., ‘Faridpur 

Copper-plate Inscrip on of the me of Dharmāditya-Regnal Year 3’, pp. 350-354. 
185 Sircar, D.C., ‘Faridpur Inscrip on of Dharmāditya’, p. 353; Pargiter, F.E., ‘Three Copper-plate 

Grants from East Bengal’, p. 196; Basak, R.G., Sir Ashutosh Mukherjee Silver Jubilee, Vol. III, 

Part-II, p. 475ff; Chakravarti Ranabir, ‘Maritime Trade and Voyages in Ancient Bengal’, Journal 

of Ancient Indian History, Vol. XIX, 1992-93 (1996), pp. 145-171. 
186 Ibid, pp. 340,363-77. 
187 The inscrip ons are Kailān Copper-plate of Srīdharanarāta (665-675), Asia c Society Copper-
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Bangla), Calcutta, 1989, p-53; Bhattacharya, Nripendra, Bāṅglār Arthanoi k I hās, (in Bangla), 

Calcutta, 1390 BS, 2nd Edition, p. 19. 
334 Chaudhury, P.C., The History and Civilisation of the People of Assam to the 12th Century A.D., 

Gauhati: University of Gauhati, 1959, p. 381; Bhattacharyya, A., op.cit, pp. 106-107. 
335 Ch'eng-chun, Feng.,(ed.), Hsing-Ch’a sheng-lan chiao chu, Sanghai, Chung-hua shu-chu, 1957, 

p. 41; cf. Ray Haraprasad., Trade and Trade Routes between India and China c. 140 B.C.-A.D. 

1500, Kolkata: Progressive Publishers, 2003, pp. 107-108. 
336 Pei-po, sa-ha-la, che-fu, hei ta-li-pu mentioned in the Chinese sources are important items of 

cotton textiles. Fang, Hsieh. (ed.), Hsi-yang Ch'ookung Tienlu, Peking, 1982, pp. 90-91. 

337 Sarkar Himanshu Bhusan, ‘Export and Import Trade of Bengal (C. 300 B.C. to C. 800 A.D.), pp. 

177-198. 
338 Schoff, W.H. (tr.), op.cit, pp. 47-48, 258-259. 



324 
 

                                                                                                                                                                   
339 Fang, Hsieh.,(ed.), op.cit, p. 88; Ta Hsiang.,(ed.),Hsi-yang fan-kuo chih, Peking, 1961, p. 39; 

Ch'eng-chun Feng.(ed.), Ying-yai sheng-lan Chiao-chu,Taipai,1962, p. 60. 
340 Paul, Pelliot, Cheng Ho hsia His-yang k’ao, tr. and annotated by Feng Ch’eng- chun (rep. Taipei, 

1970), p. 138. 
341 Ross, E.D., ‘Fresh Light on the Word Scarlet’, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal, Vol. 

4, 1908, p. 403. 
342 Rockhill, W.W., ‘Notes on the Relations and Trade of China with the Eastern Archipelago, and 

the Coast of the Indian Ocean during the Fourteenth Century’, T’OUNG Pao, Vol.16, 1915, p. 

606. 
343 Ch'eng-chun Feng., (ed.), op.cit, pp. 56,67; Mills, J.V.G.,(tr.& ed.),Ma Huan: Yingyai Shenglan, 

The Overall Survey of the Ocean’s Shore, London, Hakluyt Society, 1970, p. 156. 
344 Sen Sukumar, An Etymological Dictionary, c. 1000-1800 AD., Vol. I, Calcutta: Eastern 

Publishers, 1971, p. 406. 
345 Shih-chen Wang, Feng-chou tsa-pien (Ts'ung-shu chi-ch'eng e., no. 2810), ch.1, p. 10. 
346 Ptolemy, Geographike Huphegesis, VII, 1. 80. 
347 Schoff, W.H., op.cit, p. 48. 
348 Sen, Gour Pada, op.cit, p. 203. 
349 Raghu, XVI. 43. 
350 Encyclopedia Britannica  XX. p. 663. 
351 Bhattacharryya, A., op.cit, p. 108-109. 
352 Petech, L., Northern India According to the Shuni-Ching Chu, Rome, 1950, p. 53-55. 
353 Wheatley P., op.cit, p. 181, 269-272. 
354 Ibid, p. 44-45. 
355 Chakravarti, Ranabir, Trade and Traders in Early Indian Society, pp.160-186; Bha acharya, D.C., 

‘Harikela and the Ruins at Maināma ’, Indian Historical Quarterly, Vol. 20 (1-4), 1944, pp. 1-8; 

The important point is  to be noted that from the 9th century onwards, the main seaport of 

Bengal was transferred from western region (Rāḍha-Vaṅga) to south-eastern region 

(Samataṭa-Harikela). 
356 Husain, A.B.M., et al, Maināma -Devaparvata, pp. 1-75, 93-124, 233-75; Chowdhury, Abdul 

Momin, ‘Devaparvata, A Stronghold in Southern Bengal’, Journal of the Varendra Research 

Museum, Vol. 1, 1972, pp. 60-67; Chakravarti, Ranabir, Trade and Traders in Early Indian 

Society, pp. 142-159. 
357 Singhal, D.P., India and world civilizations, Vol. I, London: Rupa & Co., 1993, p. 79. 
358 Pococke, E., India in Greece or, Truth in Mythology, London: John J. Griffin and Co., 1852, p. 12. 
359 Mukherjee, B.N., ‘Kharoṣṭhī and Kharoṣṭhī-Brāhmī Inscrip ons in West Bengal (India)’, p. 65f. 



325 
 

                                                                                                                                                                   
360 Mukherjee, B.N., ‘Coins of Pre-Gupta Bengal’, Studies in Archaeology: Paper presented in 

Memory of P.C. Dasgupta (ed. by Ashok Da a), New Delhi: Books & Books, 1991, pp. 303-305; 

Mukherjee, B.N., ‘Trade, Traders and Media of Exchange in Pre-Gupta Vaṅga’, in A.K.Jha(ed.), 

Coinage, Trade and Economy, Nasik: Anjaneri, 1991, p. 46. 
361 Mukherjee, B.N., ‘Kharoṣṭhī and Kharoṣṭhī-Brāhmī Inscrip ons in West Bengal (India)’, p-23f;  

Mukherjee, B.N., ‘Trade, Traders and Media of Exchange in Pre-Gupta Vaṅga’, p-42f. 
362 Chakravarty, D.K., N. Goswami and R.K. Chattopadhyay , ‘Archaeology of coastal West Bengal: 

Twenty-Four Parganas and Midnapore Districts’, South Asian Studies, Vol. X, 1994, pp-155-158 

(Among these three writers, D.K. Chakravarty is solely responsible for registered opinion, p. 

159). 
363 Ibid, pp. 155-156. 
364 Begley,  V. & Puma R.D.de., (ed.) Rome and India – The Ancient Sea Trade, Madison, The 

University of Wisconsin Press,1991, pp. 8f; Murthy, A.V.N., & Sharma, I.K., (eds.), Srī-

Rāmachandrikā, Vol. II, New Delhi, 1993, pp. 397f. 
365Jones, E.J.,(ed.),The Mahāvastu(Mahāvastu-Avadana), Vol.11, London,1952, p. 162; Cowell, 

E.B., & Neil, R.A., The Divyavadana, Cambridge: The University Press, 1886,ch.XXV, pp. 

509,511; Mukherjee, B.N., ‘Kharoṣṭhi and Kharoṣṭhi-Brāhmi Inscrip ons in West Bengal 

(India)’, p. 21, N.40a, p. 38, n. 81. 
366 Mukherjee, B.N, ‘Comment: Early Mari me Trade of Vaṅga- A Review of the Data’, Pratna-

Samiksha, Vol. 2&3, 1993-94, p. 165. 
367 Ibid. 
368 Periplus of the Erythrean Sea, Sec. 51. 
369 Ibid, Sec. 57. 
370 Boulnois Luce, Silk Road: Monks, Warriors & Merchants on the Silk Road,Odyssey,2005,p-

50;Grousset, Rene, The Empire the Steppes a History of Central Asia, New Jersy: Rutgers 

University Press,1970, pp. 39ff. 
371 Warmington, E.H. op.cit, p. 145. 
372 Ibid. 
373 Ibid, pp. 146-155. 
374 Ibid, pp. 157-162. 
375 Wild, J.P., & Wild, F., ‘Rome and India: Early Indian cotton Textiles from Berenike, Red Sea 

coast of Egypt’, in R. Barnes (ed.), Textile in Indian Ocean Societies, London: Routledge Curzon, 

pp. 11-16. 
376 Periplus, 6. 14; Schoff, W.H.,(tr.),op.cit, p. 189. 
377 Warmington, op.cit, p. 210-211. 



326 
 

                                                                                                                                                                   
378 Ibid, p. 216-21. 
379 Ray Niharranjan Ray, B.D. Chattopadhyaya , Ranabir  Chakravarti and V.R. Mani (eds.), A 

Sourcebook of Indian Civilisation, Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 2000, reprinted 2002, pp-298 

299; Schoff, W.H.,(tr.), op.cit, pp. 44-48. 
380Charavarti, Ranabir, Trade and Traders in Early Indian Society, pp. 54-55. 
381 From the accounts of Periplus it is seen that some such areas were known to the writer in 

Khryse, where it was not clear to him. It could be Myanmar orthe huge gold mine region of 

Malay Peninsula, comprising the states of Pahang, north of Malacca. The same difference 

between a 'golden region' and a 'golden island' occurs in Indian texts as shown in Periplus. 

The oldest texts, such as Kathāsaritsāgara, Jātaka stories, Arthaśāstra and many other texts, 
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Chapter: 5 
Trade and Commerce II 
5.1. Trade Centres and Routes: Development and Decline 

5.1.1. Trade Centres: Rise and Decline  

A large part of Indian Territory operated trade on a large scale since the 

earliest times. With the establishment of strong and able political system, there was 

development of a network of trade channels and routes to transport of goods from 

one place to another, and carry out trade with foreign countries as well. With the 

development of these trade routes, there was simultaneously development of 

markets, ports, and trading centres. In this way, during this time, there was an 

overall development of the economy. The state also derived much of its income 

from the trade. So, the state provided safety measures to protect and foster all kinds 

of trade interests for the benefit of merchants and the smooth working of the 

traders.  

It is presumable that agriculture always grows in littoral land like Bengal, 

where water is easily available as a gift of nature. The villages of ancient Bengal 

flourished as the basis of agricultural economy appeared on the banks of rivers, 

canals, and reservoirs etc. The urban centres, which were developed in the early 

days, were also of riverine character. Not only that, urban centres grew up to 

facilitate trade and industries. These centres of trade and commerce developed 

always on the confluence of land routes or rivers.  

Bengal maintains trade relations with external world since ancient times. The 

economic prosperity of Bengal mostly depended on its flourishing trade. The 

scholars unanimously agree with the view. Trade centres played an important role in 

maintaining trade relations. In ancient period, Bengal's main trade centres were 

situated in the Ganges or its tributaries (Map-4). Tāmralipta is certainly the oldest 

port city of Bengal beyond any doubt. It has been identified with modern Tamluk 
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lying on the river of Rupnarayan in the Medinipur district of West Bengal. Tāmralipta 

was known by different names such as Tamalites, Tāralipta, Tāmalipta, Tamalini, 

Tāmalitti, Tamalipti, Tāmalitas, Dāmalipta, Tāmraliptaka, Tamaralip , Viṣhṇugriha, 

Stambapura, Tamālika and Tan-mo-lih-ti in different languages and to different 

people in different times. The Greek and the Chinese sources have suggested its 

location on the Gaṅgā. It maintained regular trade and commerce with the outside 

world especially with south-east Asian countries, and through this trade there were 

people to people contacts. In fact, the emergence of the Tāmralipta port facilitated 

the transaction of the rural economy into urban economy during second 

urbanisation around 3rd-4th centuries B.C. Its commercial importance increased 

because of the fact that it was easily accessible from the Ganges Valley, and thus, 

not only in Bengal, but in the entire Gangetic basin. The site existed in the remotest 

past as it is evident from the testimony of the great Epics.1 But the earliest dated 

reference to Tāmralipta has been found in the Geography of Ptolemy.2 The Greek 

geographer puts the city on the Ganges, referring to the Tāmalites. In the first and 

second centuries AD, Tāmralipta seems to share along with other ports on the Indian 

coast a profitable trade relationship with the Roman world. It is evident from the 

remains of sprinkler and rouletted ware that are thought to have originated in 

Rome.3 Tāmralipta's reputation as an emporium expanded across India and even 

beyond its boundaries. The Chinese pilgrim Fa-hien, when he visited India around 

399-414 AD, found the maritime settlement of the Buddhists.4 Two hundred and 

fifty years later, Hiuen-Tsang wrote that being situated in the Bay of Bengal, it could 

be reached both by land and water, and it contained rare and valuable merchandises 

and a wealthy population.5 Another pilgrim or traveller who followed Hiuen-Tsang 

wrote about the port, ʻʻTāmralipta is 40 yojanās south of the eastern limit of India. 

There are five or six monasteries; the people are rich.ʼʼ6 Thus it comes from the 

available sources of three Chinese pilgrims that Tāmralipta was the place of 

embarkation for Arakan, Burma, Java and China in the east, Coromondal coast in the 
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south, as well as the Malabar Coast and the land of Yavanas in the west. It is 

mentioned in the Kathāsaritasāgara,7 Tāmralipta was the home of the rich traders, 

who operated trade with Sri Lanka and Suvarṇadvīpa and gave jewellery and other 

valuable articles to the sea in order to ensure safe and secure sea journey. The same 

story is repeatedly mentioned in the Manasāmaṅgala and Chaṇḍīmaṅgala Kāvyas of 

later times.8 But the useful career of the great port of eastern India came to a sad 

end in 7th century. Due to the three main reasons, the port of Tāmralipta declined:9 

1) the break-up of the Roman Empire (476 A.D) and subsequent unsettled 

relationship between the eastern Roman empire and the Sāssanids, which resulted 

in the loss of the most important markets for Tāmralipta; 2) chaotic political 

condition in Bengal in the 7th century A.D. and 3) the silting up of Ganges, on which 

the port (Tāmralipta) was situated also in 7th century. As a result its difficulties were 

felt to bring or send the goods to river from the wide hinterland. On the other hand, 

the significance of Samandar port lying on sea-route was increasing day by day, and 

that was used in international trade. All of the products of eastern India that were in 

demand in international trade were found here. For this reason, the importance of 

ancient maritime trade of Tāmralipta might have diminished. B.C. Sen refers to its 

fall due to ‘the disappearance of the channel linking Tamluk to sea, which made the 

island more or less joined to the mainland ……. and was largely responsible for its 

downfall.’10 

There was another port-city in ancient Bengal, namely Gañge. Scholars are of 

different views iden fying the loca on of Gañge. Most of the scholars located her 

between the extreme mouths of the Ganges. We don’t have any definite literary and 

archaeological evidences of the earliest period regarding the commercial centre or 

even of a se lement called Gañge. The port was named after the river Gaṅgā. The 

accounts of the Periplus and Ptolemy indicate that during their time the whole of 

deltaic Bengal was organised into a powerful kingdom with its capital at Gañge, a 

great market town on the banks of the Gaṅgā. The city of Gañge is placed by 
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Ptolemy considerably to the south-east of Tāmralipta.11 But Periplus considered 

Tāmralipta and Gañge as the same.12 However, according to Ptolemy Tāmralipta and 

Gañge were two separate ports in ancient Bengal. Surprisingly in the post-Ptolemy 

era, there is practically no reference to the Gañge Port in Hindu, Jaina and Buddhist 

literatures. But on the contrary there are ample references to the Tāmralipta port 

during this time. Nihar Ranjan Ray13 believes that Gañge was an important port of 

ancient Vaṅga, and it was alive for the first three hundred years of the Christian era. 

It was equally important like Tāmralipta. Recent discoveries carried on at 

Chandraketugarh in the 24 parganās of West Bengal have been compared with 

Gañge. But no positive conclusion can be drawn until concrete evidence comes to 

light.  

It was Chandraketugarh, which rose to prominence in the initial stage due to 

its convenient geographical loca on. The river Vidyādharī flows about five or six 

miles away from the south of Chandraketugarh, and another river Padmā, probably 

less than one mile to its north. The traces of river bed are found near the site. The 

village of Degaṅgā, five-six miles to the west of Chandraketugarh, is found to have a 

chain of marshes intervened by dried up sands running between them indicate 

probably the traces of the extinct river.14 The name ‘Degaṅgā’ seems to be very 

significant. This gives us an ini al connec on with the river Ganges. ‘Degaṅgā’ may 

have derived it name from the local dialec cal corrup on of ‘Devi-Gaṅgā’ or ‘Dvi ya 

Gaṅgā’. It seems that Chandraketugarh might have derived from the name of 

Chandraketu, a local ruler of medieval times. 

It has been mentioned that the discovery of fragments of gray ware assigned 

to 7th century BC has brought Chandraketugarh to light. The evidences show that 

Chandraketugarh was a flourishing town from the 4th century B.C., to the post-Gupta 

period.15 Chandraketugarh was not only famous for trade and commerce, but also 

for cultural linkages with Buddhism. Ample evidences available testify that 

Chandraketugarh as market-town or port in Lower Bengal from pre-Maurya period 
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to the end of the Gupta period. The discovery of wine vases of Roman origin and the 

terracotta figures displaying Hellenistic influence testify to the relation between 

Greeco-Roman world and Chandraketugarh. Undoubtedly, the navigability of the 

river Vidyādharī gave this site with an extraordinary opportunity to flourish as a city-

port in lower Bengal at least up to the Gupta period. However, its ancient 

nomenclature is not recorded in early indigenous literatures. Some have identified 

Chandraketugarh as Gañge of Periplus and Vaṅga of Milinda-pan͂ha.16  

The Mahāsthān Inscription palaeographacally assigned to the Maurya period 

reveals another centre of trade named Puṇḍranagara. Cunnigham located 

Puṇḍranagara at Mahāsthāna in the Bogra district. 17  In the Gupta period, 

Puṇḍranagara was designed as the provincial headquarter of the bhukti of 

Puṇḍravardhana. The province of Puṇḍravardhana survived as late as the last days of 

Sena rule. It is difficult to determine when the city declined or was abandoned. But, 

it may be assumed that by the 13th century A.D., the name Puṇḍranagara had been 

replaced by that of Mahāsthān. The centre played a role as entrepot of trade among 

the different parts of the Indian subcontinent. Traders always used to merchandise 

their trade item through this route. Thus the role played by Puṇḍranagara as 

entrepot also gave her into prominence as trade centre. 

The Gunāighar grant of Vainyagupta inscribed in 188 Gupta Era, records gi  

of land to a Buddhist monastery. The grant also indicates the ports of ships at 

Cuḍāmaṇi, Nagarasr̒ī and Praḍāmāra. The channel between the two ports was the 

eastern boundary line of the Vihāra. To the south, the channel open to ships 

connected to the large marshy land at Gaṇesv̒ara, was the boundary line and to the 

north the channel leading to the port Praḍāmāra.18 

In the 10th century AD Srīdhar in his Nyāya-kandalī mentions Bhūrisṛiṣhṭi in 

Dakṣhiṇa Rāḍ̕ha as a centre of learning as well as a centre of sr̒eṣthīs or merchants 

and bankers. 19  The location is again mentioned in 11th century’s work 

Prabodhachandradaya of Kṛṣṇamisr̒a and Satyapirer Kathā of Bhārata Chandra Ray in 
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the 18th century A.D. It means that the port, which appeared in 11th century A.D., 

continued even in the 18th century A.D. It testifies the brisk commercial transaction 

between Bengal and her neighbouring centres. The site has been identified with the 

present village of Bhursat on the right bank of the Damodar in the Hoogli district.20 

Samataṭa was also well connected with Kāmrun (Kāmarūpa) by means of the 

Brahmaputra. Moreover, Meghna and her two tributaries, Surma and Barak could 

create more internal communica on opportuni es with Sylhet region. It is also 

evident that the river Kṣīrodā remained navigable at least from the 7th to the 10th 

century A.D. As Devaparvata no longer remained the political centre of the Chandras 

since the early part of the 10th century, the importance of this riverine port seems to 

have lessened. 

The historical site named Tilda, located very close to Tamluk, has proved to 

be an important archaeological site. An excavation at Tilda in 1955 has brought to 

light its antiquity from the pre-Gupta to the post-Gupta period.21 It may have been 

included within the territorial unit of the Tāmraliptaka kingdom. Terracotta and 

potteries discovered from Tilada closely resemble those discovered from Tamluk. 

It seems that Raghunāthbāri, another site, a few miles away from Tamluk, 

was connected with the city-port of Tāmralipta through a riverine route. It was 

located on the bank of river Gouri, which was known to have met with Rupnarayan 

near Tamluk. A series of discoveries found from Raghunāthbāri reveals its cultural 

and commercial contacts with the western world through the city-port of 

Tāmralipta. 

Bāhiri, situated down the sea coast in the district of Medinipur, have yielded 

terracotta objects and figurines representing toy carts, ram carts and pottery, which 

bear testimony to its antiquity. The terracotta and po eries are assigned to 

Kuṣhāṇa, Gupta and Medieval periods.22  Bāhiri maintained a relation with the 

outside world, of course through the port of Tāmralipta. 
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Another site, Rādhāmoṇighāt, located in the same district, is famous for 

yielding proofs of cotton-yarn and weaving industries. Evidences confirms the export 

of co on to foreign countries from this area. Tāmralipta, no doubt, had played an 

important role in exporting the merchandise to foreign countries. 

Traces of anchorage of ships and boats are found in Bandar located in the 

confluence of the Silavati and Dwarkeswar. The Rupnarayan River is still navigable 

from Tamaluk to Bandar. The boats and long iron chains have been discovered from 

here. There is reason to believe that Bandar was one of the market town supplying 

and receiving merchandise to and from the port of Tāmralipta. No archaeological 

remains have been found so far. However, its fame as a port in the Portuguese 

period may have its beginning in the early period, when Tāmralipta was a famous 

port in early Bengal.23   

Harinārāyaṇpur, located four miles of south of Diamond Harbour, seems to 

have been an important settlement in the lower Bengal from the Maurya to the 

Gupta period. The medium of exchange that probably existed in the Maurya era and 

later as discovered in this site, indicates that Harinārāyaṇpur was a busy town 

witnessing business transactions since early times. It flourished as a mart and 

maintained maritime trade as evident from the available sources. The terracottas 

unearthing from Harinārāyanpur assigning to the Gupta period bear close link with 

other sites in north India such as Ahichhatra, Bhita, Kumrahar, Patna etc.24  It is 

reasonably presumed that this was an important centre of commerce in littoral 

Bengal at least up to the Gupta period. Sometimes after the Gupta period, the 

market town seems to have lost importance, because no archaeological evidence of 

the post-Gupta era has yet to been found.  

The ancient place of Hariharpur and the adjacent village Māhinagar were 

located nine miles away from the southern part of Calcutta and about a mile away 

near a blue river, which was perhaps an ancient course of the Ganges or one of its 

tributaries in the past. Archaeological discoveries found so far testify to the 
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inhabitation at this site from the earliest times to the post-Maurya period. It can be 

assumed from the discoveries that there was interlink between lower Bengal and 

western and north-western India since ancient times. Some antiquities refer to the 

relations with the Greek-Roman world. It may be mentioned in this connection that 

the remains of rouletted dishes, coloured bowls, a fragmented footed goblet of 

Graeco-Roman origin and numerous grey wares have been unearthed. It is difficult 

to determine the exact chronology of this market-town. It seems that this site had 

lost its importance after the post-Maurya period. The reasons behind its decline are 

not yet known to us. Terracottas and potteries discovered from this site bear close 

resemblance not only with those from other sites of lower Bengal, but also with 

those from sites locate in the other parts of India such as Sind and Punjab. We know 

that that these sites (Sind, Punjab) had a close relation directly with Graeco-Roman 

world in course of trade and commerce in the early centuries of the Christian era 

testifying to the importance of Hariharpur as a trading centre. There is little scope 

for doubt that this market-town played effective role for which the city-port of 

Tāmralipta flourished. There is no doubt that market-towns such as Hariharpur and 

Harinārāyaṇpur took special role in the riverine economy of Bengal. 

Deolpota, another site of importance in the lower Ganges valley was located 

in the eastern bank of the Bhāgīrathī. Archaeological discoveries indicate that it was 

an important trade centre from the very early times to the Gupta era. These findings 

assigned to the Gupta testify to provide a rich tradition of Deolpota in the realm of 

maritime trade and commerce.25 It is probably advisable that Deulpota was closely 

linked with Tāmralipta. Perhaps Deolpota was a prominent city up to the Gupta 

period, if not later. 

Archaeological excava ons at Berāchāmpa and the area around it comprising 

the sites of Devālaya, Haḍipur, Shānpukur and Jhikrā have brought to light the 

existence of a city port that might easily challenge the posi on of Tāmralipta.  
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Another port that is often mentioned by the Arab writers is Samandar in the 

country of Dhm (pronounced as Dhaum, probably referring to the kingdom of 

famous Pāla king Dharmapāla). A perusal of the country of Dhm vis-à-vis the 

kingdoms of Balhara and Juzr strongly suggests that the Arabic authors meant by the 

name Dhm the Pāla kingdom in Bengal. The name of the port Samandar appears to 

have been named after samudra or sea, thereby implying that it was located 

probably on or the near the coastal regions in Bengal. Al Idrisi (1162A.D)26 informs us 

that an island visited by various types of merchants lay close to Samandar. It should 

logically be identified with a port in or near modern Chittagong. Both Ibn 

Khurdadbeh and Al Idrisi speak very highly of Samandar as a port. Moreover, Al Idrisi 

states that Samandar was situated on a khawr that reaches it from the city of 

Qashmir.27 Ibn Ba uta during his visit to Bengal in 1334 arrived at a major port in the 

Bengal coast, named Sudkawān. It was very close to the great sea, and Ibn Batu a 

undertook a northerly journey from Sudkawān by a boat along the Blue river 

iden fied with the Meghna. It would strongly suggest that Sudkawān was located 

near Chittagong.28 Thus Samandar and Sudkawān may have been the same port in 

and around Chittagong in the Samataṭa-Harikela regions of early Bengal. Samandar 

or Sudkawān of course stole the limelight as the premier port in the Bengal coast. 

But Samandar could not avoid isolation; it seems to have been connected with other 

ports in Bengal littorals. These ports had fewer reputations than Samandar, were 

mostly riverine in character and played an important role in internal river 

communication in coastal Bengal. These river ports provided vital connectivity to the 

adjacent areas of delta with the main ports of the coast.  

The emergence of Samandar as a centre of the sea level ac vi es is generally 

related to the poli cal history of Bengal and the tragic death of the port of 

Tāmralipta in par cular. Due to the fall of Tāmralipta, the traders could move away 

to a more suitable place. But the demand for commodi es from Kāmarūpa (Assam), 

which could be exported to Bengal faster, must have prompted both Kāmarūpa and 
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international traders to look for recourse. And this recourse was provided by 

Samandar. H.B. Sarkar has pointed out that in the 8th century A.D. there seems to 

have been a revolutionary change of trade route from the Ganges Valley to the far 

south making India and Sri Lanka directly half way bases on the east-west trade 

route through Andaman and Nicobar to the Malay Peninsula. However, Sarkar thinks 

that the history of Tāmralipta was lost much before the turbulent years of 

mātsyanyāya from the mid-7th to the middle of the 8th century A.D. Once the sailors 

and the mariners sometimes found ways to travel across the Bay of Bengal in the 

second half of the 7th century A.D.29 Samandar provided such opportunities under 

stable political condition. After analysing all the available data Shahnaj Husne Jahan 

informs us that Samandar came into prominence sometime in the 7th century A.D., 

flourished in the 8th century A.D., began to decline in the 9th century A.D., and was 

extinct by the 13th century A.D.30 In all likelihood, the position of Samandar as an 

international seaport shifted to Vikramapura in the 10th century and in the 13th 

century to Sonārgaon and Chi agong.31  

The mari me port of Samandar could be connected to the internal parts of 

Samataṭa through Gum , Dakatia, Titas and Choto Feni. The Gazetteer of Tripura 

states that it is also true that in the early 20th century, the main mode of transit for 

Comilla and Tripura hill districts was the Gumti river. Timber, bamboo, canes and 

thatching grass would be sailed down the river while salt, rice, cloth and iron-ware 

would be sent upstream.32 Devaparvata, capital of Samataṭa became a port located 

on the legendary river Kṣīrodā. Devaparvata was indeed well connected with 

Samandar. In addi on, Kṣīroda and Gum  could provide riverine connectivity to the 

Samandar with Tripura. From the north, Samandar was originally connected with the 

inland ports of Kāmarūpa. The products of Kāmarūpa were exported from this port. 

The information may be gleaned from the narratives of Al Idrisi and Ibn Ba utā. 

Arab writers tell us about the communication of Samandar with Uranbin (Odisa), 

Kāñchipuram and Sri Lanka. It was supported by Ibn Battuta, who once planned to 
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come to Bengal from the Maldives. He hired a fleet and reached Sudkāwan through 

Malabar along the coast of Coromondal. This indicates the maritime link between a 

port of south-eastern Bengal and Maldives through western sector of the Indian 

Ocean. It must be said that south Indian ports were also well connected with Bengal 

ports. While coming back, he travelled from Sudkāwan to Java in a Chinese junk. So 

in addition to trade with the Maldives, the coast of Bengal was connected to south-

east Asia. The extensive communication between the east and west coast of India 

through the Bengal coast has been supported by the existence of a wide hinterland. 

The hinterland included Arakan, Kāmarūpa and wide areas of deltaic Bengal. The 

possible reason for this was that Chittagong was called the premier port by the 

Portuguese.  

The frequent occurrences of the bahr harkal in Arabic accounts, such as 

Akhbar al-Sin-Wal’Hind, generally attributed to Sulaiman, urges us to re-examine 

this dominant historiographical standpoint. Later on, the term appears with 

remarkable frequency in all subsequent Arabic and Persian accounts. The name 

harkand or harkal is derived from Harikela, one of the well known subdivisions of 

early Bengal, deno ng the present-day areas of Chi agong, Noākhāli and Comillā in 

Bangladesh.33 Bahr refers to the sea. So bahr harkal must have been the sea of 

Harikela denoting the Bay of Bengal. A perusal of the Arabic account also gives an 

impression that their authors had a better awareness of the Bay of Bengal than the 

Classical writers, whose descriptions were often vague. 

Significantly enough, an inscrip on of Chandra ruler Srīchandra found near 

Dhaka, dated AD 971, explicitly refers to Vaṅgasāgara.34 The term should denote the 

sea (sāgara) of Vaṅga which indicates the deltaic Bengal (i.e. the Dhākā-Vikramapur-

Faridpur regions). Thus it may not be difficult to understand that bahr harkal and 

Vaṅgasāgara corresponded to the same maritime space, i.e., the Bay of Bengal.35 

Ptolemy refers to Sābhār located near the Ganges as a country that produced 

diamonds. It seems to have functioned as an inland riverine port. It emerged firstly 
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as navyāvakāsi̒ka (administrative centre) and then as saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka (a trade 

centre with warehousing facilities) in ancient and early medieval Vaṅga. Trade at this 

centre (Sābhār) and its riverine linkages with the Bengal coast could have flourished 

after its establishment as an administrative centre under the early rulers of Vaṅga 

and also the Chandras. Around the 6th century AD, it emerged as riverine port while 

in the 3rd quarter of the 10th century A.D. it was a saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka. The site of 

Sābhār, therefore, twice came into limelight in four centuries as a riverine port 

having linkages with the li oral areas of Vaṅga, first as navyāvakāsi̒kā in the 6th 

century A.D. and then as saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka in the 10th century AD. But the history of 

Sābhār between the 6th and 10th centuries A.D. remains unknown. Precisely during 

this me, epigraphic evidences suggest that Devaparvata, situated in Samataṭa-

Harikela region emerged as another riverine port in prominence. 

In this context, Devaparvata may be mentioned. It was located in or about 

Maināma  in Comilla, Bangladesh. Devaparvata has figured as a port on the river 

Kṣīroda as early as in the second half of the 7th century A.D. It once again figures 

prominently as a riverine port in a Copper-plate of Bhavadeva Abhinavamṛgaṅka 

(c.765-780), a Deva ruler of Samataṭa.36 The last known reference to Devaparvata is 

traced in the Pasc̒himbhāg Copper plate (AD 930) of Srīchandra (c. AD 925-975), the 

greatest ruler of the Chandra dynasty of eastern Bengal.37 That Lālambīvana (i.e. 

present-day Lālmāi, close to Maināma ) was searched by hundreds of sailors for 

medicinal herbs (mentioned as Lālambīvanamatra nāvikas̕atairanviṣya) further 

speaks of Devaparvata as a riverine port. After the decline of Tāmralipta, this port 

played an important role in maintaining trading activities. 

Another port has been mentioned as Gaṅgāsāgara. Alberuni enlightens us to 

the regular riverine movements from Varanasi to Gaṅgāsāgara, where the Ganges 

flows into the sea via Pāṭaliputra, Mungiri (Monghyr) and Janpa (i.e. Champā near 

Bhagalpur).38 In 1192 AD, the local ruler of the South 24-Parganas district, named 

Srīmaddommanapāla, is known to have relinquished his life close to what was known 
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as Gaṅgāsāgara.39 A close perusal of the descrip on of Dommanapāla’s svīya-

muk kṣetra shows that near Gangāsāgara a place stood called Dvārahātaka. It 

appears to have been an exchange centre situated near the dvāra or gate of what 

may have been the confluence of the Gaṅgā with the Bay of Bengal. Vaṅga was an 

important centre of overseas trade mentioned in the Milinda-pan͂ha and the 

Mahāniddesa. The authors of the Periplus and Ptolemy men on the coastal and 

direct travel, from the port of Gañge and Tāmralipta to foreign lands, especially the 

south-east Asian countries. 

The veteran writer Ibn Battuta in the 13th century A.D. refers to Sonārkawan 

(Sonargong). He records the Chinese junks using to say for the countries of the Far 

East.40 Incidentally, Ibn Ba uta does not men on Tāmralipta, possibly it was extinct 

by the 13th century AD. Probably the port had refrained in importance due to the 

thriving of port of Sonargong. The identification of this port is still obscure. 

Nevertheless, the description given by Ibn Battuta, testifies to its location 

somewhere near the confluence of the Meghna and the Brahmaputra. The part of 

Bengal obviously carried out trade through this port. 

Vikramapura, the capital city also flourished as trade centre, has been 

referred to in the inscriptions of the Chandras, the Varmans and the Senas. 

Formerly, it was the capital of Chandras and the Varmans. Ultimately Vijayasena 

conquered it after defeating the Varmans and made their capital. 

Saptagrāma, situated on the bank of the Sarasva  River, is known as a rich 

port of lower Bengal from the description of Ibn Battuta. Its fame has also been 

mentioned in the Maṅgalakāvyas of the medieval period. Vrindabon Das, who 

flourished two centuries later than Ibn Ba uta, has given a descrip on of 

Saptagrāma teemings with the houses of rich merchants. 41  Vipradāsa in his 

Manasāmaṅgala has described Saptagrāma as ‘a beautiful city of gods.’ Caesar 

Frederick found Sātgaon a reasonably fairy city.42 Some scholars have identified 

ʻGanges Regiaʼ which is referred to by Ptolemy with Saptagrāma on the strength of 
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the arguement that Ptolemy placed it between Kambyson and Mega in his map. 

Some scholars also have taken Saptagrāma resemblance with Tillagrammon of 

Ptolemy.43  The remains found from this site mark the possibility of growing 

Saptagrāma as a centre of trade and commerce. But it is difficult to mark, when it 

rose in to prominence. Though it is known to have become the capital in 1206 during 

Muslim rule in lower Bengal, Saptagrāma did not achieve its position of prominence 

as a centre of trade and commerce much earlier than 13th century A.D. It might not 

have been as famous as Tāmralipta, but it probably served to a great extent the 

commercial life of the country. When the market town became a metropolis in the 

13th century A.D., political fortune was added to its commercial prosperity. The rise 

of Saptagrāma as the most affluent city-port clearly indicates that the fall of 

Tāmralipta has already been set in. But the early career of Saptagrāma as one of the 

trade centres in lower Bengal can be estimated in the light of the antiquities 

discovered so far. 

Wari and Bateshwar, two adjacent villages in Narsingdi district in present 

Bangladesh were also famous for its relation with nearby regions. It flourished as a 

trade centre found from the discoveries. Its location was on the bank of an ancient 

course of the Brahmaputra. This can mean only that it was an estuarine port. During 

the early historic period, Wari-Bateswar functioned as a maritime port and was 

already integrated in the Bay of Bengal littoral trade network. The port was possibly 

made up for public utilities, warehouses and production centres for manufacturing 

semi-precious stone beads, pottery including NBPW and rouletted ware. But after a 

certain time the site declined. The possible reason for the decline of Wari-Bateshwar 

as a port is the change of the course of Brahmaputra.44 Because of the fall, some 

other sites in the neighbourhood must have taken up the role of Wari-Bateswar. 

Sena epigraphs provide the names of some places such as Betaḍ, Vetadda 

and Chaturaka lying on the western side of the river Hoogli. The information 
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gathered clearly speaks highly of its importance in the country’s trade and 

commerce, mainly riverine. 

Thus, the archaeological discoveries in the Lower Ganges Valley bear witness 

to the existence of urban settlements, which testify to the growth and prosperity in 

the post-Maurya and Gupta periods, though their emergence could be discovered 

from the pre-Maurya period. The available evidences indicate a cultural link and 

commercial association between the lower Ganges Valley and the north and north-

western region of India. On the other hand, on the basis of excavations and 

exploration urban settlement also developed in this area, presumably it occurred 

due to trade and commerce, which already flourished in this region. In this study, we 

can assume that the most important factor behind the process of urbanization was 

the trade and commerce, although there were other lesser factors too. 

5.1.2. Trade routes 

All industrial products, above all, should finally reach to the ultimate 

consumer. The manufactured goods to spread over the various distributing centres 

require a network of trade channels and of transport facilities. It is through this 

network of trade routes that ultimately there came about the growth and 

development of important markets, trade centres and ports for the export and 

import of the commodities. Naturally, therefore, the various land and sea routes, 

adopted by a country, are intimately connected with its growth and economic 

development. Hence, since the very dawn of civilization, trade routes have always 

played a leading role in harmonizing the unevenly distributed economic resources 

over the whole earth. From time immemorial, trade routes have been used to 

facilitate the flow of products from places to places. It became a necessity in order 

to bring a balance and reduce waste from surplus production, where they are 

plentiful in a scarcely populated area. It is difficult to identify the evolution of trade 
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routes in this country. Their evolution has taken place over the ages, and a large 

number of groups will have to participate in providing their distinct character. 

India's fabulous wealth, from the earliest times, attracted not only the 

merchants of the remote land, but also the invaders. Foreign pilgrims often visited 

the country to satisfy their religious zeal. Thus they followed a route which later 

developed into a trade route. It was owing to the political stability during the 

concerned period, a large part of the Bengal ran a large scale of trade. The region 

was well connected with other parts of India with land and riverine routes.45 Though 

ancient India had some big cities, yet most people lived in the village and most of 

the country was covered with dense forest through which the road passed. Often 

these roads were infested with wild animals and robbers. The steps were taken by 

the state to protect the traders against predators and wild animals. Food was 

difficult to procure during travel and travellers had to carry their own provision. 

These roads were very dangerous to travel alone, and therefore people travelled 

together in well-organized caravans, which provided reasonable comfort to their 

members. Although with organized among caravans, merchants had to face many 

dangers. Moreover, the slow speed of the conveyances (sa̒kaṭa) pulled by animals 

carrying the merchandise and the uncongenial nature of the roads were also 

threatening to the traders and the travellers.46 The state adopted measures to 

protect and facilitate the trade interest as the state derived a considerable income 

from it. 

In the Arthasā̒stra the king is said to keep clear trade routes, which was 

harassed by the king's favourites, work-officers, robbers and frontier chiefs.47 To 

transit the items smoothly from one place to another, guards were stationed on the 

side of the street all along the way. For any loss of damage of the goods in the time 

of transit, the officer-in-charge of the locality through which goods were passed, was 

responsible for the inconvenience.48 Manu also advised the king to look after the 

proper maintenance of the roads and bridges, through which the trade could be 
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easily transported.49 According to Manu, the avoidance of the public highway was a 

punishable offense. The Dharmasā̒stras say that the state had the power to impose 

restrictions on trade and industry. During the period of the Mauryan rule, there was 

specific care devoted to the construction, repair and protection of roads. A special 

group of officials was appointed to supervise the construction and maintenance of 

roads. In this connection, Megasthenes has made mention of an official named 

āgoraṇomoi, whose main duties were concerned with the communication system of 

the country.50 In a single word it may be said that the government always took 

particular care to see that the traffic on roads went unhampered. It was not only to 

maintain the stability of their administration, but specially to safeguard the 

prosperity of their trade. 

Geography played an important role in the evolution of the routes. The joy 

and pain of travel in ancient tour depended on the geographical location of the 

trade routes. The main characteristic of the natural geography of Bengal was its river 

system since the remote past. It was bounded by the Himalayas to the north and 

east and on the west we find hilly land, while the southern end abounding in the 

creeks and the estuaries is washed by the waves of the Bay of Bengal. This 

geographical location presupposes that from the earliest times Bengal was 

accessible to each other both by land and river courses. Bengal itself was connected 

with the rest of India, and the extra Indian territories by land and overseas routes.51 

It is necessary to mention here that the Bengal delta was the only shore of the sea, 

which was situated in the Ganges Valley. Bengal's own distinct geographical location 

and the geologically-defined land and sea routes made the communication very easy 

and smooth. Apart from it, routes of foreign and domestic trade incited the rulers to 

invade other regions.52 The route of foreign and domestic trade no doubt invited the 

foreign invaders to run into Bengal. A few inscriptions and literature preserve details 

of military campaigns run by some rulers of ancient India. There are also references 

of foreign travellers or pilgrims, who visited India or collected information from 
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other sources. This information, if properly analyzed, gives us an idea about the land 

and water ways followed by the merchants and military generals from and into 

Bengal. 

Therefore, it is presumed that geographically defined routes contributed to 

the trading transactions of Bengal. It also patterned the cultural identity and 

exchange with the external world. This is reflected in different aspects of 

contemporary life. The communication relied on road and route which is s ll in its 

infancy. But it is specifically known that about fourteen hundred BC from the 

beginning of the Chālcholithic culture of Bengal, there was a great deal of mobility of 

people. Our archaeological evidences regarding this type of movement are still very 

rare. But the evidence gathered from such objects like pottery and tool kits used by 

the pre-historic peasant groups of this part of the country, seems to suggest a sort of 

connection with other parts of India.53 Moreover, about routes undoubtedly the 

most concrete witnesses are provided by pilgrims and travellers. Our inscriptions 

often refer to roads and public highways interconnecting neighbouring villages. 

These constituted the smaller adjuncts of a larger and more complicated system of 

roadways that covered northern India by the time of the Buddha and the peninsula 

by the Mauryan times. 

 

5.1.2.1. Overland Routes 

Traders and travellers widely used trade routes to communicate with Bengal 

or to communicate with other regions through Bengal. These routes were also being 

used to connect with the lands of the residents of Bengal for trade and consequent 

cultural and religious purposes and missions. There was an active trade relation 

between Bengal and the Indian subcontinent, Central Asia, south-east Asia, China 

and other regions. Like the eastern Mediterranean, many other remote areas were 

also associated with the coast of Bengal, although perhaps only indirectly. The 
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Greco-Roman literature, especially the Periplus of the Erithrean Sea, was aware of a 

land called Gañge by an anonymous author (C. 60 AD), through which a river of the 

same name was flowing. The river Gañge, i.e. the Gaṅgā, also had its confluence with 

the sea in the country called Gañge.54 Thus, the region defined was the same as 

coastal / deltaic Bengal. The Periplus mentions a port named Gañge located in the 

same region. The country (Gañge) and the port were well-known for its very fine 

cotton textile and aromatic oil known as the Gangetic nard.55 It should be noted 

here that Niharranjan Roy added the suffix ʻBandarʼ to ʻGaṅgāʼ (river) and renamed 

the port as ʻGangābandarʼ.56 It is to be noted here that overland and sea routes and 

internal and external communication systems were deeply regulated by the 

geography of Bengal as already mentioned. Deep forest, highlands, river and 

mountain ranges complicated land movement for Bengal to keep contacts with lands 

beyond. But the sea in the south had given her an opportunity to open 

communication with the marine world from the ancient times. Keeping in view this 

perspective, an effort has been taken to trace the main routes, over land and sea, 

which were utilized in the past for carrying out trade. For the sake of convenience 

the ancient trade routes may be grouped under two headings, land routes and water 

routes. 

About overland routes, undoubtedly the most concrete witnesses are 

provided by pilgrims and travellers. Our inscription often refers to roads and public 

highways interconnecting neighbouring villages. These constituted the smaller 

adjuncts of a larger more complicated system of roadways that covered northern 

India by the time of the Buddha and the peninsula by the Mauryan mes. Kauṭilya 

categorically has given preference to land route. According to him the land routes 

constituted the trade route. This was the corpus of income (āyasa̒rīram).57 The 

importance of a village or countryside road is reflected in Arthasā̒stra, where it is 

said that for encroaching on a road to the village and on one to the countryside, the 

fines were 200 and 2000 paṇas respectively.58 Kauṭilya speaks of six royal highways 
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in the imperial area, three running west to east, and three south to north.59 

References to other royal highways and roads running through the droṇamukha, 

sthānīya, the country-side, pasture-lands, harbour-town-village, etc., have occurred 

in the text.60 The king was expected to lay out a sthānīya with a market town served 

by a land-route and a water-route.61 Most of these roads were probably built by the 

state probably by collecting revenues. The king is advised in the Arthasa̒stra to 

establish and maintain trade routes, water-routes and land-routes. Like Kauṭilya, 

Arrian62 has also referred to ‘royal roads’, by which designation one has probably to 

understand broad important roads fit for travel by the royalty, troops and common 

people alike. Megasthenes told us that the rural officials were instructed to make 

the roads along with the pillars at every ten stadia to show the distance.63 

It is to be noted that the relation between Bengal and the outer world was 

first established through land routes.64 The existence of the land route from 

Pāṭaliputra to Puṇḍravardhana, Puṇḍravardhana to Kāmarūpa, Kāmarūpa to 

Samataṭa, Samataṭa to Tāmralipta, Tāmralipta to Karṇasuvarṇa, Karṇasuvarṇa to 

Kaliṅga, Tāmralipta to Bodhgayā, Tāmralipta to Ayodhyā, Tāmralipta to Mithilā and 

Tāmralipta to Andhra have been mentioned in the inscriptions (Map-5).65 These 

routes, which had changed their directions from time to time, served the purpose of 

intra-regional mobility and communication within Bengal. It also extended deep into 

some other regions of the Indian subcontinent and mainland south-east Asian 

countries. 

From the Jātakas, we learn of regular journeys from cities, such as Benares 

by the people, Pāṭaliputra and Champā, sailing down the Ganges up to its mouth, or 

Dantapura. We often hear about rental and express boats.66 There was a land route 

in the mouth of the Ganges from Pāṭaliputra.67 With the growth of Magadhan 

imperialism during the reign of Haryaṅka, Sisu̒nāga and Nanda dynasties, the path of 

16 mahājanapadas gradually merged with the Rajagṛiha and Pāṭaliputra road 

system. The main road on the ways of Ganges-Yamuna cons tuted a kind of Grand 
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Trunk Road, Tāmralipta on one side and Taxila on the other. There is no history who 

built this royal road. This road is sometimes referred to as Uttarapatha by Panini and 

the ‘northern route’ by the Greeks. It is seen that this royal road was passed from 

the capital city of Pāṭaliputra, called Pālimbothra by the Greek writers, to Kāśi 

(Varanasi), then to Kosāmbi and Prayāga (Allahabad), Calinapaxa (Kanauj), to 

Hastinapura. It then crossed Lomanens (Yamuna), Hesidros (Sutlej), the Hyphasis 

(Beas), the Hydaspes (Jhelum), passed Taxila, crossed the Indus and cut across the 

Kabul valley. The terminus of this route was formed by Peucelaotis (Puskalavati, now 

Charsada). From Puskalāva , it probably branched off to Kashmir in the north and to 

Bactria in the north-west.68 It can be noticed here that the route was later built by 

Sher Shah, which extended from Sonārgaon in east Bengal to the Indus. The story of 

Jīvaka travelling from Rājagṛiha to Taxila in order to receive medical education is a 

further witness to the existence of link roads spanning the whole of northern India.69 

This major route of India, split on two parallel lines on either banks of the 

river Ganges, met at ferry-points and then ran its separate course again. The road 

matched up to sahajāti by the parallel navigational facilities of the Ganges plains, 

the farthest naviga onal point of the Ganges, while at the other end laid 

Tāmralipta.70 In the early stage of Buddhism, the roads of Bengal were not as well 

developed as in places in central and western India. It might be that during the 

journey of Buddha and his disciples to central India, the importance of the roads in 

this region has reached its zenith. The Jain Āchāraṅga Sutra71 da ng from c.300 B.C. 

describes the land of Rāḍhas (Rāḍha) as a path-less country. At the time of the visit 

of Jaina Tīrthaṅkara Mahāvira, it is not necessary that the all the parts of the Bengal 

were equally devoid of communication. In the Ceylonese chronicle Mahāvaṁsa̒, the 

Princess of Bengal had been asked to join a caravan party, which was going on from 

Vaṅga to Magadha through Lala (Rāḍha, i.e., West Bengal). The caravan party had 

taken the least difficult land-routes from east Bengal (Vaṅga) to Magadha through 

Rāḍha (West Bengal). Generally trade-routes followed traditional ways. Therefore, 
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the caravan route in the sector between West Bengal and south Bihar could be the 

same as was used by the missionaries of king Aso̒ka. 

In eastern India, Kajaṅgala (modern Kākjol) was a strategic location, where 

direct and exciting routes from different directions of eastern, western and southern 

vicinity of the land   found a point of convergence. Around this place, the river 

Ganges was divided into two parts- one under the name of Padmā went to 

Bangladesh, while the other named Ganges-Bhāgīrathī, met the sea at Tāmralipta. 

In Kajaṅgala, the Tāmralipta-Puṇḍravardhana road met the regional roads of 

India, and the early literature refers to many of them. The Jātaka stories often refer 

to traders in the upper Ganges valley going to Tāmralipta for trading purposes. The 

story of Viduṣaka is recorded in the Kathāsaritsāgara, who went from Ujjayinī to the 

east and on the way visited Puṇḍravardhana before reachingTāmralipta, which was 

not far from the eastern sea. On the way back, the same Puṇḍravardhana had to be 

revisited.72 

We learn from the itinerary of Buddha, his disciples, and others about the 

routes lying between Rājagṛiha and Kapilavāstu, Rājagṛiha and Srāvastī, Rājagṛiha-

Mithilā, Rājagṛiha-Champā and Rājagṛiha-Bodhgayā-Orissa.73 Traffic of people, goods 

and animals from north Bengal flowed through Puṇḍravardhana, Mithilā (north 

Bihar), Champā (Bhagalpur) and Pāṭaliputra. Rāma’s i nerary in the Rāmāyaṇa 

indicates that there was a road between Mithilā and Vaisā̒li and the port of 

Tāmralipta was connected both of places by the land route. It seems that people 

going to Vaisā̒lī or any other place north of the Ganges from south Bihar had to cross 

this river at the confluence with the Sona, where the city of Pāṭaliputra was located. 

The Mahābhārata74 also describes some of the routes of eastern India in connec on 

with Bhima’s fight with Jarāsandha. It is said that Bhīma conquered the lands in 

eastern India. After killing the king of Modagiri, he defeated the Puṇḍras. Submi ng 

them, he a acked the ruler of Bengal and defeated Tāmralipta, Karvata, Suhma and 

all other barbaric people living in the coastal areas. Having defeated these people he 
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went towards Lauhitya (Assam).75 Therefore, we may presume that by the period of 

the composition of the epic a route connected northern Bengal with central and 

south-western Bengal. 

Kālidāsa's Raghuvaṁsa̒ indicates that the region, which is now included in 

Bengal could go through the Ganges.76 We are told that Raghu proceeded towards 

the Bhāgīrathī, leading the Ganges with a large force. This idea is likely that Raghu 

followed the riverine route along the Ganges into the plains of Bengal. The 

Raghuvam ̇sa̒ further states that subduing the Suhmas, Raghu wrecked Vaṅgas and 

then proceeded towards the south-west over the Kapisa on his way to Kaliṅga 

through Utkala.77 

We have learned about a route connecting south-west Bengal with central 

Bengal. The evidence furnished by the Raghuvaṁsa̒ perhaps indicates that this road 

did not stop there, but extended south-westward across the river Kapisa. The river is 

identified with the Kasai flowing through the district of Bankura and Medinipur. 

Probably the same route was followed by Yaso̒varman of Kanauj. Probably he carried 

on depreda ons in Magadha and Vaṅga and travelled through the Odra and Kaliṅga 

in the south-west. 

In the Mauryan period there must have been a land route, connecting 

Pāṭaliputra with Tāmralipta across the Vindhyāchala forest. It may be recalled that in 

addition to prince Vijaya78 and his followers and relatives, the Maurya emperor 

Asoka also visited the Tāmralipta port on his way to Ceylon to deliver a branch of the 

Bodhi tree. It is mentioned in the Sāmantpāsādika that Aso̒ka started from 

Pāṭaliputra, crossed the Ganges by boat, and then by traversing the Vindhyāchala 

forest in the vicinity of Pāṭaliputra reached Tāmralip , from where he was taken to 

Ceylon by a ship.79 The same contacts must have been retained in the post-Mauryan 

period. 

Inland trade was, in a sense, intimately associated with foreign trade by sea-

routes. The itineraries of Fa-hien, Hiuen-Tsang and I-tsing furnish before us the 
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routes, both land and water, that favoured the growth of inland trade. From 

Pāṭaliputra Fa-hien went through Nālanda and Rājagṛiha and arrived at Gayā. Then 

he retraced his steps towards Pāṭaliputra and arrived at Benares. A er returning to 

Pāṭaliputra he now proceeded towards home and following the course of the Ganges 

downstream came to Champā, whence proceeding further he arrived at the country 

of Tan-mo-lih-ti (Tāmralip ).80 

The itineraries of Huen-Tsang81 provide us with the informa on that he went 

from Champā to Kajaṅgala, from Kajaṅgala to Puṇḍravardhana, from 

Puṇḍravardhana to Kāmarūpa, from Kāmarūpa to Samataṭa, from Samataṭa to 

Tāmralipta, from Tāmralipta to Karṇasuvarṇa, and from Karṇasuvarṇa to Odra, 

Kangoda and Kaliṅga. In fact, he visited important janapadas of Bihar, Bengal and 

Orissa. In his travel details, a network of routes from Patna in the north, Orissa in the 

south and Bengal and Kāmarūpa in the east have been shown. 

 I-tsing is known to have travelled from Tāmralipta to Bodhgayā in India during 

the 7th century AD. First he arrived at Tāmralipta by the sea to go to the holy places 

of Buddhism in Bihar, almost on the heels of Hiuen-Tsang in 673 A.D. It has been said 

that ten days away from the Mahābodhi Vihāra, there was a great mountain and 

bogs. The pass was dangerous and difficult to overcome. I-tsing with his companions 

first arrived at Nālandā, then ascended the Gṛidhrakūṭa (Vulture’s Peak) mountain 

and lastly came to the Mahābodhi Vihāra. The order of the place-names shows that 

the party followed the tradi onal route of Kajaṅgala, because the alignment of the 

road is located from north to south.82 I-tsing 83 says that the distance between 

Tāmralipta and Nālandā was more than 60 yojanās i.e. a little over 402 English 

miles.84 The distance between Pātaliputra and Tāmralipta by the river route would be 

around 680 English miles approximately.85 So I-tsing followed the short route of 

Kajaṅgala. On his way, he met some brigands, who attacked him, when his merchant 

companions left him, much to his shock. On the way back, he met with the same 

fate indicating the dangers in the land route connec ng Tāmralipta with Bodhgayā. It 
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seems that I-tsing traversed the Chutinagpur plateau, when he refers to a dangerous 

defile.86 The Dudhpani Rock Inscription87 refers to a route from Tāmralipta to Oudh. 

The Kathāsaritasāgara refers to merchants travelling from Puṇḍravardhana 

to Pāṭaliputra.88 Several centuries after I-tsing, Bakhtiyhar Khalji invaded Bihar and 

Bengal. The attacker crossed the confluence of the rivers Ganges and the Sona at 

Maner.89 Then he went to Bihar Sharif and after conquering large parts of Bihar, he 

encroached the forest area of Jharkhand, through which perhaps another ancient 

Tāmralipta-Pāṭaliputra road ran. 

 The Chi agong plate of Dāmodaradeva refers to about a public road (rāja 

patha) passing by the side of village Kāmanāpīndiyāka.90 K.N.Dikshit91 excavated the 

ruins of two ancient embankment roads near Dhanora. Sandhyākara Nandī92 in 

Rāmacharita writes that the regional route connected Varendra with the Himalayan 

countries. The route a er leaving Varendrī moved through Nepal, Sikkim and the 

Chumbi valley to go to Tibet and China. According to the text, this road was very 

important, because the road was mainly used for horse trading. It is known that 

saddle horses used to come to Sena capital, Lakhnauti, regularly. Along with these 

new roads, the earlier trade route connecting the lower Ganges Valley, with the 

northern and north-eastern regions ending in southern China, Afghanistan etc., is 

said to have continued till the 9th century AD. 

R.D. Banerjee93 mentions the use of three alternate routes by the invader, 

through which one could reach from Nadia to Bihar. The first was from Bihar to 

Bhagalpur or Moṅghyr, then across the Ganges to Gauḍa. Here he could cross the 

Ganges again along the eastern bank of the Bhāgīrathī to reach Nadia. Again, he 

reached his destination through the hilly districts of Chotanagpur and Birbhum. 

Otherwise, he could travel through the pass at Sahibganj along the southern bank of 

the Ganges and the western bank of the Bhāgīrathī and crossed the river at Nadia. 

The recent discovery of Kharoṣṭhī documents in ancient Vaṅga or Bengal has 

thrown light on the extensive hinterland of the coastal Vaṅga. Kharoṣṭhī was 
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originally used by Yueh-chi or Kuṣhāṇa people in the north-west of the Indian 

subcontinent. Its discovery from Chunār in the heartland in the Gaṅgā valley and 

Vaṅga clearly suggest overland linkages of north western India with the middle 

Gaṅgā valley and finally with Bengal littorals.94 The region was well-known for the 

availability of excellent horses from central and west Asia. Some of the imported 

horses had been shipped out from Chandraketugarh to overseas destinations.95 

There was a route connecting Bengal with western India. Three main routes 

extending from Bengal to the west were the gateways of communication with north 

India and central Asia. There was a land route from Puṇḍravardhana to Varanasi and 

Ayodhyā, through Mithilā or northern Bihar, through Champā (near Bhagalpur), and 

Pāṭaliputra, near Bodhagayā. This route extended up to the ports of Sind, Saurāṣhtra 

and Gujrat. A trade route between Gauḍa and Gujarat is mentioned in Puruṣa 

Parīkṣā by Vidyāpati of 15th century. 96  The second land route running from 

Tāmralipta to Pāṭaliputra through Karṇasuvarṇa to Rājmahal and Champā.97 The third 

route ran directly north-west from Tāmralipta by way of Bodhgayā to Ayodhyā. It 

would be logical to assume that the way between Tāmralipta and Ayodhyā in U ar 

Pradesh ran through the forest of Jharkhand.  

Bengal’s connection with southern India was also maintained through other 

link roads. Hiuen-Tsang in his i nerary states that from Karṇasuvarṇa in Bengal he 

marched to Uda (Odra/ Udra: Orissa), Kong-ut’o (Kongoda), Kalinga (south), Kosala, 

Andhra, Dhanakataka (near Amravati), Chola, Draviḍa and Malkuta, and thence to 

Ceylon. Earlier sources men on a route from Pra ṣṭhāna to Vaisā̒li and then to 

further south. While returning, he visited places namely Vaiśali, Pāvā, Kuśinārā, 

Kapilāvastu, Setavya, Srāvas , Sāketa, Kausā̒mbī Vanasavhaya, Vidisā̒, Gonarda, 

Ujjayiṇī, Mahasma  and Pra ṣṭhāna. The route thus led to the western coast of India 

connecting the famous harbour of Surparaka. The town of Vaiśali was connected 

with Tāmralipta both by land and sea. Thus the Tāmralipta-Vaiśalī-Pra ṣthāna route 

leading to the south was well recognised. There was a well-organized route to the 
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south by the eastern coast of peninsular India. The route was located beside the 

plains between the Eastern Ghats and the sea. The passenger had to cross on his 

way many rivers like the Suvarṇarekhā, Vaitaraṇī, Brāhmaṇī, Mahānadī, Godāvari, 

Kṛiṣhṇā and other smaller ones lying in between. Pāla and Sena rulers of Bengal, 

Vikramaditya of the western Chālukya dynasty,98 Rāja Rajendra Chola99 and the east 

Gaṅga kings followed the Drāviḍa-Andhra-Kaliṅga path on their military campaign to 

the south or to the north, as the need might be. An inscription of 1200 AD mentions 

the incident of a ack of Kalachūrī king Bijjala (1156-1167 A.D.) against the king of 

Vaṅgāla.100 Another inscription found from Mysore dated 1190 A.D. also reports 

about an invasion against Vaṅgāla king.101 These are clear signs of inland routes 

across Bengal and south India. The rouletted ware discovered from Sisu̒pālgarh and 

Manikpatna in Orissa, Arikamedu, Karur and Sengamedu, Uraiyur in Tamilnadu and 

Mantai, Kantarodai and Anuradhapura clearly indicate the relation of Gaṅgābandar, 

Tāmralipti and Wari-Bateshwar of Bengal through south India through coastal route. 

Internal trade may most likely be conveyed among the most conveniently 

located cities on the east coast.102 From the book of Periplus we may derive these 

coastal links. The Colandia of the Ganges frequented the port called Sopatma. The 

author of the Periplus states that Benares muslins, malabathrum and Chinese silk 

were exported from the Ganges to Masalia and Dosarne.103 

There was a brisk trade between Bengal and the Indian subcontinent, Central 

Asia, south-east Asia and China, and consequent religious and cultural contacts and 

exchanges by land routes. H.B. Sarkar gives a graphic account of the existence of 

connecting roads in the east Indian region with the Middle East, central Asia, Tibet, 

China and Burma.104  There were many frequent routes from north India to central 

Asia through Kabul and Balkh. The caravans from Byzantium could carry their 

cargoes by the land route through the country of the Seres to Pālimbothra and 

thence to the mouth of the Ganges at terminus. In the Periplus we get a reference 

about the export of some Chinese products in India, which were brought from 
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Thinae by land to Barygaza via Bactria or by the Ganges to Lymyrike or Damircia.105 

Schoff thinks of a northern route from China through the eastern Himalaya 

mountain range across the Tibet plateau. But the harshness of the climate and 

severe forests, as the book mentioned, these routes were not used commercially 

through western Tibet. 

It is true that in later times China and Bengal were conveniently connected 

by the Tibet-Nepal land route, when the Benepa-Kuti pass was opened in 639 AD. 

This route has been given a generic term, ʻTufan-Nepal Routeʼ. The route carried the 

Chinese raw silk, silk yarn and silk cloth to Dāmirica by the way of the Ganges. In the 

middle of the seventh century A.D, King Srong-btsan Gam-po of Tibet, who 

introduced Buddhism in his country made it easier for the travellers to make journey 

between Eastern India and Tibet. The rise of the power of the Pālas in Bengal and 

Bihar was followed by the establishment of close relations between India and Tibet. 

Traders, missionaries and artists from India visited this remote Himalayan state. But 

in the 8th and 9th centuries A.D., the ʻTufan-Nepal Routeʼ was not followed by China's 

pilgrims due to the political ties between China and Tibet. In the 10th century A.D., 

the route was re-opened and traffic movement was noticed. 

The journey to Nepal and Tibet from India in the 11th century A.D. was very 

much normal. There is more detailed information about the alignments and 

conditions of routes from the itineraries of some Indian scholars in the land of snow, 

such as Santarakṣhita, Padmasambhava and Kamalasī̒la. After starting from the 

Vikramsī̒la monastery A sa̒ and his party apparently entered Nepal through its 

central part and moved for the west towards Mānasasarovara.106 A śa’s travels in 

Nepal and Tibet were epoch-making for exploring the way to Himalayan countries. 

The Tābāqat-i-Nasirī107 mentions an account of a journey from eastern India 

to Tibet. Bakhtiyar Khalji, a military general after defeating Lakṣmaṇasena marched 

for Tibet from either Lakhnauti or Deokot (identified with Deokot or Damdamah, 

south of Dinajpur). At the end of his career, he conducted the operation in Tibet. 
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There is no clear explanation about the underlying purpose of its project. It can be 

said, however, that his ambition or desire was to gain more profits by securing 

mastery over the trade route from Tibet to Kāmarūpa, and thence to Bengal. The 

other intension might have been to discover a short-cut route to Turkistan.108 

It is said that there were 35 mountains (dārhh) between Kāmarūpa and Tibet, 

through which the horses 109  were brought from the northern mountain to 

Lakhnauti. Marco Polo in the 13th century AD mentioned that north-east area 

appeared as a horse supply area to eastern India. He talked about a western way of 

connecting Aniu (identified with Yunnan) with Caugigu, which was associated with 

Bengal by a land route.110 Therefore, horses from Yunnan could reach 'Vaṅga' via 

Pāgān, which were connected to south-eastern Bangladesh and Lusāi and the 

Tripura hills. According to Polo, the journey of land from Carajan to ‘Bengala’ could 

be completed within 45 to 55 days.111  

There was a route from China to Bengal since ancient times through the 

northern borders of Burma. Indian settlements in Yunnan and north Burma must 

have accelerated the movement of men and goods between India and China. The 

Puṇḍravardhana-Yunnan route through Kāmarūpa and upper Burma met somewhere 

in the border areas of Kāmarūpa and Puṇḍravardhana. Now the route merged with 

the Tāmralipta-Taxila route in the region of Puṇḍravardhana and Kajaṅgala 

respectively. Thus the people travelling from Bengal to China or the Far-East had the 

choice of at least three routes before them. Chinese accounts of Chang-Kien (126 

B.C.), Shang-she, the Chinese ambassador to Afghanistan (420-479 A.D.) and Kia-ten 

(785-805 A.D.) etc. referred to the existence of many such land routes connecting 

Bengal with east and south-east Asia. The first route was extended from Tonkin to 

Kāmarūpa. The route crossed the river Karotoyā and passed through north Bengal 

and then ran across the Ganges to south Bihar. This route which existed even before 

the Christian era was known as Trang-Ko route in the Chinese texts. This important 

route connected eastern India with south China and the mainland of south-east Asia. 



358 
 

The second route connected Bengal with Pagan in central Burma through Surma, 

Kachar valley, Lusāi hills, Manipur and North Burma. The third route connected 

Chittagong with Lower Burma through Arakans. The important halting stations on 

this route were Pagan and Prome. The combined Chinese and Portuguese accounts 

of early medieval period strongly suggest the existence of this land route during that 

time. It is through this land route that silver from Yunnan/Burma border areas used 

to flow into Bengal.  

There were also some minor routes to Burma, which cut across the 

Hakawang Valley and passed through Myitkyna to Tipland, near Margherita, and the 

Chaukan Pass.112 The Donkin, Natu and Jilap also gained importance for providing 

passages to the eastern countries beyond India. 

Apart from the Trang-ko road, most of the routes passing through Central 

Burma to Bengal were still in progress, but it was manageable at the beginning of 

the seventh century AD. A detailed description of the route from Tonkin to eastern 

India was linked with the writings of Kia Tan, which can be dated between 785 and 

805 AD. It seems that before the 6th century A.D., if not earlier, people wishing to go 

to the Far East from the port of Tāmralipta could curtail the tedious sea route to 

China by getting down at Tavoy in the gulf of the Marbata. 

In the 9th and 10th centuries A.D., another land route had been widely used, 

which extended from Tonkin to Kāmarūpa and from Kāmarūpa to Magadha via 

Puṇḍravardhana, crossing the Ganges.113 About three hundred Chinese missionaries 

followed this route in India in the 10th century A.D. In this connection, it can be 

mentioned here that Ibn Battuta,114 who came to India from Africa in the 14th 

century A.D., men oned a route from Kāmarūpa to China. He describes that from 

Kāmarūpa he went to China and proceeded to Khansa City. 

A route existed from the area of Darjeeling-Jalpaiguri through Sikkim and 

Bhutan and the Himalayan mountain passes to Tibet and then to China. Some 

reference to this road is also found in the Periplus of the Erythrean Sea of the first 
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century when apparently silk and silken products came from China into Vaṅga  by 

way of either this mountain road or the eastern road from Kāmarūpa.115 Perhaps the 

people of the mountain will have to come down to the plains of Assam using this 

road. 

Another notable land route that existed in south-east Bengal was to Pagan in 

Myanmar. This route came from Samataṭa/Paṭṭikera to Pagan in central Myanmar. 

This rote ran through the valleys of Surma and Kāchhar(Sylhet and Silchar of present 

days), and through Manipur and north Myanmar to the destination.116 This link was 

considered to be helpful in maintaining close matrimonial bonds and poli cal 

connec ons between Paṭṭikera in the Lālmāi-Maināma  hills (Comilla district, 

Bangladesh) and the rulers of Pagan in Myanmar.117 Chittagong was connected with 

lower Myanmar (ancient Srīkṣetra or Prome of southern Myanmar) through a land 

route of Arakan. Through these two routes, trade and cultural rela ons between 

Pagan-Srīkṣetra and Chi agong-Comilla was initially maintained. Tradition on both 

parties bears enough testimony of this contact.118 H.B. Sarkar gives a graphic 

account of the existence of connecting roads in the eastern Indian region with the 

middle-east, Tibet, China and Burma.119  

It may be concluded that the land route that connected Bengal with China 

and Tibet extended to south-east Asia. This route created a long chain of roads 

which mainly connected Bengal with south-east Asia.120 A road started from South 

China through north Myanmar, Manipur and Kāmarūpa and extended to 

Afghanistan.121 In ancient times, China's silk and bamboo were believed to have 

been exported to Afghanistan across Bengal. 

5.1.2.2. Overseas routes:  

Water is the ultimate sustainer of human life. Therefore, since time 

immemorial, water bodies has acted as a very cradle of human civilisation. The 

water system provides not only fish for food, but also channels for movement. R.S. 
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Agarwal comments, “The cry of the water was the very cry of adventures, and in 

their earlier stages man was tempted to hazard their lives at the rivers and seas only 

to make their own destiny. It is the river which gave them inspiration for starting 

water transport”.122 But the unfortunate fact is that the marine history of India is not 

well documented. Though there are some maritime accounts highlight this narrative, 

they are largely written and documented by western historians. And that probably is 

the reason why substantive references to seafaring skills of ancient Indian appear to 

be missing from India’s maritime narrative. Admiral Arun Prakash describes this 

phenomenon as follows: “One of the reasons for our maritime blindness is that as a 

nation we have been indifferent to the reading as well as writing of history; both our 

own and that of others. Whatever little history we do study, has been recorded by 

western historians who have made full use of the literary license to give it the slant 

that they wished to”.123  

It is to be noted that in our respective period, primitive navigational 

technique and monsoon wind direction accelerated overseas trade. For Indian 

merchants travelling to south-eastern Asia, the north-eastern monsoon blowing 

from China in the month of November to February and the south-eastern monsoon 

flowing from the Indian Ocean in May to October hit south-east Asia. Likewise, it is 

also believed that the traders from south India also followed the inter-monsoon 

period of August-September and November to April for sailing back. S.H. Jahan 

clearly points out that “Bengal lay mid-point between the western arm of the route 

to South India and the eastern arm to South east Asia. It was single route two-ways, 

necessitating the use of the inter-monsoon period August-September (for voyages 

to Bengal) and the north east monsoon and the following inter-monsoon period 

from November to April for voyages from Bengal”.124 

The trade is largely managed by land and seaports,125 which are often 

referred to as maritime trade. Archaeological and literary evidences strongly assert 

that in the first century of the Christian era, trade relations between Bengal and 
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south-east Asia and China were established in maritime and land-related trade. 

Various indigenous and non-indigenous sources such as the Periplus of the Erythrian 

Sea, Arthasā̒stra, Ptolemy’s An Outline Of Geography, Milinda-pan͂ha provide 

valuable informa on regarding trade of Bengal in our relevant period. Finally, the 

recent discoveries of Kharoṣṭhī and Kharoṣṭhī-Brāhmī script from the ancient 

historical places like Chandraketugarh, Tamluk etc. prove the use of Kharoṣṭhi and 

Kharoṣṭhi-Brāhmī script (mentioned as vimisr̒ita-lipi or mixed script in the 

Lalitavistāra) during the early Christian era.126 It is believed that from north-western 

India a group of Kharoṣṭhi-speaking people settled in lower Bengal for trading 

purpose. Since they were very skilled trader, they used water and land routes. They 

were initially believed to start the journey of the river along the Ganges to the coast 

of Bengal. Then they started their journey through overseas to south-east Asia. 

  The tributaries and distribution of the Ganges provided a network of water 

channels for mari me ac vi es, which the Kuṣhāṇa people used as their commercial 

routes for trade and commerce abroad. Tāmralipta of the lower Bengal was the only 

port of land-locked north India to provide trade facilities abroad with remote areas 

of the Indian Ocean. There are enough data suggesting the territory's maritime trade 

relations with the peninsular and western India, Srilanka and part of south-east 

Asia.127  According to B.N. Mukherjee,128 “several indigenous and Chinese texts 

indicate that in the early centuries of Chris an era (4th or 5th century A.D) Vaṅga 

had direct or indirect trade relations through sea routes with some countries of 

south Asia, China, Srilanka, Egypt and even certain ports of the peninsular and 

western India.” 

The discovery of a large number of trade items found from various parts of 

south-east Asia, such as Thailand, Vietnam, Indonesia, Burma, Malaysia, and Java 

etc. has revealed India’s maritime trade along the eastern coast. They firmly 

establish that from the 1st century to the 5thcentury AD people from south-east Asia 

and India were involved in ocean trade. Most of the outgoing and incoming products 
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were transported through the ports of Bengal. Trade was carried on between 

different market towns situated on the banks of the river. Tāmralipta, 

Gaṅgābandar/Chandraketugarh (24 Parganas), Wari-Bateshwar, Sābhār 

(vaṅgasāgara-sambhāṇḍāriyaka/navyāvakāśikā) and Chaṭṭagrama 

(Samandar/Sudkawan) were examples of trade centres. These centres formed the 

most important ways of communication. The contemporary epigraphs provide 

interesting information about this. One such epigraph speaks about tārāpa  or 

tārika who was likely to look after the dues caused by transportation of large 

amount of goods through ferries.129 

 It is extremely difficult to recommend their exact positions from antiquity, as 

Bengal's hydrography has changed considerably from the ancient to the modern era. 

So, the identification and fixing issues of ports of ancient Bengal are subject to 

debate among the scholars from time to time. But on the basis of literary evidences 

and archaeological evidences, it has been suggested that there were two major 

ports in ancient Bengal, which controlled foreign trade, namely Tāmralipta and 

Gañge.130 Samandar came in the fray after the ports mentioned above disappeared. 

  Bengal enjoyed the deltaic features and geographically strategic location 

from the first centuries of the Christian era. It gave her right to maintain connection 

through the water route. Gaṅgā-Brahmaputra and its tributaries were the main 

source of routes since ancient times. Bengal got a chance to connect by the sea with 

the Indian coastal regions as well as the extra-Indian territories comprising maritime 

south-east Asia. Archaeological, literary and numismatic sources supply abundant 

information regarding the waterways connecting different regions along different 

rivers. Therefore, naturally, in a country like India, which is watered by various river 

systems, without the provision of water transport the pattern of communication 

cannot be completed. Since the earliest times, people have stressed water transport 

facilities and skills. Therefore, between the two ways of communication, the water 

path was quite preferable.131 
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It has not been realized correctly that in the very beginning, people had 

learnt to travel by water. But it can be guessed that when people saw the floating 

tree on the river in the channels, eventually they got the initiative and inducement 

to organize their own river transport on the same basis. It was in the period of the 

Mauryas that a considerable advancement was made in the naval field. Kauṭilya 

speaks of a special officer called navādhyakṣa (superintendent of ships).132 The 

water routes were both internal and external. The internal water routes were made 

of natural channels supplied by nadīpatha (river route), and the artificial water ways 

supplied by the dugout channels called kulyā (artificial waterway or canal-route).The 

external route was shaped mainly through vāripatha(sea-route).The vāripatha was 

further sub-divided into the kulapatha (coastal route) and the saṃyānapatha 

(overseas route). 

Bengal maintained trade rela ons with Pāṭaliputra, Champā and Benares.  

The archaeological objects are of different periods, indicating the existence of 

maritime trade between Bengal and Orissa, Tamil Nadu and Srilanka from the third 

century AD onwards. The Mahāvaṁsa̒ men ons the trade between Vaṅgas and a 

nearby country of Kaliṅgas through the waterways. These were allies and maintained 

matrimonial relationship.133 Along with the Mahāvaṁsa̒, the other Pāli chronicles 

from Srilanka, the Rājāvalliya and the Dipavaṁsa̒ were believed to be the earliest 

reference to the maritime activities in Bengal.  

From indigenous texts, foreign accounts and some epigraphic records, we 

can collect information related to sea-routes connecting Bengal directly or indirectly 

with other countries outside of India. A journey from the mouth of the Ganges to 

Suvarṇabhumī is known from Buddhist literature.134 The Jātaka stories o en refer to 

direct sailing from Pātaliputra or Champā down the Ganges to Suvarṇadvīpa. Traders 

and merchants of Pataliputra or Champā had to sail from Tāmralipta for a voyage to 

Suvarṇadvīpa.135 The Periplus of the Erythrean Sea points to close commercial 

rela ons between Gañge and ‘Golden Chersone’ or ‘Chryse’, which stood for Malay 
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peninsula and Suvarṇabhūmī.136 Ptolemy has referred to a mart named Allosygne 

near Paloura, iden fied with Dānton in Midnapur district. It was the point of 

departure of vessels bound for ‘Khryse’ or Malay.137 

Tāmralipta was the oldest port of Bengal. Both Fa-Hsien and Hiuen-Tsang 

visited it respectively in the 5th and 7th century AD. This port was well connected 

with remote terrains of China and south-east Asia and was an outstanding port of 

the Ganges Delta. There were four mari me routes from Tāmralipta. The first route 

advanced to the west till the eastern Mediterranean regions,138 over the south and 

west coast of India, across Sri Lanka. The second route indicates directly across the 

Bay of Bengal. It penetrated the narrow Isthmus of Kra reaching the mainland or 

islands of south-east Asia and to the distant region of China. This route was not 

perhaps frequented due to risk involved. The third route ran through the coast of 

Ārākan to Burma and beyond up to Suvarṇabhūmī. The fourth followed via Ceylon to 

South-east Asia. The Jātaka tales, the Ceylonese Pāli chronicles of Mahavaṁsa̒ and 

Dīpavaṁsa, the Kharoṣṭhī and Kharoṣṭhī-Brāhmī Inscriptions and accounts of Fa-

hsien, Hiuen-Tsang and I-tsing clearly gives an account about routes from Tāmralipta 

to south-east Asia. 

The Chinese travellers such as Fa-hien, Hiuen-Tsang and I-tsing referred to 

Tāmralipta as a place situated on the broad Bay. They respec vely visited the port of 

Tāmralipta in the 5th and 7th centuries AD. While returning from India to China, Fa-

hien used the port of Tāmralipta passing the coasts of Kaliṅga and Coromondal to 

south India and thence to Ceylon. After spending two years in Ceylon (Sri Lanka), he 

came in another merchant’s ship after copying a few manuscripts. After a long and 

stormy passage he reached Java.139 Another Chinese pilgrim named Hiuen-Tsang in 

the first half of the 7th century AD was advised by a south Indian priest, about 

perilous voyages through above mentioned passage falling from the cyclones in the 

Bay of Bengal during the me of north-eastern monsoon wind. He describes that 

Tāmralipta was well connected by land and water. 
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By the second half of the 7th century, another Chinese pilgrim I-tsing visited 

India. It is known from some records on maritime contacts between Bengal, south-

east Asia and China. He mentions the names of 37 of his contemporaries, who took 

this route several times from India. Their first landing station was in Canton in 671 

AD by a Persian merchant’s ship. Then they travelled to western Java or Palembang 

in Sumatra. After arriving in another ship, the traders then went to the north coast 

of Sumatra and passed by the Nicobar Islands. Finally, they arrived in Ceylon. In this 

way, they changed their ships to Tamluk. After arriving they used to go their journey 

by land to various parts of India.140 Tāmralipta, met by land and water route was a 

place suitable for embarkation for those bound for China. 

The inscription of Buddhagupta supplies a maritime trade network of Bengal-

Malay peninsula which was in operation in 400 AD.141 The great sailor (mahānāvika) 

Budhagupta of Raktamṛi kā142 Vihāra proceeded from Karṇasuvarṇa to Tāmralipta 

to start his journey by the sea.143 Mahānavika Buddhagupta might have reached 

Tāmralipta from Murshidabad by land or riverine route and then he sailed to the 

Malay Peninsula.  

The Mahāniddesa and the Annals of the Early Han dynasty indicate a sea 

route from Huang-che to Ho-Pu. Huang-che is iden fied with Gañge of the Periplus 

and Ho-Pu might be located in China. This extended trade included a mission to 

Huang-che with generous gifts and a return mission from Huang-che to offer as 

tribute a live rhinoceros.144 The Periplus further refers to ship sailing from the ports 

of the Deccan to the Ganges, and even to the Chryse.145 

A route existed in the ancient period connec ng the upper Gange c valley 

with Suvarṇadvīpa evidently by way of the ports of the Lower Ganges or li oral 

Bengal. The Avadānasa̒taka146 mentions a voyage of a caravan leader of Srāvas  to 

Ratnadvīpa. The Mahākarmavibhaṅga147 refers to the experience of traders about 

the voyage from Tāmralipta to Suvarṇabhūmī. The Milinda-pan͂ha men ons that the 

owner of the ship was rich and he embarked with his frights in the high seas and 
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sailed to Vaṅga, Takkola, Cina, Soriva, Sura ha, Alasanda, Kolapa ana and 

Suvarṇabhūmī.148 

More evidence about travelling the overseas route connecting Bengal with 

China is provided by Kang-Tai. The Fu-nan-chuan of Kang Tai says that “coming out 

of the port of Chu-li one enters the great bay travelling straight to the north-west for 

more than a year one reaches the mouth of river of India, which is called the river 

Ganges. At the mouth of the river there is a kingdom called Tan-mei, which belongs 

to Tien-chu sent letters to the Yellow Gate and was appointed by king of Tan-

mei.”149 From the above statement it seems that Tan-mei is definitely iden fied with 

Tāmralipta, and it is apparent that in the middle of the third century AD a regular 

mari me route existed between China and Tāmralipta. 

There is a tradition in the Chau-Ja-Kua that envoys were sent to the T’ang 

court from Tien-chu or eastern India in 627-692 AD.150 The Buddhist scholars like 

Dharmapāla in the 7th century AD and Dipaṅkara in the 11th century A.D. also 

proceeded from Bengal to Suvarṇadvīpa.151 V.D. Gogte has claimed on the basis of 

the X-ray diffraction (XRD) analysis of rowletted wares that made from the clay 

found only in the lower Gaṅgā plains with the epicentre of the Chandraketugarh-

Tāmralipta region.152 The item is said to have been sent to various places inside the 

country and also the distant places like Buni culture sites like north Java, Sembiran 

(on the north coast of Bali), and at sites in Vietnam in south-east Asia.153 So it is to 

be said again that regular communication between Bengal littorals and southern 

part of the Indian subcontinent and maritime Southeast Asia existed. 

It is found from the Periplus that ports on the western coast, such as 

Barygaza, Sopara, Calliena, Tyndis, Damirica, Muziris, Nelcynda, etc. were part of 

direct partnerships with the Roman world. We know that there was no direct 

contact of the Roman world with territory concerned. This indirect relation 

flourished in the first three or four centuries of the Christian era. The articles of 

malabathrum, Gangetic spikenard, Gangetic muslins, silk from Thinae and pearls had 
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a great reputation in the Roman markets. Pepper and sandalwood, which are 

thought to be famous in Chryse were carried out by the traders of Bengal to send 

the items to the western world through Gañge, Nelcynda or Barygaza as the 

circumstances demanded. The discovery of gold coins of the Roman emperor 

Constan ne and Gordian at Bamandha  is associated with Indo-Roman trade. Goods 

were exported from ancient Vaṅga country to the Roman Empire through these 

ports of the western coast. Though the ports of western coast had the lion’s share in 

trade and commerce with the Romans, the role of the port of Gañge and Paloura 

situated on the coast of Bay of Bengal, were not negligible in Indo-Roman trade. The 

Bengal goods were transferred to coastal voyages in the port on the Tamil coast, 

where these were taken to Muziris (Cannanore or Caranganore) in the Cera country. 

The port was the premier port in Malabar, figuring prominently in the Periplus 

mentioned by Ranabir Chakravarti.154 Then the voyages went to Alexandria in Egypt 

after through different stages of seas, land and fluvial journeys.155 So the ports of 

Malabar served as an emporium for Roman traders as identified in the Periplus. 

Again the ports were connected by overland routes on the eastern coast of Southern 

India. Then the route along the coast of Dosarend (Orissa),Gañge (Bengal) and 

south-east Asia went further. 

  The Bengal coast during the 6th and the 7th centuries AD was par cularly 

famous for the port of Tāmralipta as already men oned. But it decayed around the 

eighth century AD. The adverse economic effects of the decline of Tāmralipta were, 

however, offset by the rise of a port of considerable importance to the east of the 

Meghna. This port, generally called Samandar by Arab writers,156 and Sudkāwan by 

Ibn Batutta,157 was conveniently located near present day Chittagong in Bangladesh. 

The Arab chronicles furnish evidences of maritime voyages from Samandar to 

Uranshin (Orissa), Kanja(Kañcipuram) and Serendib or Silandib (Sri Lanka).158 

In the latter half of the 7th century, Sheng-chi followed the southern route 

from China to India and arrived at Samataṭa,159 where Devaparvata was the capital. 
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It appeared as a lively inland riverine port between the second half of the seventh 

and the first quarter of the tenth century A.D. The Copper-plate of Srīdharanarāta 

(665-675 AD)160  describes that this port was encircled by the river Kṣīrodā (modern 

Khīra or Khīrnāi), and both banks were adorned with boats. The Paśchimbhāg copper 

plate of Srīchandra161 dated 930 AD once again described the Devaparvata as 

encircled by the river Kṣīrodā, on which plied many boats driven by many sailors 

(nāvikas).There is no doubt that Devaparvata had a distinct river communication and 

close contact with the indigenous river network and maritime linkage with the Bay 

of Bengal till the first quarter of the 10th century A.D. 

  Another Chinese priest named I-tsing sailed north-east from Siṁhapura 

(Ceylon) sometime before 685 A.D and reached Harikela.162 The region was the 

eastern limit of Eastern India and a part of Jambudvīpa. We also know of Tan-kwong, 

a priest, who followed the sea-route from Canton to eastern India and came to AI-li-

ki-lo (Harikela).163 All of these, in their journey to Samataṭa or Harikela, in all 

probability must have arrived at the port of Samandar, and then went to the 

respective sites through riverine routes. So, it can be concluded that trade relation 

of Samandar with China existed via Malayan peninsula. Samandar was a port in the 

coastal route from the Coromondal coast up to the Gangetic valley, and it was plied 

by ships of smaller tonnage. 

The maritime port of Samandar could have been linked with the interiors of 

Samataṭa through the Gum , Dakatia, Titas and Choto Feni. This is true even in the 

early 20th century. Kṣīrodā could have also provided Samandar’s riverine connection 

with Tripura. Both of its banks were adorned with a cluster of boats.164 To the north, 

Samandar was indeed connected with inland ports of Kāmarūpa. Ibn Khurdadhbih’s 

record clearly points to Samataṭa’s connec on with Kāmarūpa by means of the 

Brahmaputra.165 Moreover, the Meghna and its two tributaries, Surma and Barak, 

could have facilitated further inland connection with the Sylhet region. The land 
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routes could connect the entire north-eastern regions of India as well as Bhutan, and 

even the trans-Himalayan region of Tibet.166 

The maritime routes of 'Basra-Samandar' (Chaṭṭagrāma) and 'Samandar-

Kacha-Srivijaya' were the most significant trade networks between the 9th to 12th 

centuries.167 The most detailed account of the trading routes was given by Ibn 

Khurdadhbih. He described the coastal voyage from Basra in Iraq, along the western 

coast of India through the Palk Strait and round the shores of the Bay of Bengal.168 

Numismatic evidences in the form of Abbasid coins also ensure the existence of 

trade routes to connect Basra (at the head of the Persian Gulf) and Siraf (an 

important port in Abbasid Empire situated on the eastern coast of the Persian Gulf) 

with Samandar in Bengal. By the middle of the mid-12th century this communication 

must have continued when Al-Idrisi wrote his Kitab Nuzhatu-I Mushtak fi Ikhtiraqu-I 

Afaq and described cities and port in South Asia.169 Samandar, near Sandwip Island, 

must be marked with a port in or near Chittagong in present Bangladesh about the 

9th century onwards. Both Ibn Khurdadbih and Al Idrisi speak very highly of 

Samandar as a port. Al Idrisi men ons three places along with Samandar, i.e. 

Kashmir, Kanauj and Kāmut (Kāmarūpa). He describes that in 15 to 20 days the aloe 

wood by the river was brought from Kāmarūpa to Samandar.170 

A sea-route of Bengal has been described in detail by Ibn Batutta, who 

arrived in Bengal in 1334 AD. Ibn Battuta started his journey from the Maldives and 

reached Sudkawan via Serendib and Malabar (Coromondel coast).171 In his return 

journey, he travelled from Sudkawan to Java in a Chinese junk. His journey by a 

Chinese junk is further pointer to the connection between the Bengal coast and 

Chinese harbours via the Malacca straits and south-east Asia. It is known that A śa 

Dipaṅkara went to the Suvarṇadvīpa during the years of 1011 to 1023 A.D. He took a 

journey to the Suvarṇadvīpa by a merchant vessel. This vessel, several months' a er 

harsh travel, brought him to that island (Suvarṇadvīpa). On his way back, he moved 

from Suvarṇadvīpa to Tāmradvīpa (Srilanka), and finally to the coast of Bengal.172 So 
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in the early medieval times, the maritime routes and links existed between south-

eastern Bengal (Samandar/Sudkāwan) and south India, Maldives, south-east Asia 

and China. These ports also played an important role in the island riverine transport 

in coastal Bengal. 

Another site named Wari-Bateshwar173 played a vital role in organizing trade 

in Indian Territory and abroad. In the early historic period, Wari-Bateshwar served as 

a maritime port and was already a part of the Bay of Bengal coastal trade network. 

The location of Wari-Bateshwar on an ancient course of Brahmaputra means that 

this was an estuarine port. In the light of literary evidences and archaeological 

findings, we can strongly build up our argument. It is known from the Periplus of the 

Erythrean Sea, which was written in the 1st century A.D., and hence is 

contemporaneous with the time when Wari-Bateshwar was a maritime port. The 

maritime trade route connecting Wari-Bateshwar and south-east Asia did exist. The 

discovery of knobbed vessels at Wari-Bateshwar, possibly made of high tin bronze, 

and similar bowls at Ban Don Ta Phet in west-central Thailand and Than Hoa 

province in Vietnam further substantiates maritime contact of Wari-Bateshwar with 

south-east Asia. Westward, the route could touch Chandraketugarh and move 

further west to the eastern coast of south India and then possibly on to Ceylon. If 

Gañge men oned in the Periplus was the same as Chandraketugarh, then Wari-

Bateshwar was possibly only a point, which was of subsidiary importance in 

comparison to the maritime port of Arikamedu in south India. 

Another site appeared named Vaṅgasāgara-sambhāṇḍāriyaka in 

Yolamandala. This area, although not located in a literal tract, was a close 

association with the eastern sea through the internal riverine route. The word 

means a commercially connected centre in the Bay of Bengal. In the first half of the 

6th century A.D., when Tāmralipta emerged in its height, Sābhar came to no ce as an 

inland riverine port. 
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 Recent archaeological discoveries in the coastal areas of Medinipur and 

South 24 Parganas districts have brought to light ancient historical sites such as 

Bāhiri, Tildā, Tikasi, Amritberia, Harinārāyaṇpur, Deulpota, Boral Ātghārā, Nātsāl etc. 

that were situated on the Ganges or its branches. Due to their geographical 

loca ons, they could be considered as port ci es and the content from these sites is 

iden cal and comparable to the Tāmralipa and Gañge. The sites such as Bāhirī, Tiladā 

and Tikasi were connected with the river and consequently with seaborne trade of 

south western Bengal.174 Dvārahātaka175 in the Sundarban area stood on the eastern 

bank of the river Gaṅgā and emerged as a small riverine outlet. Ranabir 

Chakravarti 176  thinks that with the convenience of internal riverine channel, 

Dvārahātaka emerged as a local trade centre and also was linked to the opening to 

the sea. But it should be reminded that this riverine port cannot be compared with 

Tāmralipta and Gañge with respect to the volume of exported and imported 

materials. But their riverine contacts to the river and ultimate access to the sea lead 

us to conclude that they were smaller ports. They could have acted as supporting or 

feeder ports for a much larger harbour nearby, such as Tāmralipta and Gañge. 

The broad network of rivers of Bengal brought high level of mobility in the 

communication facilities of the region. The rivers provided important links to the 

deltaic peninsula with major ports on the Bay of Bengal. Thus it correctly indicates 

that the areas of Vaṅga region continued to connect with the Bay of Bengal and the 

littoral areas of present Bangladesh through many rivers in the early medieval 

times.177 

Thus from the above discussion, it may be concluded that agriculture and 

trade seem to have played an important role in the economic development since 

remote past. Bengal's favourable geographical location, presence of a number of 

rivers carrying enormous volume of water accelerated its trade and commerce with 

the outer world. The location of the Bay of Bengal was favourable for the 

advancement of marine activities in Bengal. Rural economy mostly depends on 
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agricultural production. A large alluvial fertile area helped to increase the variety of 

agricultural products, such as cotton, spices, wheat, pulses etc. This led to surplus 

production. This excess surplus production was needed to be exported. Basically, the 

north-western immigrants settled here mainly as farmers and traders. During this 

time the most significant achievement of trade was expansion. Bengal seashore is 

actively associated with the countries of south and south-east Asia. This has resulted 

in cultural exchange and some basic changes were made in the socio-economic lives 

of the people of Bengal. Trade has greatly helped in the mobility of labour and led to 

the establishment of many markets, which later took the character of urban centres. 

Economic prosperity was reflected in every aspect of society and widened the path 

of potential change for urban growth. Large scale industries came, industrial and 

architectural activities increased, new ceramic types came together, change of life 

style, and food habits of common people were noticed. In general, there was an 

urban prosperity among some of the class people. New urban centres were formed 

and most of them are close to the main trade routes or rivers. 

So, we can say that Bengal became the centre of the second urbanization. All 

the perfect features of urban life, trade, interest, public place, entertainment house, 

shop etc. are indicative of the improvement of the existing conditions of the 

people's material life. In this way, we can say that under Kushāṇas the process of 

urbanisation had increased due to political stability, opening of new commercial 

routes, enormous foreign and domestic trade. These developments were supported 

by the issue of a large number of coins and increased knowledge of art and craft. 

The growing urban settlement and the amount of this city came to influence the 

people's material life during the first century of the Christian era. 

5.2. Transport 

Trade and commerce has been facilitated by the transport by carrying goods 

from origin of production to that of the area where it needs for consumption. The 
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surplus production is transferred to those areas which are inadequate in those 

items. Movement of people from one place to another in purpose of trade, 

geographical discoveries, and religious zeal depend upon the transport facility. It 

brings positive change to human life and thus improves the economic condition. So 

the medium of trade and communication has always been the main backbone of 

trade and commerce. 

It is the key to the unlocking of the country's resources. The growth of cities, 

towns, trade routes, marts, ports, domestic and foreign trade is influenced by 

transport. Among the major media of transport, we must refer to the vehicles and 

conveyances as well ships and vessels. It connected the different regions of the 

country not only with one another, but also with the outside world through land and 

sea routes. In view of the above, the ancient transport system fell under two 

divisions: land and water. 

Animals have been used as an important means of communication through 

land for carrying goods and passengers since the remotest time of human 

civilization. Animals were used for transporting goods over short distances, and 

where the easy way of transport was not possible. Animals such as horses, 

elephants, bullocks, and donkeys proved to be of great use. But they were used 

mainly in the war to carry the materials of war. Patañjali refers to camels, bullocks, 

horses and elephants called the beasts of burden. Manu refers to the beast of 

burden, which included the horses, elephants, camels, and donkeys.178 According to 

him, the beasts of burden were trained and marks were endowed on them as a 

token of such training.179  

Since the time of the Indus Valley Civilisation, cart was the means of 

transportation. These carts were mainly pulled by the oxen. The transportation by 

carts was very slow and tiring. Usually the carts were grouped under three division: 

1) Laghuyanā (small vehicle which included chariots), 2) Goliṁgam ( a cart of 

medium size drawn by bulls) and 3) Sakaṭa (big cart).180 The carts were distinguished 



374 
 

by the distances, long and short, which they were designed to cover. Of these the 

Disayatta were used for distant traffic like the modern mail and express trains, while 

the Samvāhania were those vehicles which were used for local use only like the 

modern shuttle or local trains or buses. 

The first to consider are chariots which are so often mentioned in Vedic 

Literature. In view of their importance, a separate officer called Rathādhyakṣa was 

appointed to supervise the manufacturing of the different types of chariots. There 

were several kinds of chariots used in the ancient period. Such chariots were 

classified as aupvāha ratha (carrying the agricultural products to the market), 

pāriyānika (passenger chariot), mahāratha (parcel cum passenger chariot), 

viyadajānāim (used as carrying heavy goods), devaratha (chariots of gods), 

pusyaratha (festal chariot), vaiyika (training chariot), parapurabhiyanika (chariot 

used for invading enemy’s stronghold).181 The chariots were the most speedy land 

cart of the time carrying goods and other commodities. The operator of the cart was 

called as praveta, sārathi, sūta or prajita. The chariots were specifically pulled on a 

particular type of road, which was built mainly for this.182 The chariots were usually 

named after the names of animals pulling the chariots. It has been referred to by 

Patan͂jali that chariots drawn by horse (asv̒aratha), by camels (auṣṭraratha), and by 

doneys (gardabharatha).183 According to Manu, the beast of burden carrying goods 

should be properly trained and endowed with lucky signs.184 

Golimgam was more or less exclusively a commercial vehicle, used in 

transporting articles of trade from one place to another in wagons drawn by bulls. 

The bull yoked to draw cart was generally called anda-vah.185 All the oxen drafted 

for drawing carts were usually called by this name. The Silapadikāram has also given 

information about some other carts namely, kollavandi (a cart drawn by bullocks), 

and kudarapaddi (a cart with hooded top).186  

Kauṭilya has made a detailed reference to the various groups of these 

commercial carts and their cart-men.187 As the volume of trade increased, a brisk 
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trade used to be carried through the medium of these carts.188 For example we learn 

that, when the huge monolithic pillar of Aso̒ka was transported outside, a very big 

cart, at least 50 feet long, was used for the purpose. All these throw ample light on 

the great advancement achieved by the ancient Indian transport system. The cart-

drivers were called by the name of Cakaracara.189  The state adopted measures to 

safeguard the interests of the carts and of the beasts of burden, drafted to pull the 

carts. Legal enactments were made to preserve the safety of the horses, elephants 

and to ensure the safety of carts. Hence severe punishment was inflicted upon those 

who either stole or caused any injury to the horses, elephants and the carts. Such 

corporal punishment was awarded for the stealing of carts and chariots as cutting of 

one foot.190 

In all types of transportation, waterways dominated the scene in Bengal. 

These waterways may be classified as two categories: First, throughout the year, the 

navigable huge deep rivers which were capable of carrying the products of different 

sizes were used for carrying goods. The Ganges, Brahmaputra and Meghna rivers 

may be placed in this class. These rivers, along with their tributaries and 

interconnections, worked as corridors or natural routes for long distance water 

traffic. Due to the lack of statistical information, it was quite probable that in the 

ancient and medieval period, they carried a large part of the internal trade of the 

province. Especially in the rainy season, this power has increased greatly, because 

the remotest areas of the country are only accessible by waterways. Indeed, that all 

other ways of transportation at that time were difficult. These rivers received very 

high importance in the settlements of past trade and collection centres.  

In the second category, small and shallow rivers and streams can be included, 

which were navigable in some cases throughout the year and on the other hand only 

in the rainy season and for small country boats. From times immemorial, people 

have stressed the advantage and efficiency of water transport. Hence as between a 

water route and land route, the water route was preferable. There is ample reason 



376 
 

to suppose why transport by water routes was so much preferred in those times. 

First, transportation by water was so cheap that it could easily carry a vast volume of 

commerce. Then again, a river or the sea was a natural highway found ready-made 

by men and open to all without any hindrance. Also the sustenance of water 

transport required no expense on construction and maintenance or on supervision. 

Obviously, therefore, men remained carefree in carrying traffic by water routes. 

Lastly, transport by water requires the expenditure of less energy, physical or 

mechanical. Moreover, gliding by water is so smooth that water transport required 

less labour potential. 

Dilating upon the naval development of those days, Kauṭilya has grouped the 

boats and ship of those days into four groups according to their degree of utility. 

They were namely potavaṇika (commercial), svanāva (private), rājanau (royal), and 

hiṁsrikā (war ships). The potavaṇika was further subdivided into samyati and 

pravāhaṇa. Of these, the samyati was an ocean-going commercial vessel, used 

specially for transporting merchandise. But in times of emergency, they could also 

be diverted for the conveyance of military supply.191 It is testified that two Burmese 

merchant brothers, named Tapoosa and Palekot, crossed the Bay of Bengal in a huge 

ship that carried full five hundred cart loads of their own goods, besides other 

miscellaneous goods.192 Another big ship has been mentioned in the Saṁkha Jātaka, 

the size of which was eight hundred cubits in length, six hundred cubits in width and 

twenty fathoms in depth. It had three big masts.193 The second category was that of 

pravāhaṇa which was meant mostly for passenger traffic. Sometimes they too had a 

great carrying capacity. 

Svanava is meant smaller ferry boats which were plied by private persons 

mostly for passenger traffic. They enjoyed a greater freedom of movement and were 

allowed to cross the rivers at all times and places. Obviously, we have to leave out of 

consideration the study of rājanau (Royal boat) and hiṁsrikā (war ship) because they 

are irrelevant to our purpose of studying trade. 
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Although, of course, it is well known to all that significant development at a 

pan-Indian level was made under the Mauryas. In this light, Megasthenes records a 

naval department with the chief naval Superintendent. Kauṭilya also speaks of a 

special officer called nāvadhyakṣa (Superintendent of Ships).194 This officer was 

assigned a large number of duties to be performed. 

 In the case of Bengal, land and waterways played the same role as they did 

in the context of entire India. A certain amount of trade was carried on along the 

land routes. Unfortunately, our knowledge about the internal trade routes is very 

meagre. There were only few stray references in the inscriptions in the accounts of 

foreign travellers and contemporary literatures. Foreign travellers were generally 

interested in foreign trade and what they mentioned were mostly in connection to 

that. Nevertheless, the itineraries of Fa-hien and Hiuen-Tsang point to the existence 

of the internal land routes, which connected some of the important cities in the 

country. We notice that various ancient divisions of Bengal were closely connected 

with each other through roads. Many of these existed since ancient times. We get a 

reference to public road (rāja-patha) in the Chi agong plate of Dāmodara.195 The 

two embanked roads have been excavated near Dhanora by K.N. Dikshit.196 Most of 

these roads touched the frontier of Bengal and the travellers, pilgrims and traders 

used it as well. We find the references of bullock carts,197 elephants,198 horses, 

boats199 and vessels.  

The waterways occupied a prominent place among the components of the 

trade and commercial activities of Bengal and it happened due to the geographical 

location of Bengal. The waterways can be divided into two categories- first large 

deep rivers, which were navigable throughout the year and able to bear different 

craftsmanship. This class may have the Ganges, the Brahmaputra and the Meghna 

rivers. Along with their tributaries and distributaries these rivers worked as natural 

routes for long distance waterborne trade. It is potentially sufficient, although there 

is statistical information in ancient and medieval times; they carried a greater part of 
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the island traffic of the province. Especially in the monsoon season, this power has 

increased greatly, because even the remotest areas of the country were only 

accessible by waterways. These rivers received very high importance in the 

settlements of past trade and collection centres. 

In the second category there were small and shallow river or streams which 

were navigable in some cases throughout the year, and in other cases only in the 

rainy season, and often only for small country boats. There is a reference in the 

Raghuvaṁsa̒ to the skill of people making boats for all purposes.200 All these 

references specifically point to the fact that the river was a major means of 

transportation from one part of the country to another. 

In addition to river, the evidences procured from epigraphic records of the 

Guptas, post-Guptas and Pāla-Senas prove the activities of the Bengalee people in 

regard to shipping. Some words such as jola (channel) and khalla (canal) have been 

found from the Bhutichandra inscription201 which indicates the activities of the 

Bengalees in the river. The references to nāvātākṣheṇī (ship-building harbour), nau-

bandhakas/naudaṇḍakas (parking station/ boats) found in the Copper-plate Grant of 

Dharmāditya, 202  nauvāṭaka (warships or mercantile marine officer) 203  in the 

Khālimpur Copper-plate of Dharmapāladeva,204 ardhanauvāṭaka (mercan le marine 

junior officer) in Madanpur plate of Srīchandra,205 naukādhyakṣa or nauvyāpṛtaka 

(naval officer) and nauvitāna (bridge by fleets or boats) in the Deopārā inscrip on of 

Vijaya-Sena206 are gathered from different copper plates. These references establish 

the importance of boats and their sea faring activities in Bengal. The Khālimpur plate 

speaks of a variety of boats which formed a bridge on the Bhāgīrathī (nanavidha-

nauvāṭaka-sampadita-setubandha).207 Among early literary texts the Arthasā̒stra, 

Raghuvaṁsa̒, Amarakoṣa, Rāmacharita, Charyāgī  and in the later period, the 

Maṅgalakāvyas also throw some light on boat building and shipping. Raghuvaṁsa̒ 

describes Bengalee as nausadhanodyatana (expert warrior in the boats).208 The early 

Charyāpadas frequently mention boats and mention their component parts. 
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Moreover, the references collected from the accounts of Fa-hien, Hiuen-Tsang and I-

tsing also yielded enough information about the fact. They give information about 

the sailing of merchants’ vessels for missionary, military and commercial purposes. 

The technical knowledge of Bengal about the construc on of ships or fleet is clearly 

indicated by the informa on provided by different sources. In the me of Kālidāsa,209 

the rulers of Vaṅga appeared to have been famous for their nautical resources. The 

pirate-like ac vi es of a Prince of Dāmalipta (Tāmralipta) have been described in 

Daṇḍin’s Dasa̒kumāracharita. The references in the Charyāpadas to the life of a 

boatman, construction of boats and the actual method of plying boats clearly 

indicate that shipping was held to be an important industry. Sandhyākaranandī in his 

Rāmacharita states that Rāmapāla went to subdue to the Kaivarta rebellion in 

Varendrī after crossing the Ganges through a bridge of boats. We learn about Bengal 

ships from the Maṅgalkāvyas which seem to have preserved a tradition of earliest 

times. In order to cite an example, the fleet of Dhanapati Sadāgar (merchant) 

consisted of ships named Madhukara, Dūrgāvara, Goarakhi, Saṁkhachūḍa, 

Siṅhamukhī, Chandrapāna and Choṭamukhī. The whole fleet was known as 

‘Saptadiṅgā Madhukara’.210 We have no doubt about the continuity of the efforts of 

Bengalees in maritime activities along the coasts and adjacent sea routes. 

The economic life of ancient India evinces a developed state co-operative 

agency, which inspired the formation of organizations for mutual assistance. The 

sārtha denotes the ancient transport agency. It provided all assistance to the 

traders. The sārtha not only controlled the inter-state trade, but also covered the 

trade of outer world. The Vedic literatures indirectly hint the transport agency. At 

that time there were thousands of horses for the transport corporation's chariot. 

The names of proprietors of some transport corporations were probably Paramajya, 

Ninditāsv̒a, and Prapathi. 211  Rathaspati are the general manager of the 

corporation.212 The members of the sārtha were called sārthika. It comprised mostly 

traders and merchants. In addi on, the Brāhmaṇas were also members who looked 
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after welfare of the people along with traders. The chairman of corporation was 

called sārthvāha.213 He had much more information about foreign countries. The 

administration of the sārtha was his responsibility. He had the duty to assemble a 

huge number of carts, wagons, along with drought animals to load up the 

merchandise. Besides, he also maintained daily expenditure of the sārtha. The 

security branch of the sārtha had the responsibility to maintain security. Perhaps the 

roadways engineering department was attached to this branch. In the Vedic period 

Puṣana was considered to be the presiding deity of this branch. He was regarded as 

the pathikṛita or road maker.214 He was also named as the protector of road.215 

5.3. Warehouse 

A warehouse, commonly known as godown is a building for storing 

manufacturing goods.216 It is used by the importers, exporters, manufacturers, etc., 

for transiting the trade items. The surplus production also needs a warehouse. Since 

the ancient times, trade and commerce was the lifeline of Indian economy. It gave 

immense revenue sources to individual or a state. There happened extensive growth 

of agriculture which created a surplus production. So, in view of that, India needed 

storage of manufactured surplus products so that she would consume it in the time 

of crisis. It needed to be stored to meet the crisis when the area faced drought, 

deficit of production. After meeting the local demand, the surplus production also 

facilitated trade and commerce.  

Since very early times, the producers felt the need of making warehouses. In 

the Mahāvastu, 217  we find reference to store-house (bhāṇḍasā̒lā) where the 

manufactured goods were stored. The Mahāsthān Inscription218 clearly speaks of 

surplus production stored in the granary or store house (koṣṭhāgāra) under the 

supervision of local officials located within the fortified area. It must have been a 

public granary. The granaries were said to have been three storeyed (tigabha) 

structured. It also appears from the description that there were stored at least three 
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kinds of grains including paddy (dhānya), sesame (tila), and mustard seeds 

(sarshapa). The items were stored as a precautionary measure from the urgency or 

emergency (a yāynka) such as famine, drought, etc. The storehouse also must have 

been used as a hub from where the items were to be transported to other parts of 

India and also abroad.219 The Gabbhini Sutta clearly refers to some royal stores for 

the consumption of oil (tela), butter (sappi), for Brāhmaṇas.220 Excava ons at 

Bāṇgarh also tes fy to the existence of a granary belonging to the Pala period.221 

There is also the reference to a granary located in Devīkoṭa assigned to the late Pala 

period.222 It refers to a land gifted attached to the granary (koshṭhāgāra). Thus the 

references to the granary clearly mark the existence of consciousness among the 

people of Bengal about the sense of storing the crops. 

The existence of warehouse in early Bengal also has been proven by some 

land grants. The term Vaṅgasāgara-saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka is found from the Madanpur 

Plate of Srīchandra. It may stand for a place where items could be appropriately 

stored (samyak). Such storage of items may logically be associated with commercial 

activities at a given centre of exchange.223 This leads to a further inference that an 

exchange centre such as the one under consideration could also have offered 

warehousing facilities (saṁbhāṇḍāra). One may logically infer that an exchange 

centre could be called a saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka as it offered suitable storage or 

warehousing facili es. The other term Vaṅgasāgara may denote the sea of Vaṅga. 

Thus the compound expression, Vaṅgasāgara-saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka, must have referred 

to an exchange centre associated with the trade in the Bay of Bengal.  

Now the question naturally comes to our mind regarding the possible 

location of saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka in early Bengal. The copper plate where the 

Vaṅgasāgara- saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka referred to was discovered in Yolamaṇḍala included 

within the Puṇḍravardhana-bhukti.224 N.K. Bha asali places Yolamaṇḍala to the 

north of the river Dhaleswari in the Manikganj subdivision of the Dhaka district.225 

Ancient Yolamaṇḍala seems to have covered areas around modern Sābhar. The 
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name Sābhar is possibly derived from Sanskrit sambhāra which means wealth, 

collection or storage of commercial items, etc.226 Sābhar is also a very well known 

archaeological site. Such name would aptly fit a riverine archaeological site with 

definite commercial significance. The discovery of the Madanpur Copper-plate of 

Srīchandra from the Sābhar area may therefore strongly suggest that a 

saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka (trade centre with warehousing facilities) could very well have 

existed at Sābhar in the early medieval mes. Vaṅgasāgara-saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka thus 

would closely correspond to present day Sābhar and it also appears to have been a 

riverine port under the Chandras.227 

Another term puṭabhedana is found in the Mahāparinivvānasū anta of the 

Vinayapiṭaka. It gives an account of Buddha’s visit to Pāṭaligama which is called a 

puṭabhedana with the mahājanapada of Magadha (generally identified with 

southern Bihar). The term puṭa stands for covered boxes of merchandise. So the 

term puṭabhedana is logically taken to mean a place where lids of the boxes or 

packages of merchandise were broken or opened (bhedana). The meaning of the 

term is also attested to by Sumaṅgalavilāsinī of Buddhaghoṣa, the commentator on 

the Vinayapiṭaka. He refers to the term as puṭa-bhedanaṭṭhanam and bhāṇḍa-

bhāṇḍikānāṁmocanaṭṭhānam.228 Thus the term clearly denotes a centre of trade. In 

the context of its reference to Paṭaligāma it was logically translated as a centre of 

interchange of all kinds of ware. The puṭabhedana, located at the confluence of the 

Gaṅgā and the Son, must have facilitated riverine commerce and communication. In 

the same chapter the discussion shed light on the transport and warehouse which 

are also a part and parcel of trade and commerce. 
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Conclusion 

  In the foregoing pages, a critical research has been done on trade 

and commerce in Bengal along with Bengal’s historical geography, its society, 

economy, polity, arts and crafts, means of exchange and trade centres and trade 

routes. First of all, attempts have been made to resolve the dispute among the 

scholars over the beginning and duration of the medieval period. It appears that 

after the fall of the Guptas, some features of medieval culture emerged there. In 

the post-Gupta period, some radical changes occurred which were seen as the 

signs of the medieval period. Thus, it has been called the early medieval period. 

The period marks the transition from the ancient to the medieval period. The 

discussion highlights Bengal’s unique character from the ancient to the period 

under survey. We know that Bengal was famous for her distinct agricultural 

products, trade and commerce from the very beginning. But when eminent 

scholars like D.D. Koshambi, R.S. Sharma and B.N.S. Yadav gave an opinion of 

declining industries, trade and commerce, money economy etc., there was a 

clash to that long-cherished notion of a flourishing trade. They viewed that due 

to the feudalistic character of the economy in Bengal, self-sufficient economy 

developed, central administration suffered a break down, regionalism appeared, 

and industries, trade and commerce and urbanization declined and means of 

exchange were almost extinct. Their views created a commotion in society. But 

the eminent scholars such as D.C. Sircar, B.D.Chattopadhaya, B.N. Mukherjee, 

and Ranabir Chakrabarty refute the theory of interrupted and unabated 

feudalism quoting many reliable references. It appears from their discussion that 

there was little scope for feudalistic features to flourish in early medieval north 

India as compared to European feudalism. The same thing was applicable in the 

case of Bengal. The geo-political history always played a leading role in making 

the history of any country. Therefore, how the geo-political factors of Bengal 

prepared the ground for the development of economy of Bengal has been 

highlighted here. The geographical location of Bengal connected her with 
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neibhbouring regions and the outside world very firmly. In the discussion, it is 

established that the littoral tract of Bengal played a crucial role in maintaining 

trade and commerce. The Pālas and the Senas formed kingdoms extending up to 

Bengal and Bihar. They had maintained peace and order in Bengal for a long 

time. On the other hand, the regional dynasties of eastern Bengal also kept 

peaceful situation which created a conducive environment for trade and 

commerce. Apart from this, the rulers also patronized the commercial activities 

so that the economy of the country got enriched. They provided smooth 

communication by making roads and taking measures to ensure security to the 

travellers and traders from the hazards of the journey. They also employed 

officers to look after the commercial activities. The officers such as vyāpāra 

kāraṇḍaya and vyāpāra viniyukta referred to in the inscriptions were employed 

to look after the trade and commerce along with the collection of su̒lka. 

Sometimes, the government also exempted su̒lka to stimulate trade. 

 The numerous rivers and its tributaries brought about the fertility of a 

large tract of Bengal. The fertile land provided huge surplus production that 

fostered trade and commerce. The indigenous and foreign accounts referred to 

the prosperity of Bengal in the field of agriculture. Naturally, the economy of 

Bengal got flourished in terms of different agricultural products such as rice, 

wheat, barley, maize, mustard, kidney beans, sesame, mustard seeds, etc. Apart 

from this, the area favoured the growth of different kinds of vegetables and 

fruits. Such vegetable were brinjal, long gourd, radish, arum, trichasanthes, 

dioeca (patal), chilli, turmeric etc. The fruits were mango, bread fruit, 

pomegranate, plantain, basia latifolia, date, figs, tamarind, coconut etc. Areca 

and betel-vines were also grown there. The natural resources were fruitfully 

utilized by the artisans of Bengal. They manufactured the variety of industrial 

products. They were highly skilled and artistic. Thus there was a great demand of 

products of Bengal in her neighbouring countries. We know that muslin was very 

popular in foreign markets since the ancient times. Thus, it inspired people to 

export their products to other areas, thereby keeping trade and commerce in 
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alive. After meeting local consumption, the surplus was brought to deficit areas 

where the demand was mounting along with other economic forces. The 

readymade source of fish was also traced in the innumerable branches of rivers 

which met the demand of human food. Not only that, these rivers also framed a 

route of network which was a cheap and available to those who were interested 

in trade.  The hinterland gave the people of south-eastern Bengal the easy 

communication via sea with south-east Asia and West Asia also. Tāmralipta and 

Gañge situated in the Ganges delta were the famous ports from where traders 

went off to the different parts of India and also outside. Samandar was another 

riverine port situated in Chittagong interconnecting interior parts of Bengal via 

rivers. It was also a route connecting with samudra or sea. These ports kept the 

economy of Bengal vibrant at that time. The overland routes also developed 

during this me. Tāmralipta was well connected via land routes with other parts 

of the country. Due to hazards the travellers and traders preferred overseas 

routes. It was cheap and safe. Hiuen-Tsang, I-tsing who came to Bengal in the 7th 

century AD observed the productivity of Bengal.  

 The gulf regions of south-eastern Bengal were well connected with the 

outer world for the purpose of cultural and commercial transactions. The 

accounts of the Chinese, Arab and Persian travelers provide sufficient 

information which proves that there was brisk trade and commerce between 

Bengal and South-east Asia, China, Srilaṅka, some parts of western Asia. The 

archaeological remains found from these sites also attest to the fact. The 

discoveries of high quality of silver coins, cowry-shells, chūrṇī or chūrṇa in 

different part of Bengal were also the proof of the existence of money economy. 

The existence of coins indicates the progress of trade and commerce. Cowrie was 

a special feature of money economy of Bengal in the period under survey. It is 

presumed that cowrie was not an indigenous product. It came from Maldives in 

exchange of rice regularly. Thus, it also proves the commercial transaction of 

Bengal keeping economy of Bengal vibrant. On the other hand, cultural 

transactions also happened in early Medieval Bengal. Trade relation of Bengal 
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and outside world also developed through the cultural communication. Fa-hien, 

Huen-Tsang, and I-tsing came to Bengal to learn about religion. Following their 

path, many traders and merchants also became enthusiastic to trade. 

 Generally, if peace and order persists in society, economy can flourish. So, 

in the work, an image of society has been highlighted being peaceful and 

prosperous. Such terms such as haṭṭa, haṭṭika, saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka, 

navyāvakāsi̒kāyam found from inscriptions assigned to Early Medieval Bengal 

testify to the fact of brisk internal trade and commerce. Puṇḍravardhana located 

at the meeting point of north and south Bengal was a great centre of trade. The 

travelers and historians frequently men on Puṇḍravardhana where traders used 

to come and from where they went. In many cases Bengal played a role of 

entrepot. The horse from mountainous region, central Asia or China came to 

Bengal and they were exported to south-east Asia as is proven from 

archaeological evidence. The other various items such as malabathrum and 

elephants were also not local items, but traded through the ports of Bengal. 

Ancient Bengal not only exported the trading items, but also imported and kept 

the economy vibrant. Horses, precious stones, Chinese silk, cowie etc. were of 

the list. The Tābāqat-i-Nāsirī mentions Lakhnauti, where about over thousand 

horses were sold. The Periplus also points out that Chinese silk came to Bengal.  

 Thus, it may be said that the economy of Bengal was rich, prosperous and 

dynamic in character in early medieval Bengal. This economy had not been faded 

even with a hundred blows. The feudalistic economy did not hamper the 

economic prosperity of Bengal. The trade and commerce continued as it was 

before, and in many cases, it actually increased. The south-east Bengal kept the 

economy of Bengal vibrant and active. The location of the region tempted both 

the indigenous and non-local traders to trade. They earned enormously from the 

commercial transactions. Thus their financial well-being encouraged and inspired 

them. We find several references in this regard. But this prosperity of economy 

did not change the lives of the common people. There are always shadows under 

the dazzling light. Bengal economy substantiates the proverb. The diverse 
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economic activity raised the standard of life of the traders and those in the upper 

sections of the society. Thriving economic activity with magnitude of income 

from various sources led them to lead lives of pomp and pleasure, whereas 

evidences are not scanty to show that economic prosperity was confined to the 

fortunate few enterprising communities and many had to make the both ends 

meet only. 
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Appendixes 
A. State Towards Trade and Commerce 

Trade and commerce in ancient Bengal experienced a formidable growth. 

It brought the country enormous prosperity. It shared the major part of economy 

in Bengal. The growing importance of trade as a chief source of state revenues 

was increasing day by day. In view of the above the ancient authorities explicitly 

advised the king to take specific measures for the promotion of trade. Hence, 

Kauṭilya has laid down that the king should offer ample facilities for trade and 

commerce by constructing roads. He should arrange and safeguard the land and 

water routes and set up market towns.1 Since wealth and wealth alone is 

important for the material progress of the state, the king was advised to pay 

special attention to the interests of traders, who contributed to the growth of 

national wealth.2 Not only that, the government took measures to restrain 

fraudulent activities, which did harm the interests of the traders or those of the 

general public.3 

The role of the state was to collect the taxes from different sectors of 

economy. Along with various sectors, a tax on trade was one of the sources of 

revenues. In ancient times the government took special care to impose taxes on 

trade. Manu says that the king should impose tax on people in moderate 

measure just as the leech, the calf and the bee extract their food little by little. 

Kauṭilya also advised the kings to impose taxes moderately. The normal rate of 

taxation approved by law givers was 1/20 of the merchandise, which was 

generally paid in cash. But this rate varied according to circumstances and 

situa ons. Viṣnu provides a rule of 1% on local produce and 1/20 on foreign 

produce.4 Sukranīti prescribes different rates of tolls. The minerals like gold, 

silver, copper, zinc and iron were all required to pay as toll 1/2, 1/3, and 1/6 of 

the profits. On the other hand 1/3, 1/5, 1/7, 1/10, 1/20 of profit was to be 

realized from the commodities such as grass, wood, etc.5 Kauṭilya has strictly 

prohibited the sale of commodities in the source of its origin.6 Those, who 
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violated the regulations and deprived the government of its dues, were 

punished. Besides, there were a number of other taxes imposed on commodities 

such as vartani (transit dues), ā vāhika (escorting fees), gulmadeya (fees paid on 

military stations), taradeya (ferry dues) and bhāga( king’s share).The 

su̒lkādhyakṣa, the collector of customs and tolls was authorized to charge toll on 

all perishable commodities such as fruits and vegetables. The nāvadhyakṣa had 

the responsibility to collect taxes on maritime trade. 

Let us now turn our attention to the case of Bengal. The literary as well as 

epigraphic evidences corroborate the fact that kings of Bengal accrued bonafide 

revenue from trade and commerce since the earliest times. Among these market 

dues were one. The available sources constantly mention the market places 

located in the important ci es or villages of Bengal. Puṇḍravardhana was a great 

market place, where traders from different corners assembled.7 The copper 

plates of the Pāla-Sena period frequently mention the markets-places along with 

the villages.8 The state derived considerable revenue from these markets as 

indicated by the Khālimpur Copper-plate Inscription. It records the grant of four 

villages along with haṭṭikā indicating market dues.9 The officer-in-charge of 

collecting the particular revenue was known as haṭṭapati.10 Ferry dues were 

another source of revenue to the state. The collector of such revenue was 

perhaps called as tārika.11 It appears from the facts that the state accrued a good 

share of economy from trade and trade related matters. Naturally, the state had 

tried to control trade so that the major share of economy did not get lost. 

The second grant of Dharmāditya men ons Gopālasvāmin as a custom 

officer.12 The grant refers to him as vyāpāra kāraṇḍya Gopālasvāmin. This officer 

was responsible for levying and collecting trade dues from traders and 

merchants.13 The grant of Gopachandra also hints at a similar type of officer.14  

Another officer vyāpāra-viniyukta who regulated the affairs of trade, has been 

mentioned in the plates. We get the informa on that Vatsapāla was placed as 

vyāpāra-viniyukta during the time of uparika Nāgadeva in the navyāvakāsi̒kā in 

the province of Vāraka. Another officer found from the Pāla inscriptions was 
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sa̒ulkika. He was also charged the duty of high officials of the state.15 It seems 

that he was given the charge of collecting su̒lka meaning taxes levied on 

merchants.16 Amarakoṣa defines the term of su̒lka of ferry dues, tolls, and 

custom duties.17 According to Kauṭilya, su̒lka comprised of taxes levied on all 

kinds of commodities imported. The officials namely tārika18 and haṭṭapati19 

mentioned in the inscriptions also looked after the duties of the state. They were 

also given duties to collect the task of market dues. It is interesting to note that 

though the term sa̒ulkika is men oned in most of the Pāla inscriptions, 

surprisingly not found in any Sena inscriptions. It is more reasonable to say that 

a er the Pālas trade and commerce declined and reliance of agriculture 

increased. 

Another official has been mentioned in the inscriptions of the Pāla kings. 

The officer known as Gaulmika20 had the duty to collect the custom duties.21 A 

confusion has arisen as to whether sa̒ulkik and gaulmika were both responsible 

to look after the custom duties, as they are mentioned separately in the 

inscriptions. In Sanskrit, the term gaulmika means wood, foot or a guard of 

soldiers. Fleet accepts the first meaning, where he refers to gaulmika as the 

superintendent of wood and forest products.22 He also might have been an 

officer in charge of the military department. The department consisted of 9 

elephants, 9 chariots, 27 horse, and 45 foot soldiers.23 In the absence of any 

further evidence, it is difficult to explain, whether gulma formed another source 

of revenue in the survey period. 
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B. Guild System 
In accordance with industries, trade and commerce, the question of guild 

naturally comes to our mind. In ancient India, the industries were probably 

organized through a corporation. These corporations were not only just social 

and economic, but also religious and military. The Sanskrit literatures use a 

significant number of terms in connection to these indigenous local bodies 

holding various characters and functions. The following are the terms written in 

our literature such as sr̒eṇī, nigama, kūla, gaṇa, pūga, vrāta, saṁgha etc. The 

first six terms likely denoted the co-operative organization and the last one, 

sr̒eṣṭhī refers to the president of a guild in ancient India. People who followed 

the same trade or industry, organized themselves under one umbrella. It 

regulated the economic life or its members in its larger social and religious 

ceremonies. This association protects the social and legal recognition of their 

status, rights and activities and holds true corporate identity. It can be called a 

guild conveniently and appropriately.  

In the Vedic literature, we find the references of gaṇas and vrātas. In the 

Yajurveda we also get the term of gaṇa and gaṇapa , which means the head of a 

gaṇa.1 The evidences clearly testify to its existence in the early part of the Vedic 

period. Besides, references to sr̒eṣṭhīn meaning a modern se̒th (bankers), or, 

presumably, the headman of a guild has been found from the Brāhmaṇas.2 The 

renowned commentator Shankarāchārya observes, ‘the merchants and 

craftsmen also function in groups; they can create wealth only when they are 

grouped, not individually.’3  R.C. Majumdar defines guild as a corporation of 

people, belonging to the same or different castes, but following the same trade 

and industry.4 He further says, “Men following similar means of livelihood usually 

formed themselves into a corporation with definite rules to guide themselves.”5  

The early Pāli literatures also mention the words saṁgha, pūga, sr̒eṇī and 

gaṇa.6 Two of these words, such as gaṇa and saṁgha, were probably used to 

refer to a corporaton or union for political and other purposes, other two terms 
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such as pūga and sr̒eṇī were commonly used to refer to corporation of 

merchants, artisans, work-people or other unions aiming to gain wealth by trade 

and industry.7 The commentators on Manu and Nārada take the term as an 

assembly of persons following a common craft or trade. But Arthasā̒stra 

describes it as either a guild of workmen or a military clan or communi es like 

those of Kambojas, Surastras and Kṣhatriyas, who subsisted on agriculture, trade 

and military service. The commentators of Nārada and Yājñavalkya define the 

term pūga to mean cra  or trade guild. But both Vīramitrodaya and Mitākṣara 

distinguish it from sr̒eṇī as an organization of persons of different castes and 

associations, and opine that sr̒eṇī is a mere limited assembly of people of the 

same craft or occupation though possibly of different castes.8 

 

7.1. Causes of the Rise of guild 

Guild is an organization formed in ancient India. The different craftsmen, 

traders, merchants set up the organization. The antiquity of guild is unknown to 

us. But the society transformed in the primitive stage of economic life in the 

Vedic period. The ever increasing wants of the society gave rise to various arts 

and crafts. It may be presumed that with the growth of industries, the craftsmen 

organized themselves into guilds. It is not difficult to understand why 

cooperation and association of a certain kind became an integral feature of trade 

in ancient India. The prevailing insecurity and instability of social life enforced the 

traders to think of the necessity of living together in corporations. Dangers and 

uncertainties in long travels compelled the traders to move forward in well 

organized caravans. It is very hard to travel alone. There were different kind of 

scares coming from wild animals, robbers and hostile tribes. Sa gumba Jātaka9 

refers to the existence of a village of five hundred highway robbers organized 

under an elder as their head. Such an organized challenge to the merchants 

could only be met by an equally well-united group of merchants properly 

protected. There is a mention of an attack by robbers, which was overcome by 

an organized group of traders collectively.10 Bṛihaspa  also states that danger to 
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one man was to be treated as a danger to all and should be faced collectively.11 

So the caravan traders organized themselves into corporate bodies so that they 

could successfully protect their lives and property from ravages of robbers.                                                                        

One views that being an agricultural country there was no existence of 

guild under the reign of Aryans. However, the division of labour under the varṇa 

system was instrumental to the rise of guild organization. Agriculture, animal 

husbandry, and trade, three occupations of the Vaisy̒as, in course of time had 

been formed as separate groups. In addition to the services of other castes, the 

Sūdras too adopted such menial crafts and formed a separate economic group. A 

number of non-Aryan tribes assimilated in the varṇa system being placed mostly 

in the Sūdra class. They also formed their own occupational groups. Thus, various 

professional groups of the Vaisy̒as and the Sūdras were formed, which were 

involved in the process of production, distribution and exchange. They were 

dominated and exploited by the higher varṇas, and they were subjected to social 

and legal discrimination.12 Under such circumstances involved in various 

professions, the Vaisyas and the Sūdras could realize the convenience of building 

guilds to protect their interests.13 It has been rightly referred to by S.K. Maity 

that ‘the tendency to organise on a co-operative basis was inherent in the 

division of castes and allocations of their duties. It was quite natural that men 

working in a particular type of craft should group together on the basis of their 

calling. Thus the stratification of society on the basis of caste system produced 

certain beneficial results in the field of industry and trade.’14 The Bṛhaddharma 

Purāṇa and the Brahmavaivarta Purāṇa refer to a large number of castes and 

their occupations reflecting the peculiar conditions prevailing in ancient Bengal. 

People residing in a particular area and following the same profession 

naturally co-operated with each other in achieving a common objective. 

Therefore, generally, the crafts were localized, which helped people to better 

understand among the artisans living in the same area. Besides, profession 

becoming hereditary, the benefit also went to the heirs of the family. The 

experience of the previous generation was used in this way, and it created a 
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large number of trained craftsmen available in different guilds. In this way the 

localization of the craftsmanship and occupational hereditary nature helped the 

craftsmen to keep their protection and separate identity, and make their 

organization with more compact. Besides organizing themselves, artisans and 

traders could consult with state authorities with greater power to listen to their 

voices and resolve the redresses. Being organized into guilds, the artisans, 

traders and their merchandise were provided security and protection for the 

dangers of robbers and irregular soldiers. Therefore, it has been determined that 

guilds should arrangement for prevention of disaster and calamities and for 

performance of duty. 

With the growth of cities and towns, craftsmen had better prospect and 

many villages of the artisans had been transformed into cities. The introduction 

of iron made a radical change in the agricultural economy creating surplus 

production. This enabled more artisans to act as whole-time craftsmen receiving 

food in lieu of craft.15 This also led to the rise of huge production, which needed 

exportation. Thus there had been growth of trade and commerce. Thus these 

factors were conducive to the development of guilds. 

With the emergence of large territorial states and consequently stable 

political condition resulted to improvement in road transport beyond the 

regional boundaries. As a result of long distance trade, traders could easily 

deliver the goods in demand as also collect the sources of raw materials even 

from remote areas. The requirements of necessity of luxury goods in both 

indigenous and foreign markets could be met only by a sizeable number of 

specialized and adequately trained forces. These forces were only designed to 

provide for the guilds. 

 Above all, the rise of Buddhism and Jainism in the 6th century BC was 

more egalitarian than Brahmanism and provided a better environment for the 

development of the guilds.16 Free from expensive rituals common in 

Brahmanism, the espousing Buddhism and Jainism could engage themselves 

body and soul in the investment in crafts, trade and commerce. Also they could 
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take up a long journey without any fear of being polluted as a result of mixing 

with people of lower varṇas. Buddhism and Jainism therefore, seem to have 

provided a better environment for further progress of the guild. Guilds seem to 

have particularly improved in areas where these two religions flourished. 

 

7.2. Functions of Guild 

Ancient records go to show that these guilds served as multipurpose 

organization. In their corporate capacity the members performed many other 

functions, which were over and above their professional work. It has undertaken 

the construction of temples, of assembly houses, and pools and garden for public 

use. Generally charitable and religious works were also done on behalf of the 

corporation.17 The guild also helped the poor people to perform the saṁskāras 

(yajañkṛyā) or sacrificial rites enjoined by the sacred texts. Monetary help to the 

poor for social, religious ceremonies, such as birth, death, marriages and sacred 

threads etc was done by the guilds. Such philanthropic ac vi es of the guilds are 

also found recorded in the inscrip ons. The Māndaso̒r Inscrip on of 

Kumāragupta and Bandhuvarman points out how a guild of silk weavers built a 

magnificent temple of the Sun in A.D. 437-438 and repaired it again in A.D. 473-

74.18  

From the Vinaya Piṭaka, we have learned that the task of arbitrator was 

to make the solution of differences between the members of guild and their 

wives.19 They also exercised significant control over the members,20 and perhaps 

settled the disputes between its members and their wives and also solve trade 

and business problem falling under their jurisdiction. Gautama21 said that they 

had legislative functions. He refers to the validity of laws and customs 

established by the ar sans and cra smen of guilds. Vasi̒ṣṭha22 while talking about 

the jātidharma, perhaps had the customs of guilds in his mind. It was possible 

that during the days of Vasi̒ṣṭha, the guilds were a corporate entity, whose 

existence, customs and privileges were recognized by the kings of those days. 
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When a dispute arose between the guild and society, the king made measures to 

solve the issue.23  

Contemporary sources supply that some of the guilds functioned as 

banks.24 The Nādol Stone Inscrip on of Rājyapāla25 mentions a guild of 

mahājanas (bankers). The Kaman Stone Inscription refers to the guild of potters, 

which received a certain amount of money in advance from the artisan’s guild.26 

They were also said to have paid an interest on their loan. Guild received 

deposits of public money and paid regular interest on them. It bears testimony to 

the fact that they also lent out money to others, and thereby earned some 

profits on the monetary transactions.27 The Junāgarh Inscrip on tes fies that an 

amount was invested with the guild of oil millers, and the sum of 500 kārsāpaṇas 

with another guild. The object of this endowment was to provide medicines for 

the sick of the saṁgha of monks dwelling in the monastery.28 Roughly speaking, 

therefore, they must be said to have served the functions of modern banks. The 

guild had the right to decide some of the cases under its jurisdiction. Those 

members should be left out, who after swearing to an agreement, break it.29 The 

Mitakṣarā30 mentions that if a man steals the property of the guild, or break an 

agreement with it, the king should exile him from his state. According to 

Vīramitrodaya, the king could expel those who committed wrong doing or 

created troubles, from the town.31 According to Bṛihaspa ,32 the guild could 

impose a fine or even exile a member, who fell out with his associates or refused 

to perform his part of the agreement. For that it is men oned by Bṛihaspa  that 

the members of guild should be fined amounting to six niṣkas of four suvarṇas 

each. Apart from this, he further mentions that whatever was done by those 

officials (heads of an association), whether harsh or kind towards other people, 

according to prescribed regulations, it must be approved by the king.33 The guilds 

maintained army (sr̒eṇī-bala), which even kings were not loath to use for their 

conquests.34 The guilds could, therefore, be trusted to collect the stipulated 

amount from their members and pay it regularly to the beneficiary of the 

endowment.35 In this way we can conclude that guilds had enough powers to 
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prosecute cases in their jurisdiction, only requiring state intervention in certain 

cases. A king could interfere with them only in some specific cases, but otherwise 

they were free to act in whatever way they liked. The king was bound to accept 

their decision.36 In the case of a dispute between a guild and his chief, the king 

will decide the arbitrator and he will adopt measures from boycott of a 

member.37 

7.3. Guild Finances 

The contemporary literatures and inscriptions mention the sources of 

income of the guild. It is obvious that no institution can undertake such a wide 

variety of functions unless it possesses adequate financial resources. Obviously, 

therefore, the guilds earned their revenue from a number of sources. It 

comprised of contributions made by individual members, gifts from the king, the 

profits earned on public works, the interest earned on banking transac ons and 

the fines imposed on those viola ng the laws of the guilds. All this is tes fied also 

by Bṛihaspati.38 It was obligatory to utilise it properly in the multipurpose welfare 

activities of the guilds. 

For distribution of profits and liabilities, certain rules and regulation of 

investments and dividends were made among the members of the guild. 

According to the Arthasā̒stra, the workers of guild will divide their earnings either 

equally or as agreed upon among themselves. The rules of Nārada and 

Bṛihaspati39 on joint transaction of business are more elaborate and related to 

trade guilds as well as to craft guilds. The members were expected to share all 

legitimate expenses of business, such as those incurred by a) purchase and sale 

of merchandise, b) provision for necessary travelling c) wages of labourers d) 

realization of dues, e) freight and f) care of treasurers.40 The expenses, loss and 

profit had been distributed among the members according to the share 

contributed by him to the joint stock. A partner was responsible for any loss due 

to his want of care or any action without the assent or against the instructions of 

his co-partners.41 On the other hand, he was entitled to a special profit gained 
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through his individual action.42 The double share of profits would go to the 

master craftsman.43 Individual earnings and contribution, fines on confiscation of 

the property of a confiscation on delinquent member, king’s subsidy and profits 

from execution of order, contributed to the finances of guild.44  

 

7.4. Guild and the State 

Since guilds formed such an important part of the public life of the state, 

the government accorded them due weight and gave them a high place in the 

social fabric. There are sufficient evidences to prove the considerable power and 

influence wielded by these organizations. Even the kings were afraid of them. 

Moreover, a guild owed its importance on account of being a tax paying unit. In 

times of financial crisis kings used to take financial helps from these 

organizations. In return various social privileges were accorded to a merchant 

belonging to a trade guild.45 The contemporary importance of the ancient guild is 

further proven from the fact that places of importance were reserved for the 

residence of the guilds and corporations of workmen.46 Also the taxes paid by 

them were included on the most important sources of revenue.47 The chief of the 

guild was considered an important dignitary, who earned remuneration equal to 

that of the chief of elephants.48 The guilds shared many powers of the state. 

Hence, the state was very cautious in trying to keep them under proper control. 

The state achieved this aim either by dividing them or by keeping them very busy 

otherwise. Thus, it appears from the fact that the guilds were an integral part in 

the body politic of the country. They enjoyed all the privileges of a popular 

institution. 

7.5. Different varieties of guild 

The Jātakas49 refer to the conventional number of eighteen guilds. It 

mentions the king, who assembled the four castes, eighteen guilds, and his army 

in the purpose of starting the journey. It is not possible to determine these 

conventional 18 guilds. But we get a considerably greater number by collecting 
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together all scattered references in literature and inscription. The following list 

compiled in this way shows as:  

1. Workers in wood50 

2. Workers in metal, including gold and silver51 

3. Workers in stone52 

4. Ivory workers53 

5. Bamboo workers54 

6. Braziers 

7. Jewelers 

8. Weavers55 

9. Potters (? Kularika)56 

10. The workers fabricating hydraulic engines (odayamtrika)57 

11. Oil millers (tilapishaka)58 

12. Rush Workers and basket makers 

13. Dyers 

14. Painters59 

15. Corn Dealers (dhañika) 

16. Cultivators60 

17. Fisher folk 

18. Butchers 

19. Barbers and shampooers 

20. Garland makers and flower sellers61 

21. Mariners62 

22. Herdsmen63 

23. Traders including caravan traders64 

24. Robbers and freebooters65 

25. Forest police66 

26. Money-lenders67 

The number eighteen for the guilds is found in the Triṣanṣṭi-salākāpuru-Sacharita 

of Hemachandra.68 The guilds of kumbhakāras (potters), paṭṭaillas (weavers), 
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suvaṇṇakaras (goldsmiths), sūvakāras (cooks), gandhavvas (musicians), 

kasavaggas (barbers), mālākāras (garland-makers), kacchakaras (rope-makers), 

tāmbolios (betel-sellers), chammayarus (leather-workers), janta-pilages (oil-

pressers), chimpayas (cloth-printers), kaṁsakāras (braziers), sīvagas (tailors), 

guaras (cow-herds), bhillas (aborigines inhabiting forests) and dhīvaras 

(fisherman) are also mentioned. Alberuni also mentions eight classes of people, 

who formed guilds.69 Thus from the contemporary texts, which supplies the list 

of names, it is evident that most of the occupations of the craftsmen were 

organised into guilds in the early medieval period. But the paucity of evidences 

makes it impossible to trace the history of the above guilds in detail. We can only 

hope to describe the general course of their development during the successive 

periods of Indian history. 

The emergence of the Maurya dynasty facilitated greater mobility of the 

people, and easy transportation of goods and surplus production from one 

region to another. The state encouraged production of agriculture and 

manufactured items to trade. Thus guilds were facilitated by encouragement of 

the rulers. The Gupta era played an instrumental role to the development of 

trade and commerce indicating prosperous and increased art and crafts. In the 

past, guilds acted as banks and courts. They donated for religious purpose and 

charity. The chief of the guilds of artisans and traders acted as a member of 

advisory board of the district administration. Indeed, guild came to acquire 

sufficient autonomous power. As the rise of guilds closely related to growth of 

industry, we get their first mention in the sūtras of Pāṇini.  

The post-Gupta period saw the economic crisis of the country following 

the decline of trade and commerce.70 Some scholars view that due to emergence 

of feudal economy the land-lords overwhelmed the traders and merchants. They 

were involved in agriculture rather than trade and commerce. Thus the decline of 

trade and commerce led to the extinction of guild, which existed in ancient India 

from the beginning. Due to the reasons mentioned, the guilds lost their grounds 

in early medieval India. But this does not mean their complete disappearance 
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from the arena. Although their features changed, the existence and effectiveness 

remained throughout India. Literature and inscriptions sufficiently tell us about 

their changed form. Guilds were organised, but no numismatic records are found 

from this period. It should be noted that despite political instability, existing 

confusion and chaos, the organization did not die out, although it did not make 

and significant progress during the medieval period of medieval India during 600 

to 1200 AD. Its organizational solidarity and cohesion was fast vanishing. The 

rapid invasion of Islam in India broke down the vast organization of trade and 

industry. As a result of this invasion, the importance of guild organisation was 

reduced in the history of India.71 

It seems more reasonable to think that some guild law-makers protecting 

new social systems have gradually reduced to some professional sub-castes 

during the Pāla-Sena period. It is most likely that the tribes, with their 

professional rigour, have been working effectively as long as the transactions of 

their respective businesses, their group or class, in accordance with the 

transactions of previous guilds. It seems that long-term banking functions by 

guilds were adopted by different users, credit rules have been fixed in 

contemporary law books. In the post-Maurya and Gupta periods, deposits were 

made in cash. The religious and consistent needs were filled with interest on 

them. As a result, religious organizations lost control over the amount of donated 

amount. However, according to the terms and conditions prescribed in 

accordance with the Nālandā Copper-plate grant of Devapāla,72 five villages were 

given for maintaining the devotees with articles of worship, clothing, bedding, 

food and medicines. The state also provided the expenditure for the repairing of 

the monastery. There is no reason to think that these items have been met from 

the cash rent received from the villagers. Perhaps some villages supply grains, 

some cloths, and others have the necessary labour for the repair of the building 

or this article has been arranged in every part of another village. The need of 

guild was never felt. It is not unlikely that the states have been strong on the 

strength of their financial resources, and they had reared a barbaric attitude 
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towards the guilds. In this connection, we may refer to an episode recorded in 

the Vallālacharita. The proposal of exorbitant loan during an emergency was 

refused by the suvarṇavaṇiks to the king Vallālasena. So, the relations between 

the two strained. The understanding between the crown and the industrial guilds 

gradually deteriorated. It might have been harmful to the position of guilds. This 

view is supported by an order issued by the king degrading the suvarṇavaṇiks to 

a lower stratum of the society. In view of the above, it is very difficult to give a 

detailed account of the nature and organization of industrial labour in ancient 

Bengal. There are stray references, which suggest that the workers engaged in 

different branches of arts and crafts were divided in some organized corporate 

groups.73 The so-called "Thirty" castes of Bengal were formed before the end of 

the Hindu era, and kept the industry and professional organizations in the name 

of trade and crafts. These are mentioned in early Smṛi  literatures.  

In the 5th and 6th centuries A.D, trade and craft guilds in Bengal are 

men oned in Dāmodarpur Copper-plate of Kumar Gupta and Buddha Gupta of 

the later Gupta dynasty.74 nagara-sr̒eṣhṭhin (the wealthiest person of the town), 

sārthavāha (the chief merchant), prathama-sārthavāha (chief trader), prathama-

kulika (chief artisan) and parathama-kāyastha (the chief scribe) occupying 

important position in the local administration prove that guilds played an 

important role in industrial life in Bengal. The Pāhārpur Copper-plate75 refers 

only to nagarasr̒eṣṭhīs. Scholars are of different views as to the exact meaning of 

the terms cited above. The city's richest person nagara-sr̒eṣṭhin probably 

represented the rich urban population and became the president of the town 

guild of the bankers. The sārthavāha represented the various trade guilds. The 

prathama-kulika might represent the various artisan classes, and the prathama-

kāyastha represented the kāyastha class, whose role is compared to the present 

chief secretary of the government. According to U.N. Ghoshal, nagarasr̒eṣṭhin 

should be taken to be the guild president, prathama-sārthavāha as the leading 

merchant, prathama-kulika as the leading banker and prathama-kāyastha as the 

chief scribe.76  On the contrary, Dr. Bloch identifies the first three terms as 
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banker, trader and merchant respectively.77 The other scholars such as R.G. 

Basak78 and D.C. Sircar79 interpret nagarasr̒eṣṭhī as guild president. Dikshit 

defines it as the mayor of the city council.80 Basak takes it as the wealthiest man 

of the town, perhaps representing the rich urban population.81 Maity holds that 

it means chief of the trading community in a city.82 However, the term 

nagarasr̒eṣṭhī literally means merchant of the town and in our opinion, it may 

quite reasonably be taken to mean president of the merchant guild. Thus, the 

succeeding three designations may be translated in a similar way as the chief of 

the caravan trades, chief of the artisan classes and chief of the scribes 

respectively. The important position held by these men in the district 

administration clearly suggests the brisk trade and industry at that period. The 

great guild commanded great respect and authority in the main society. 

Moreover, it suggests that possibly the trading and artisan classes were 

somewhat loosely organized in small corporate groups or castes, and each had its 

leading representative in the district council. 

The Deopāra inscrip on83 of Vijayasena refers to Sūlapāṇi, who was the 

head of ar sans of Varendrī. He was very well regarded and respected, that 

according to general consent, he had become the crest jewel (chūḍāmani) of 

Varendra si̒lpi goṣṭhī. The title of raṇaka has been conferred to Sūlapāṇi by the 

ruler of that period referred to by Majumdar.84  In the classical literature, the 

word chūḍāmani has been used by famous poets such as Kālidāsa and Harṣa to 

describe a person eminent in their act or profession. On the other hand, the term 

goṣṭhī literally means a multitude, and N.G. Majumdar is doub ul whether 

Vārendra si̒lpī-goṣṭhī denoted a guild of artists of Varendra. But we know that 

guilds of different workers and artisans existed in other parts of India.85 So, the 

term may be applied as the guild of Varendra artists and there was regular guild 

or association of artists in Varendra or north Bengal. Tāranātha refers to the 

existence of the eastern school of art headed by Bitapāla, son of Dhīmān, who 

appeared in Varendra in the early part of Pāla rule in Bengal.86 We know from the 

available sources that these two artists were well-known among the artists of 
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Varendra. Thus, the above mentioned terms such as nagara-sr̒eṣṭhin, prathama-

sārthavāha, prathama-kulika and prathama-kāyastha undoubtedly point out that 

the guild or some form of association of merchants and artisans existed in Bengal 

also.  The members of guild enjoyed a high degree of reputation. The 

nagarsr̒eṣṭhin is seemed to be included in the adhikaraṇa (administra ve boards) 

of Koṭivarsha,87 and of Puṇḍravardhana.88 

The guild in ancient India in our period of study was thus not merely the 

means for the development of art and crafts, but through the autonomy and 

freedom accorded to it by the law of the land. It became a centre of strength, 

and an abode of liberal culture and progress, which truly made it a power and 

ornament of the society. Guild organization not only performed important 

economic function, but also performed judicial and executive functions in 

relation to their members. It often did the task of religious favour. More 

important, they acted as trustees of religious endowments. Lallanji Gopal, 

however, is in doubt if there was such a guild for the entire community of 

craftsmen in Varendra. According to him the use of the term chuḍāmaṇi 

probably indicates that it was only a stylis c way of expressing the ar s c 

superiority of Sūlapāṇi. However, whatever the term goṣṭhī and chuḍāmaṇi may 

mean the chiefs of the guilds of this period had undoubtedly gained importance 

in the then society. 
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C. Means of Exchange 
The monetary system of an area is an indicator of its economic activity. It 

reflects to a great extent the prosperity or otherwise of a country’s trade, industry 

and commerce, and also its relations with other states. In order to understand the 

economic history of a region in a particular time, there should be proper knowledge 

of a medium of exchange. The history of the early medieval period is often 

recognised on speculation that the trade and trade organization were absent along 

with the media of exchange. Scholars have been pondering over the question in this 

regard. A view holds that the paucity of coins in this period is real. They mention 

that gold coins were rare, silver coins were few and copper coins also were not 

many in number. No continuity in coin currency is noticed; nor is there any 

uniformity in distribution over the country. All the kingdoms into which the country 

had broken up did not issue coins; no rulers of a dynasty or kingdom are seen issuing 

any coins. The coins appear to have lost the glory and magnificence that they had 

seen in the earlier period. Most of the coins of this period lack originality. Different 

metals were used in different parts of the country, and again, in one and the same 

region, the same metal was not used all the time. Further, the coins of the same 

metal are not of the same quality in their content, fabric and execution. These and 

much such confusion mark the period and indicate at times that the coinage system 

had almost collapsed. On the other hand, another view is that the paucity of coins is 

not real. The opponents on the basis of literary and archaeological evidences argue 

that a good number of coins of this period were in vogue in the concerned period. In 

the post-Gupta period, the Maukharīs, Puṣyabhū s, Pālas, Pra hāras, Chāndellas, 

Gāhaḍavālas, Chāhamānas and Kalachurīs were the main dynasties, let alone the 

smaller units. They ruled northern India in quick succession or simultaneously. The 

circulation of coins during their period may be compared with that of the Guptas to 
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ascertain the real position of the coins in the early medieval period. Though, the 

number of coins is scanty compared to that of the previous era. 

In the last 50 years, the researchers have attempted to prove the fact that 

there was a rapid commercial transaction along with the complex system of coinage. 

The absence of trade, the pre-conceived notion has been exploded on its base. 

Commercial activities of the zone in the period concerned are suggested by 

references in different contemporary sources to its various agricultural and other 

economic products. Specialised industries of this region are indicated by some 

literary and archaeological materials. Further information on trade and industry is 

furnished by early Muslim writers and Chinese authors. These data suggest that 

during the Pāla-Sena period the area concerned saw trading in local products and 

imported items of commerce, and also exporta on of valuable ar cles, produced 

locally or brought from interior territories. Inscrip ons refer to shops and markets. 

Though the importance of Tāmralipta declined quite early in our period, Samandar 

developed as a part of international reputation. It was connected, directly or 

indirectly, through maritime routes with parts of peninsular India, south-east Asia 

and west Asia. Inscriptions and literature allude to great wealth enjoyed by the 

ruling class and the people favoured by it. At least a part of the wealth could have 

been acquired through taxation and participation in trade. Epigraphic data allude to 

relevant taxes and the government’s control over trading articles. Literary sources 

suggest that the ruling authorities were apparently interested in promoting the 

trade. The coins were sometimes used by local bodies, towns or merchants 

suggesting the prevalence of local economic units. There was also the use of cowries 

for payment in certain areas including Bengal.1  

Brisk trading activities over a vast territory could not have been conducted 

conveniently by barter only. There must have been one or more than one medium 

of exchange. It’s very tough to claim a rich and regular system of coinage for ancient 

Bengal. The few pieces have so far been utilized mainly as sources for political 
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history. But a careful analysis of the coinage system at different stages of her history 

reveals some interesting features in her economic conditions. But controversies 

arise as to the first introduction of minted metallic coins in Bengal. From rare 

archaeological evidences, it reveals that the numismatic heritage of Bengal covers 

over two millennia. The associations of coins with NBP (Northern Black Polished 

Ware Culture) ceramics in excavation suggest that coinage initiated in this part of 

the sub-continent before 3rd century BC. Over the centuries, the coins of copper, 

silver and gold were circulated in Bengal.  

In the period of the Ṛigveda, barter was the form of exchange, and there had 

not as yet arisen any need for a medium of exchange. Though in one passage2 where 

Ṛsi Kāksīvat speaks of having received a hundred niṣkas (niṣka being a golden 

necklace), niṣkas could not have been used by one for personal adornment. They 

must have served the purpose of acquiring other necessities of life. Still we cannot 

say that it was the usual currency, because its mention is so rare. Its value also could 

not be consistent with its use as a popular medium of exchange. Here also we 

cannot conclusively say anything as we do not know the value of gold in comparison 

with that of other commodities as determined by exchange. The safe course would 

be to admit that niṣka was a medium of exchange in the period of the Ṛigveda in a 

restricted and rare occasion or within a limited circle due to its high value. 

Most probably, like the rest of the world, the economy that prevailed in the 

early period of Bengal’s history was one of barter, as we may gather from numerous 

references in literary sources. It continued to be practised at least up to the early 

part of the medieval period and barter trade was often carried on with foreign 

countries. In this form it was known from the literature as bādal-vāniya.3 Thus the 

Manasāmaṅgala and Chaṇḍīmaṅgalkāvyas provide ample references to the barter 

trade carried on in areca nuts.4 A further step forward was made when different 

units of value evolved. The objects that were taken as mediums of exchange in that 

system no doubt varied in the different stages of development of the society. Thus 
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in the hunting stage, probably all economic transactions were carried on by means 

of hunting weapons or skins of animals hunted. But as the hunting stage passed on 

to the pastoral, and animals were domesticated, the animals itself became the 

object of value. A common feature of the primitive economy among most people 

belonging to this stage was that wealth was measured in cattle. The cow or ox keeps 

mentally as a person's mind as a unit of value, as well as its distinctive mark spread 

over the metallic currency, when it was evolved.5 A bronze talent belonging to the 

14th century has been unearthed from Mycenae, which was cast exactly in the shape 

of a cow hide after the head tail has been cut off.6 Even as late as the fourth century 

B.C, rectangular copper blocks, which constituted the earliest Roman coinage, were 

cast with the figure of an ox upon each to indicate its value. The Latin word for cattle 

was pecus; this was the origin of the common word for money-pecunia.7 Evidence 

from other countries of the ancient world also indicate that cow or ox units were 

treated in the same way that all the metal coins were adjusted. Thus C.J. Brown 

observes, “The Greek Stater and the Persian Daric certainly, and probably the Indian 

Suvarṇa, so frequently mentioned by Sanskrit authors, was the value of a full grown 

cow in gold, calculated by weight.”8 

Thus in ancient India, the value of a cow is clearly evident from many 

references to Vedic literature. From a Ṛigvedic hymn, we know that an image of 

Indra was sold for ten cows.9 The Aitareya Brāhmaṇa again refers to purchasing 

Sunahsepa (son) from her parents for one hundred cows.10 The name of the 

sacrificial fee- dakṣinā is explained by placing a cow in the 'right hand' of the singer 

for his reward.11 There are also references mentioned in the literatures to show that 

the cow held an important position as a medium of exchange in Bengal. It is 

noteworthy that even though late in the fifteenth century, the well-known Bengali 

scholar Raghunandana, in his book Prāyasci ata vam, assigns the foremost place to 

the cow in the order of sanctity  as a gift to the priest.12  Next in the preferred order 

come cowries, then copper and the end is all silver or gold. 
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In addition to cow, several agricultural products, especially paddy and rice, 

also served as a medium of exchange in ancient Bengal. In Rājataraṅginī,13 the 

dinnarojjamacirika expression stands side by side with dhanyojjamacirika, denoting 

respectively a bond of debt for cash and a bond of debt for grain. It mentions that 

sometimes khāris of rice as equivalent to dināras is paid to the salaries of the 

government employees. Hired daily labourers were also often paid in kind in the 

shape of rice or paddy. From this, it can be reasonably assumed that this system of 

exchange was in existence in Bengal since ancient times. 

However, the problems caused by exchange transactions through non-

metallic objects were increasing. Side by side the communities were also expanding 

and they needed to be improved to increase their needs gradually. At the current 

level of knowledge, it is neither possible to detect this change from a non-metallic 

system to metallic system of exchange, nor to discover with precision when and by 

whom metallic coins were first introduced in Bengal. It is certain that they were 

known and used centuries before the Christian era began. The exigencies of an 

expanding economy probably encouraged the issue of the coins and the initiatives 

likely to issue metal coins might have been taken by the traders themselves. So it 

may be presumed that all the initial coins were originally specimens of private coins 

issued by guilds and silversmiths with the permission of local ruling powers. 

The issuance of coins is proved by the discovery of various coins at different 

sites. The first and the most valuable evidence in this regard is furnished by the 

discovery of a large number of silver and copper punch-marked coins,14 mostly 

dating back to pre-Christian epoch. These are found from various parts of Bengal in 

the neighbourhood of Berāchampā in the 24 Parganas,15 in Manda in Rajshahi 

district,16 in the highland close to the river bed at Tamluk in the Medinipur district,17 

and in the Wari Bator and Sābhār area of the Dacca district.18 It is generally believed 

that these coins are probably the earliest coins of Bengal, as in other parts of India. 

They served the commercial needs of hundreds of people for the centuries. In these 
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coins, symbols punched are such a symbol as closely related to others of this type 

found in this region and other regions. This hints at the trade relation which Bengal 

had with the rest of India. It is also significant from these coins that Bengal was also 

a part of mainstream common Indian economic life.19 The Mahāsthān Brāhmī 

Inscription20 clearly shows that the coins were used before the Christian era. From 

the inscriptions we find that some rulers of the Maurya period, if not of the Mauryan 

family, had issued an order to the Mahāmātra of Puṇḍranagara with a view to 

relieving the distress caused by famine to the people called Samvamgiyas, who were 

settled in or about the town. Of the two steps adopted to meet this contingency, the 

first was probably a loan in advance in coins known as gaṇḍaka to Galandana who 

was possibly the leader of the Samvamgiyas. This is evident from the end of the 

inscriptions, where a desire is expressed that with the recovery of spirits and 

prosperity, people should return the coins to the treasury. Thus we definitely know 

that there was a circulation of coins named gaṇḍaka at that time. It is known to be a 

small part of the value of four cowries21 and if it was a metallic coin, it must be one 

of the very little denominations. Most probably it was a nominal coin or a coin of 

account only, which was paid in cowrie-shells, not in metals. From the similarity of 

the terminology, we can probably identify this coin with gaṇḍa mentioned in later 

Bengali mathematical works, where it denotes one-fifth of a piece.22 B.H. Barua23 

and R.C. Majumdar24 hold that in addition to the gaṇḍaka, the above inscription has 

a reference to another coin- the kākanikā which is also found in the Arthasā̒stra as a 

fraction of the copper kārsāpaṇa.25 It was equivalent to 20 cowries and thus there 

was a coin worth a lot more than the gaṇḍaka. Thus it may be concluded that these 

two terms possibly show that cowrie was the basic or primary element in the 

currency system in Bengal. The value of gaṇḍaka and of kākanikā was probably 

assessed in terms of a certain number of cowrie shells. Cowrie might thus have been 

in use from an earlier period. Under the aegis of Maurya sovereignty there was an 

introduction of a new currency system which represented by punch-marked and 
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other more developed forms of coins. So an adjustment between the old and the 

new system was worked out by assessing the value of new metallic coins in terms of 

a certain number of cowries.  

Thus the poets of the Maṅgalkāvyas o en refer to the barter system by which 

the exports were exchanged with the imports. Mukundarāma has mentioned pai, 

derived from Sanskrit paḍika, it seems that it is one-fourth of a copper coin. It 

appears that sub-divisions of a copper coin were in use in those days. Mention may 

be made of in this connection, of the cowries and the Boḍis,26 often referred to in 

the Charyāpadas. In terms of the cowrie-shells the equivalence may be put forward 

thus.27 

4 cowries   =1 Gaṇḍaka 

 20 cowrie   =5 Gaṇḍaka  =1 Buḍi 

80 cowries  =20 Gaṇḍakas  =4 Buḍi  =1Pāṇa 

1280 cowries  =320 Gaṇḍaka  =64 Buḍi  = 16 Pāṇa 

   =1 Kāhaṇa or Kārshāpaṇa (rūpaka or silver) 

According to the Periplus of the Erithrean Sea,28 in the first century A.D. there 

were gold coins named cāl s in the market town of Gañge. This coin may be 

identified with the coin known by the name of kāllāis in South India.  It has been 

suggested that these gold coins represent the coinage of some local administration 

in the Gangetic delta. But in view of the absence of corresponding archaeological 

specimens and of the nature of the history of coinage in ancient Bengal the 

suggestion appears unconvincing. But recently a gold coin discovered from the 

ancient site of Tāmralipta is identified by P.C. Dasgupta29 to have probably been an 

example of cāl s mentioned in the Periplus. Some gold coins of Kuṣhāṇa kings have 

been discovered in different parts of Bengal.30 But there is nothing to show that they 
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were used as the medium of exchange within the country. The coins might have 

come to Bengal by way of trade or with pilgrims or with the invading forces.31 In the 

territory under the direct rule of Kuṣhāṇa emperors, gold coin was linked up with 

copper. But strange enough, not a single copper coin issued by them has been 

discovered in Bengal. However, recently some copper coins of Kuṣhāṇa period have 

been discovered in Tamluk.32 

We do not know of any epigraphic record or literary text which can be 

definitely assigned to the post-Maurya and pre-Gupta period. But it is evident that 

unlike many other areas of north India such as Ayodhyā, Kausā̒mbī, Pañchāla, 

Mathura or Taxila,33 no janapada of Bengal developed any coinage peculiar to its 

own. At the local level of transactions the old medium of exchange with the cowrie 

as the basic element might have been considered sufficient. However, the use of the 

cowrie possibly did not cover the en re volume of transac ons. But though the coins 

of Kuṣhāṇa rulers and also some other groups of coins current in northern India  

have been found in Bengal, the type of relationship they have had with the economy 

or the local exchange system of Bengal still remains to be ascertained. 

With the establishment of the Gupta Empire, Bengal shared in the currency 

system introduced and maintained by that dynasty. For the first time in its history 

Bengal came under the regular currency system and coins of gold and silver 

circulated freely in the country. These two types were known as dināras and rūpakas 

respectively.34 There have been many types and varieties of gold coins discovered in 

Bengal. This proves that this time gold coin was minted and circulated as currency. 

But due to their high purchasing power, they could not be used regularly for small 

transactions. They were originally deposited as precious metals and melted down 

and used as jewellery by the richer section of the society.35 Even so, numerous land 

grants in this period clearly prove that the common people were familiar with gold 

coins. It has been mentioned that the people interested in buying land for donation 

should deposit the price in the local record-keeper’s department in the form of gold 
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dināras. As far as available evidence, the word dināra stood only for gold coins at 

that time, but after the Gupta period the term was used “in the sense of any kind of 

coined money or even cash, thus ceasing to be the description of any particular 

monetary value”.36 

The extant sample of Gupta currency proves that the earlier gold coins of the 

dynasty followed the standard of their Kuṣhāṇa prototype.37 The weight of those of 

Chandragupta I and Samudragupta was in line with that of the Kuṣhāṇa coins at the 

end of the third century. They usually varied between four to six grains, and 

although they tried very little to strike a uniform weight, the average time of 121 

grains can be current standard of the time.38 In this quan ty, 107 grains are pure 

gold and the remaining alloy. The Dhanāidaha,39 Baigrām40 and Dāmodarpur41 

copper plates issued during the time of Kumāragupta I, indicate the value of the 121 

grains became rare and became popular in 127 grains.42 His gold coins usually vary 

from 117 to 128 grains and his silver ranges from 23.8 to 36.2 grains.43 

 But towards the end of the reign of Skandagupta, coins were found at 

various places in Bengal, gold coins became heavier. It had an average of 144 to 146 

grains, and gold content was reduced to about 70 grains only.44 Thus although the 

later Gupta coins weighed more than the ones issued earlier, the percentage of gold 

gradually decreased, especially after the later part of the reign of Skandagupta. The 

earlier Gupta coins followed the measurement of Kuṣhāṇa, when a deliberate 

attempt was made from the time of Skandagupta 80 ratis or 144 grains seem to 

have been made equivalent to the old suvarṇa standard of Manu.45 A er the death 

of Kumāragupta, gold coins could deteriorate due to the continuous hardships over 

the royal succession and bad political-economic situation created by the a acks of 

Huṇas. 

 The silver coins of the Gupta emperors were struck with significant variations 

of weight, but in the eastern provinces of the empire the value of the silver 

kārsāpaṇas was estimated to be the standard weight of 36 grains.46 This silver coin 
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was known as rūpaka, although copper47 and gold rūpakas48 were known in other 

parts of India as present. We get valuable information from the Baigrām copper 

plate49 about the exchange rate between dināra and a rūpaka. The epigraph records 

the purchase of land at the price of 6 dināras for 3 kulyavāpas and 8 rūpakas for 2 

droṇavāpas in area. It is known that one kulyavāpa was equivalent to 8 dronavāpas 

in area. Thus, the rate of exchange between dināra and rūpaka was as follows: 1:16. 

This equation, however, does not agree with the ratio given by Nārada50 and 

Bṛihaspa 51. According to them, 48 kārsapaṇas or silver coins were equal to one gold 

coin. In other words, silver coins of 1728 (36ˣ48) grains were equal to 124 grains of 

gold, and therefore one grain of gold was equal to 14 grains of silver. On the other 

hand in the Gupta era, 576 (36ˣ16) grains of silver were equal to 124 grains of gold. 

So, the equivalent of one grain of gold was equal to about 4.63 grains of silver. If this 

is the case, then the silver kārsāpaṇa of Nārada and Bṛihaspa  must have been a 

coin of low value and should have been different from the rūpaka of the Baigrām 

inscription. Again, according to another source, 28 rūpaka equals to a dināra. So it is 

a clear that the proportion between dināra and a rūpaka is not a specific one, and it 

varied from time to time and place to place. Yet, on the basis of epigraphic 

evidences, we can at least claim that the ratio was 1:16 in the northern part of 

Bengal during the reign of Kumāragupta I. In addition to these metallic coins, there 

were many other mediums of exchange of which the most important was cowries. 

These were in use for a long time and employed mainly for domestic and small 

transactions in the market. During this period, the use of the cowries as a medium of 

exchange is attested to by the account of Fa-hien.52 

However, a question naturally comes to our mind as to the steady fall of the 

value of gold in relation to silver in the 5th century A.D. It may be due to the sudden 

stoppage of the importation of silver. This stoppage may be connected with the 

break-up of the relation with the Roman Empire in the 5th century A.D. The more 

plausible explanation may be that the dināra did not refer to original gold coins of 
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the Gupta monarchs, but rather to these light weight, debased gold coins which 

were usually described as ‘Imitation Gupta’ coins and which had abundant supply in 

Bengal after the Gupta rule.53  

 It is general observation that after the fall of the Guptas, and particularly 

after the 7th century, gold coins as well as coins of variety became extremely rare. 

This is because of the emergence of new socio-economic formation of Indian 

feudalism. The basic feature of the new age is the growth of individual ownership of 

land at the cost of royal and commercial ownership, the subjection of peasantry 

through sub-infeudation, conversion of income from trade and crafts into 

beneficiaries and finally existence of a self sufficient economy. The lesser use of 

coins and comparative absence of trade support the above theory.54 R.S. Sharma 

raised the theory of paucity of coins stretching from 500-1000 A.D. He argues that a 

large number of coins especially gold ones between 300 and 500 AD so far assigned 

to the Gupta period have been unearthed. Thereafter, the number of gold coins 

suffered a sharp decline in number and purity. The rise of independent and 

spontaneous local units later saw the lack of uniform currency since the Gupta 

period onwards. Two reasons have been responsible for this phenomenon, firstly, 

the collapse of internal trade that led to the necessity of producing local 

commodities to meet local needs, and the second was the weakening of power of 

the centre55. He further clarifies that the paucity of coins in India in this period 

coincides with the paucity of coins in Europe as well as in the Middle East. But during 

the same period the circulation of gold coins in Africa was in abundance since gold in 

India was mainly obtained from Africa. The discontinuation in supply of gold from 

there due to Arab disturbances affected the circulation of coins here. In the view of 

L. Gopal, the paucity of coins in the post-Gupta period was due to the decline in the 

quantity of foreign trade. He has tried to put forward that coins of gold, silver or 

copper of early medieval period lacked weight in comparison to the previous period. 

Yet he emphasizes on the existence of regular and specific weight measures of the 
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coins during the period concerned.56 The phenomenon was also the same on Bengal 

along with other parts of India. The process of this change, even in the Gupta period 

has been summarized by B.M. Morrison. He states, “When we recall the absence of 

currency reported from the Gupta levels at either Puṇḍranagara a Koṭivarṣa, as well 

as the debasement of Gupta gold coins, we have reason to suspect than currency 

and the associated long range trade and specialized industrial production were all in 

a state of relative decline”.57 From the rise of the Pālas to the arrival of the Muslims 

since the middle of the 8th century to the 12th century, there are practically no coins, 

except for a the controversial reference to Vigrahapāla-dramma58 (same as 

vigrahapāliya-dramma or vigrahapālasaika-dramma) in epigraphic records and some 

doubtful specimens. Significant also is the explicit statement of Minhaj, that “there 

was no money current in Bengal till the Muhammedans carried it down with them”. 

All these indicate that Bengal had no coinage of its own worth the name even in the 

hey-day of Pala-Sena rule. 

But the recent studies have shown that non-agricultural sectors of early 

medieval economy like crafts, trade and cities were not neglected. Brisk commercial 

activities in many areas are proven by several sources. They were properly 

accelerated and the supply of coins was not negligible. It has been buttressed by 

archaeological and literary sources that the very use of cowries in quantity should 

indicate the continuation of maritime trade since they were brought mainly from 

Maldives islands.59 An inscrip on of Dharmapāla refers to the excava on of a tank 

with three thousand drammas. Almost all the relevant records reveal the fact that 

the assessment of income from varying areas of land was in terms of purāṇas. It has 

been mentioned in the indigenous literatures with reference to visiting overseas 

merchants in various regions of the subcontinent.60  

The form of cowrie, coins and pure metal units supported the trade. Even 

occasionally, the small transactions in the rural market were done through the 

medium of exchange. In verse 2005 of Srīdharadāsa’s anthology Sadukti-karṇāmṛita 
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(compiled in 1205-06) it has been mentioned that the wives of the cultivators were 

supposed to have sold their agricultural products at a local market in exchange of 

countable units of a form of money. Even the more or less small self-sufficient units 

with potentialities of producing surplus products of quality would require market 

within or outside the kingdom or empire61. Referring to the kingdom of Ruhmi, 

Suleiman said that trade was run through cowries, which was the country's current 

medium of exchange. There were plenty of gold and silver in the empire.62 In the 

country of Lakṣmaṇasena, there were plenty of cowries. Large amount of money was 

paid by the cowries. So we have evidences on the basis of inscriptions that the Pālas 

and the Senas that the silver coins were called drama, purāṇa, kārsāpaṇa or chūrṇī, 

while the monetary transactions were made in kapardaka purāṇa (silver coins or 

cowries). 

So the orthodox researchers who raised the question on the matter of the 

paucity of coin in India particularly in Bengal have now become irrelevant from a 

practical point of view. The immediate successors of the Guptas mainly followed the 

traditions of the Gupta gold coins. They seem to have completely abandoned the 

practice of minting silver coins. It is clear from the fact that no silver coin of any of 

these rulers was discovered. The cowries could have con nued to be in use in the 

post-Gupta period and pre-Pala period when gold coins were issued in Gauḍa, 

Vaṅga63 and Samataṭa64 region.  

The first known rulers mentioned in the inscrip ons ruling in the region of 

Vaṅga are Dharmāditya, Gopachandra and Samāchāradeva. Paleographically their 

inscriptions can be referred to the 6th century AD. Of them Samāchāradeva, the third 

known member of the group issued coins bearing his name. The Ghugrāhā  Copper-

plate inscrip on of Samāchāradeva attests his rule in Varakamaṇḍala. Two coins of 

King Samāchārdeva are known so far. One of them, of the rājalīlā type, was found on 

the bank of the Arunkhāli, near Mahammadpur in the district of Jessor in Bengal. 

This coin measures 149 grains and its size is 8 inch. The second coin is slightly 
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inferior to the first and it weights 148.2 grains in weight and its size is 9 inches. Its 

provenance is unknown to us. A careful study of the two coins convinces any scholar 

that the name of the king is similar to both of the coins and it cannot be read as 

anything except the Samāchā and the reading is confirmed when we get the name of 

contemporary King Samāchāradeva. The copper plate inscrip on of the king 

Samāchāradeva was discovered not far from the spot of one of these coins (rājalīlā 

coin), but the alphabet as written on his copper plate, closely agrees to the one and 

used in these coins. The coins may be assigned to Ghugrāhāti plate of 

Samāchāradeva.65 Neither Dharmāditya nor Gopachandra is known to have issued 

coins. But epigraphic source proves the circulation of dināra coins in Vaṅga during 

their reigns and in Vardhamāna-bhukti in the period of the latter ruler. Apparently 

the Gupta gold coins continued to be in use in these areas. 

Several gold coins of Jaya (Nāga), Sasā̒ṅka and Samācha (deva) are found in 

different areas of Eastern Bengal (Plate-4). Altekar refers to them as ‘Imitations of 

Gupta Coins’. It is stated that, “These coins however, although conforming to the 

weight of the later Gupta coins, are in most cases debased in metal content and 

inferior in style and execution to those of their prototypes”.66 Thus the gold coins of 

Sasā̒ṅka are of varying degrees of purity (Plate-5/1). In some, the gold content is 

about 58%, in others, it is much less. Some of his coins are of copper plated with 

gold. Although the majority of his coins are issued to the suvarṇa standard of 80 

rattis or about 144 grains, a few weigh only 85 grains.67 Another coin of Sasā̒ṅka that 

is light weighted (85 grains) and of 75 inches in size has also been found. 

On paleographic consideration, the coins of Jayanāga can be set up between 

550 and 650 A.D Jaya (nāga) is known to us from these gold coins found in Eastern 

Bengal.68  Allan proposed that the full name may be Jayanāga and he may be 

identified with mahārājādhirāja-paramabbhagavata-Srī-jayanāga-deva, the donor of 

the Vappaghoshavāṭa charter issued from Karṇasuvarṇa in the Murshidabad 

district.69 It is known from Mañjusr̒īmūlakalpa that Sasā̒ṅka's son ruled a small 
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period of 8 months and 5 days and was succeeded by a king named Naga. If this 

Nāga is identified with Jayanāga, the rule of Jayanāga can be placed between 640 

and 650 AD. The goddess on his coin folds her feet in the same manner that is to be 

seen in the reverse of the coins of Sasā̒ṅka. But he was Paramabhāgavata or 

Vaiṣhṇava and so he discontinued the obverse of Sasā̒ṅka’s coin which showed Siva 

standing on a Bull. He replaced it by the well established archer type. Its weight and 

size are 117.8 grains and 8 inches respec vely. The coins of Jayanāga are heavily 

adulterated and one of his coins in the British Museum, No-614, which was tested 

had 34 % of gold.70 With Jaya ended the Gauḍa or Gauḍa-Vaṅga series of gold specie. 

However, two rulers of Vaṅga-Samataṭa struck in the second half of the seventh 

century AD, two classes of gold coins for circulation in said region. 

 A fairly large of number of harsh imitations of Gupta gold coins have been 

discovered in Bogra, Tipperah, Dacca and Faridpur districts of Bangladesh. By 

analyzing the coins associated with those of Samāchāradeva and Sasā̒ṅka in some 

findpots it has come to light that these coins were issued after the death of Sasā̒ṅka. 

The maximum weight of these coins was 92.5 grains and the minimum was 75 

grains. Most of these are heavily debased and according to Bhattasali,71 among the 

coins of this type discovered at Sābhār, at least three stages in the process of 

debasement can easily be discerned. This heavy debasement of the gold coins in 

post-Gupta times might possibly be explained by the forces of disorder and 

confusion rampant on all sides in the country after 450 A.D. The process started by 

Skandagupta cannot be tested and even if the year continued, gold coins were more 

and more debased. After the 7th century, gold coins became extremely rare. We have 

just one specimen of a gold coin belonging perhaps to the Deva dynasty from 

Maināma .72 These rulers seem to have come to power not long a er the Khaḍgas 

(2nd half of the 7th century AD.), as suggested by the style of writing on their 

inscription and coins, which bear close resemblance to the later Gupta script. 
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The poli cal history of Samataṭa comprising the areas of the Comilla, 

Chandpur, Lakṣhmipur, Feni and Noākhāli districts of Bangladesh is extremely 

obscure till the second half of the seventh century AD. In the second half of the 7th 

century, three local powers, known as the Rātas, Nāthas and Khaḍgas, were ac ve in 

and near Samataṭa. Each of them acknowledged, at least for some time, the 

suzerainty of a superior power, which could well have been that of Kāmarūpa. 

 In the post-Sasā̒ṅka era, the gold species adopts new instruments, although it 

continued to follow the weight standard of about 90 grains. The best specimen is 

now preserved in the Indian Museum, a male figure standing on the obverse that 

holds a bow and an arrow, and on the opposite side is the figure of an eight armed 

deity holding an elephant headed baby. The la er obviously represents Ganesa̒ and 

the deity must be Dūrgā or Sārvaṇī, Ganesa̒'s mother. It has been mistakenly 

identified with goddess the Kālī or with some Buddhist gods so far.73 It increasingly 

eroded in the subsequent times, so that the figure of Ganeśa disintegrated a er a 

certain level of distortion.  The quantity of gold and mining quality also decreased in 

the coins of metal. 

Perhaps during the period of anarchy and confusion prevailed in Bengal after 

the death of Sasā̒ṅka, the cowries, which were known to have been in circulation 

during the Gupta period, established themselves as the only reliable means of 

exchange for the country. The fact is that a man who was accustomed to the minted 

currency for centuries could not suddenly be expected to return to barter. The state 

failed to dismantle its normal functioning of currency and the coins of personal use 

had long forgotten. No one had the option to use the cowrie shells which were 

known to have been in circulation in some other parts of India.74 With the 

reinstatement of poli cal stability under Dharmapāla and Devapāla’s rule after the 

end of a prolonged crisis of Mātsanyāya, an attempt was made for the minted 

currency to be reintroduced. But this effort is considered to be limited to silver and 

copper coins, because the gold coins of the Pālas have not been discovered yet. 
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Contemporary literatures have not mentioned about it. Recently, Ajit Ghosh claims 

to have discovered a unique gold coin, which he connects with Devapāla.75 But the 

above assertion is questionable. But as before, cowries were the lowest unit of 

currency system. It is referred in the Rāmacharita that the army of Madanapāla was 

run by the cowries.76 In addi on, a closed jar was found in the ruins of Pāhārpur 

containing about 3½ seers of cowries.77  This indicates that these cowrie-shells were 

the common currency of the people’s daily economic transac ons. Therefore, the 

monks living in Pāhārpur monastery have provided themselves with these humble 

coins. 

Considering the long rule of the Pala dynasty and the extent of its kingdom, it 

is really difficult to explain the lack of gold coins and lack of any kind of minted 

currency. From the 11th century Silimpur inscrip on we can learn that a Brāhmaṇa 

of Varendrī was given nine hundred pieces of gold by Jayapāla, king of Kāmarūpa.78 

Some scholars point out that even though scarce in the Pala kingdom, gold coins 

were in circula on in the neighboring state of Kāmarūpa. But no coin of Jayapāla has 

yet come to light. Moreover, the inscription does not mention the name of the king. 

It is not inevitable that during the Gupta period, large numbers of gold coins 

con nued to be used for the 12th century AD mainly to meet the demands of foreign 

trade, and made it unnecessary for the Pālas and their successors to issue new ones. 

The demand for large transactions like inter-state and foreign trade must be met by 

the gold coins of the earlier period still in circulation. Again the feudalization of the 

state structure which is one of the characteristics of this period certainly eliminated 

much of the need for higher denominations of coins, which in earlier periods were 

required for land transactions, external trade, etc. Probably payments in the form of 

jāgirs started replacing gradually the direct payment system from this me onwards. 

Thus, in the Bāṇgarh copper plate of Mahīpāla I,79 there is a reference to land 

measuring of 200 which was previously given to the Kaivartas for their services. 
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A number of silver and copper coins, tentatively assigned to the early Pāla 

Empire, have been found in Bengal and Bihar. Three copper coins of a unique type 

“showing a clumsily depicted bull on the obverse and three fish on the reverse” have 

been found at Pāhārpur. Another type of silver coin, known as sr̒īvigra has been 

discovered from some places in Bengal. Cunninghum did not identify those found at 

Ghoswara in Bihar as Pāla coins, but as those belonging to the Raghuvaṁsa̒ family of 

Bhojadeva.80 V.A. Smith was of the opinion that the coins with the word vigraha or vi 

‘may be assigned with almost posi ve certainty to one or other of the kings of 

Magadha named Vigrahapāla’. He wpeculatively assigned the find coins to 

Vigrahapāla I and the debased ones to the second or third ruler of the name. This 

may have come to the Pāla Empire by way of trade and commerce. Cunnighum’s 

main objec on in a ribu ng these to the reign of Vigrahapāla of the Pala dynasty 

was that these types were not found anywhere in Bengal. But the discovery of one 

copper coin with a similar inscrip on at Pāhārpur seems to eliminate these 

objections. This silver coin was probably known as dramma men oned in the 

Mahābodhi inscrip ons of the 20th year of the reign of Dharmapāla.81 The epigraph 

refers to the construction of a tank at the cost of 200 silver dramas (Plate-5/2). 

There is also a reference to dramma in the Edilpur copper plate of Kesa̒vasena.82 The 

word derived from the Greek word drachma, which was roughly equivalent to 67.5 

grains. However, coins attributed to Vigrahapāla weighed between 52 to 58 grains 

only.83 S.K. Chakravarty had said that the Greek word drachma was originally used 

by the Indians and later it was changed to the Indian form of dramma.84 According 

to Bhandarkar, the kārsāpaṇa of Kauṭilya’s table evidently lined up for silver coins 

and was probably another name for a dramma.85 The Mahābodhi inscrip on refers 

to silver dramma, but Copper dramma discovered at Pāhārpur proposed that copper 

ones were also present in Bengal besides silver. But at this stage no specific 

conclusions can be reached, unless further samples of the latter come to light.  
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There is also evidence of the existence of a regular silver coinage in an area 

of the territory during the period concerned. The area in question was known as 

Harikela (denoted the Chittagong district, and later, by the 9th-10th century AD, the 

Noakhali and Commilla district, and, by then or a little later, also the Sylhet region. 

The excava on at Maināma  yielded a store of 52 silver coins of three 

denominations. Another hoard consisting of 172 silver coins is found in the largest 

archaeological sites from the same site.86 There are all of the Bull and the Triraina 

type. On a paleographical basis, these coins were set for the 7th and 8th centuries, 

and they were issued most probably by some kings earlier than or contemporary 

with the Pālas in Eastern Bengal. F.A. Khan87 mentions the coins of Devas and Dr. 

Dani88 connects them with the Chandras and connects them to the eight Chandra 

coins discovered at Sylhet. But we know from the copper plates related to the 

Chandra dynasty that their capital was Vikramapura. Legendary Paṭṭikera has been 

inscribed on some Maināma  coins that were not issued from Vikramapura but from 

Paṭṭikera. In spite of all these facts, the discovery of such a large number of silver 

coins at Maināma  is of great significance. It is the first large reserve of silver coins 

found in Bengal. Thus the long-term view that besides the lack of gold coins, Bengal 

also suffered from a paucity of silver coins in the period concerned has been 

disproved. These coins and their number of agencies, spot of their discovery and 

other evidence strengthened the determination that these were locally issued by 

the powerful and rich dynasties of the independent regime, and these imported 

from Arakān had not yet been accepted.89 

Among the Maināma  Coins, there are two samples of extraordinary 

interest- a gold and a silver coin with legends in Kufic characters.90 They were issued 

by Abbasid Caliphs of Baghdad. The silver coin is assigned to the beginning of the 

period of Abbasid. Unfortunately it is found in a damaged condition and is missing 

the name of the ruler on it. The gold coin is in a very good condition and the 

inscription is fully legible. It belongs to last of the Abbasid caliph, Abu Abdullah al-
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Mutasim Billah. Through the trade and commerce, these two coins must have 

arrived to the south-eastern part of Bengal.91 They are probably the first 

constitutional proof of Arab trade with Medieval Bengal. Thus we cannot deny the 

possibility that the die-cutters of the second series of coins of Harikela were 

influenced by the shape and size of a class of foreign coins. 

Both the first and second series of Harikela coinage might have had local 

varieties, bearing names of places which can be located within the limits of Harikela 

(Plate-6/1). These names and the name Harikela show that the coins concerned bear 

the names of a region or locality. Although the coins were minted by political 

authori es (like the Pālas, Chandras, Varmans and Senas) during our period, they 

were not concerned to inscribe their names in the coin-legends (Plate-6/2). On the 

other hand, the coins with local bearings may suggest that these could have been 

struck by local bankers and guilds, if not by political authorities. The high purity of 

metal in the silver coinage of the second series proves that it was always minted by 

well organized persons with an intention to maintain its credibility. The weight of 

the coins of higher denomination indicate that they could pass as purāṇas and could 

be exchanged with a unit silver dust of 32 rattis or piece of equal weight or with 

1280 cowries. In the international trade they could be accepted as dependable 

bullion of fixed weight. 

No coins of Senas have been discovered yet, although some of their copper 

plates mention dramma.92 Most of the inscriptions mention two currency terms 

named purạ̄na93 and kapardaka purāṇa.94 They were usually referred to in 

connection with the income received from the plots of land donated by the kings. 

Relevant passages from later Pāla and Sena records: asmai yaśodāsanivesitāya Srī 

Rājyapālo Vṛṣabha-dhvajāyu śatam purāṇām nikaraṁ niyamya madhusravam 

grāmamadat koi sa̒h,95 yathotpa yā pañchaśa kāṁśe,96 kapardakapurāṇapañ-

chaśtotpa kā,97 pra droṇe pañchadasoipa niyame vatsareṇa navasatotpa kā,98 

etc., make it unmistakably clear that revenue assessment of different areas of land 
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was carefully made in terms of a currency unit known in contemporary records as 

purāṇa or kapardaka- purāṇa. This was true not only in areas subjected to Pala and 

Sena rule, but also in other parts of Bengal where relatively minor dynasties 

exercised political control simultaneously. Vallahi a, a village donated by the Naihāṭi 

plate of Vallālasena, earned (utpatti) 500 kapardaka annually. Likewise, 

Lakṣmaṇasena’s  Tarpaṇadīghi Copper-plate refers to a piece of land which had an 

annual income of 150 kapardaka purāṇas. But it is very doubtful whether the two 

terms- purāṇa and kapardaka found in the same inscription denoted two different 

coin denominations in our period. Some donations do not specify a name of the 

coin, but only give figures.99 If there were two coins circulating side by side, it is 

certain that one or the other should have been mentioned in connection with these 

figures. It is well known that the purana denoted a silver coin of 32 rattis or 58 

grains. Curiously enough, not a single coin which may be attributed to the Sena kings 

has yet been discovered. 

  It is thus more likely that purāṇa and kapardaka purāṇa were 

‘interchangeable terms’.100. It is believed to be more probable that the word 

kapardaka was prefixed to purāṇa. More or less in the same way bhu was 

sometimes prefixed to patakā and droṇa in order to make it clear that they were 

measures of area and not of weight.101 But there is still a debate among scholars of 

this term as to the actual meaning mentioned often in the Sena grants. Undoubtedly 

it cannot mean a purāṇa, which is equivalent to a one kapardaka or cowrie in value. 

Bhandarkar has suggested that it is a coin, “a purāṇa which is shaped like a 

kapardaka or cowrie”.102 In support of his view, he mentions Egyptian and Chinese 

metallic representations of cowries and coins of Olbia (on the Aegean Coast), which 

were shaped like fish. 

It is likely that the kapardaka purāṇa was not an actual coin. This is a more 

abstract unit of account to indicate the corresponding number of cowrie-shells 

equivalent in value to the amount mentioned in terms of a purāṇa. We know from 
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earlier sources that the use of the cowries for the exchange was a long-standing one 

in India, especially in Bengal. For example, Sulaiman,103 Arab geographer, who 

visited India in or about 851 A.D., mentioned cowries as the money of the country.104 

The Pāla ruler Madanapāla also maintained his army by paying cowries (as wages) as 

is mentioned in the Rāmacharita. Minhaj's valuable testimony in the Sena period 

indicates that when the Muslims first attacked in Bengal, they could not find any 

silver coins, but they found people using cowrie-shell in their economic transactions 

(Plate-7). He also said that one of the kings who wanted to give financial gifts in 

those days had to apply at least a lakh of cowries.105 In later times we have reference 

to cowries in the Charyāpadas of the late medieval period.106 Even as late as 1750 

AD., duties were collected at Calcutta in cowries. And many other small-scale 

economic transactions were carried out through this medium. Although there is no 

financial value currently of cowrie in the country, it has theoretically retained its old 

position, which is immediately related to mathematical work known as dhārāpāt. 

There we find a table styled kārākiya which is the unit of its calculation being the 

kaḍa or kaḍi. These are really the Bengali versions of the term cowrie.107  

Thus cowrie occupied an important position in the country's currency system 

for a long time. Payment in the country is usually made in cowries and non-minted 

metals and ornaments were made for large transactions. These cowries were 

exchanged in a certain number of silver coins of purāṇas, as the silver coin is now 

linked to gold in a specified ratio.108 In other words, the kapardaka purāṇa is an 

abstract unit of account or a token coin which was linked with the silver purāṇa, 

much in the same way as in more recent times paper currency was based upon a 

gold standard. 

In addition to purāṇa and kapardaka purāṇa the Sena inscription of two 

contains references to drammas. From this it is understood that, although the 

cowries were considered to be the medium of exchange for practical usage, the 

tradition of silver currency might not have been completely forgotten. Some of them 



451 
 

were issued earlier, but were still in circulation, although not on a large scale. 

Perhaps they were used only for inter-state trade. During this period, the general 

lack of silver coins could be associated with reducing the amount received from 

abroad. Prior to the discovery of America, silver was the main source of Central Asia 

at this time. Due to the strong influence of Islam under the Arab power and political 

turmoil in this region, it must have affected the trade relations between India and 

these parts. So advent of silver also has been affected by the incident mentioned 

above. 

D.C. Sircar mentions certain important features of monetary problems. Often 

agencies other than paramount rulers issued coins. Sometimes even powerful states 

did not have their own special coins. Traders, moneyers and administration, in that 

event, dealt with the financial matter with cowries and old coins already in the 

market in circulation. There were plenty of metal coins in some areas, at the same 

time there was a shortage of minted coins in the other parts as well. It was tolerated 

due to the use of cowrie. In that case, the ratio of metal coins and the cowrie had to 

be ascertained. The problem was not when the workers were paid by millions of 

cowries and associated value grains. India has never been able to overcome the rest 

of the world and does not face instability in foreign and external trade. Along with 

the poor people, there were always some rich traders, bankers, landlords, house 

holders and religious institutions in all parts of the country. 

The inscription contains the word chūrṇī. Difficulties had to be faced in the 

operation of foreign trade due to the carrying of huge amount of cowrie  at the end 

of the 12th century and in the beginning of the 13th century. So the traders applied 

the silver and gold dust in order to avoid carrying a huge quantity of cowries which 

were treated as chūrṇī. In the Madanpāḍa Copper-plate of Sena king Visv̒arūpasena 

and Baṅgiya Sāhitya Pariṣhad copper plate, purāṇa or kārshāpaṇa, and chūrṇī are 

treated as the same. According to Oriya lexicons, both chūrṇī and purāṇa are 

synonyms of kahāṇa (kārshāpaṇa), which was equal to 1280 cowries. However, in 
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some areas one chūrṇī consisted of 100 cowries only.109 Sulaiman indicated in the 

middle of the 9th century AD the feasibility of the use of silver dust as a medium of 

exchange.110 A Tibetan account alludes to the utilization of gold dust as a form of 

money in the Pāla Empire in the second quarter of the 11th century AD.111 In this 

context one incident can be mentioned. The Tibetan monk A sh̒ Dipaṅkara was 

taken to Tibet and given some gold in his hand. It is said that A sh̒ Dipaṅkara 

crushed that gold and spent all its expenses. It appears that at that time chūrṇī was 

also the primary medium of exchange. So regularly units of silver and gold dust had 

been used.112 Each unit of silver dust conformed to the weight standard of silver 

purāṇa which was equal to 1280 cowries  and apart from it each unit of gold ‘dust’ 

conformed to the weight standard of gold suvarṇa which was equivalent to 20480 

cowries.113 Thus, dust silver and gold money were related to the cowrie money. It 

appears highly probable that exchange transactions were ultimately related to silver 

on the basis of a definite ratio between the metallic standard and the cowrie where 

it was current.114 Silver dust units, on the other hand, were measurable with the 

silver coins of Harikela having purāṇa weight standard. The Mehār plate of 

Dāmodaradeva of the Sāka era 1156, which measures purāṇa with chūrṇī also 

suggests the use of cowries.115 Silver coins were maintained in Harikela due to 

relatively higher pressure of trade. This area probably imported a lot of silver from 

the outside, as copper was not available in that region. The purpose of using copper 

coins to carry a small value daily transaction was usually served by cowrie. 

It can be assumed that there was no shortage of coins in a few northern 

regions of India during the period concerned. It is also mentioned that the royal 

dynasties were not associated with minting coins. The coins were not always 

officially controlled by the imperial mints. These were also influenced by private 

money minters, perhaps according to the government’s approval. Despite these 

coins made locally or imported, it was not used in commercially important areas like 

Bihar and West Bengal and a major por on of Bangladesh excep ng the south-east 
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sec on during the Pāla-Sena Age.116 It seems that there was an intricate relationship 

between currency and commerce. To understand this properly, we will have to 

consider the possibility of other media of exchange for commercial transactions. 

The above survey of the coinage system in ancient Bengal has also made it 

clear, that there was paucity and debasement of coins in general after the fall of the 

Guptas. The trend that began in the later part of Skandagupta’s reign could not be 

tested by his successors. In the years to come, the debasement of coins went on 

unabated and it was evident from some empty stray pieces issued in 450 AD and 

after. Then there comes the Gupta imitation coin. These were really copper or silver 

pieces coated with gold. But since the 8th century onwards, even this seems 

completely invisible from the economic field. It is curious that Pālas did not try to 

revive the tradition of Gupta gold coins despite their extensive power. This is strange 

in view of the fact that at the same time the neighbouring regions of Kāmarūpa and 

Orissa had received regular gold coins. It has been already mentioned that these 

may be due to the general cheapness of commodities, feudal system of society and 

polity, and huge amount of Gupta coins already in circulation. Till recently, the view 

is that after the 6th and 7th centuries, gold and silver coins of Bengal were almost 

completely extinct. 

Some such pieces of Pāla coins were just specimens of this type and even 

their inscriptions were not absolutely specific. However, the discovery of eight 

Chandra coins from Sylhet and two hoards consis ng of 224 coins from Maināma  

made historians reject the contention. They had all the chances of being locally 

minted and issued in three different denominations. Again though no silver coin of 

Senas has been found so far, it is clear from the references to purāṇas and drammas 

in their inscriptions, that silver was still looked on as the standard to which other 

units like cowries were related. The debasement in the metal content can be linked 

to the lack of gold and silver after the disappearance of the Guptas. Sometimes 

these features were seen in the context of overall decline in the volume of trade and 
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commerce in Bengal after the Gupta era. Much of the  gold flowing into India in the 

3rd and 4th centuries indicate that there was no doubt about the rich trade relations 

with the West especially with the Roman Empire. Bengal must have achieved this 

prosperity under the Gupta rule, and earned huge profits in the form of gold and 

silver by exporting muslin, spices, etc. We have come to know from sources that in 

450 AD the ports of Tāmralip  and Gañge were busy maintaining trading vessels 

from different parts of the world. But with the rise of Arab power, most of this 

profitable trade between East and West was occupied by the Arab traders. Apart 

from that the ancient port of Tāmralipta also gradually lost its importance due to 

changes in the course of the Sarasva  river. As a result, the amount of foreign 

exchange in the form of gold and silver had been reduced due to the decline in its 

exports. This may have affected its coinage system. But this is one of the possible 

causes for the scarcity of coins, because it does not fully explain why even the 

powerful Pālas, who had connection with Ceylon, and South-East Asia, did not 

attempt to introduce a complete currency. We are not sure that this decline of trade 

and commerce in any way affect the country's general economic prosperity. In 

addition, as mentioned by A.K. Majumdar,117 it was very strong, if the economic 

force, such as the balance of trade which operates in the modern world had any 

influence in those days when the mode of trading was entirely different. 

So on the basis of above observations, based on latest researches, it may be 

suggested that the different geographical divisions of early Bengal did not have 

uniform system of coinage. The development of currency in one region does not 

always lead to similar development in other regions. In the period between AD 750 

and 1200, there was a very complex system of currency. The currency played an 

important role in the economic life of people of Puṇḍra and Rāḍha region since the 

Maurya to the Gupta age. Excava ons in that area clearly men on that Puṇḍra and 

Rāḍha regions were more prosperous than other regions. This region maintained an 

interna onal trade through ports of the Ganges and Tāmralip  during that period.118 
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The base of currency in all the divisions was mainly operated by cowrie which was 

imported from outside. Cowries’ intrinsic value became ineffective; they have long 

been a stable medium of exchange.119  

During the post-Gupta and especially during the Pāla-Sena times coins began 

to play a significant part in the economic life of the people of Vaṅga, Samataṭa and 

Harikela regions. However, the importance of Rāḍha and Puṇḍra regions in the 

commercial life continued in the 7th century. From this period, the Samataṭa and 

Harikela regions gradually became more important for internal and international 

trade. Poli cal and cultural centers of Maināma  and Lālmāi which were promoted 

into the urban complex, had a significant amount of trade that was run by a system 

of a standard currency system.120  

In conclusion, we may surmise that the issuing of currency was not 

connected to the function of the state or to the king and kingdom of ancient India. 

According to K.V.R. Aiyangar, “Coinage though undertaken by the state and 

considered to be one of the insignias of royalty, appears neither to have been 

regarded, as it is now a day, as a sign of political independence nor as an exclusive 

prerogative of the king”. The state issued coins only for matter of convenience. If 

there was a lot of currency circulation, or if the state's economic needs do not 

require fresh currency, then the king generally refrained from carrying them out. 

That is why we may suggest that gold coins of Kushāṇa and Gupta eras, especially in 

most areas, continued to be in circulation. The Pālas, Senas and their contemporary 

rulers did not take the trouble of issuing many new ones. Their attempt to introduce 

silver currency was also a half-hearted one and was soon abandoned.  
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Map-2 Roman trade in the subcontinent according to the Periplus of the Erythrean Sea 1st 
century AD 
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Terracotta Plaques 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3 Terracotta Plaques Basement Wall (7th to 12th Centuries Ad), Salban, Vihara, 
Bangladesh 

 
Courtesy: Mainamati-Devaparvata, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, 2007 

Fig. 2 Banana Plant (8th to 9th Centuries 
AD), Paharpur, Bangladesh 

 

Fig. 1 Cross Fish (8th to 9th Centuries AD), 
Mainamati, Bangladesh 
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Courtesy: Mainamati-Devaparvata, Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, 1997 
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1. Coin of Samacharadeva-Archer Type 
2. Coin of Samacharadeva-Rajalila Type 
3. Coin of Stray ruler of East Bengal 
4. Same as above 
5. Same as above 
6. Same as above –attributed to ‘Prithuvira’ 
7. Coin of Jayanaga-Obv.legend ‘Jaya’,Rev.legend ‘Sri Prakanday 
8. Same as above 
9. Same as above 
10. Same as above 
11.  



Plate-5   Fig. 1 Coins of Sasanka, king of Gauda, circa 600-637 

 

Source: https://wikivisually.com/wiki/Shashanka 

 

        Fig. 2 Silver Drammas during circa 850-950 AD during Pala Period 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: http://www.joelscoins.com/ancient.htm 



Plate-6     Fig. 1 Harikela Coins 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: https://image.slidesharecdn.com/coinscurrencysystemofbd-
160101185921/95/coins-currency-system-of-bangladesh-ancient-to-medieval-

period-20-638.jpg?cb=1451674951 

 
 

           Fig. 2 Chandra Dynasty coins issued by Govindachandra 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
           Source:https://www.historyfiles.co.uk/KingListsFarEast/IndiaSamatata.htm 
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       Cowries in Ancient India  
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Abstract: 

Since ancient time Bengal maintained a brisk trade with her neighbouring regions. Located in 

the littoral tract Bengal produced a huge surplus agricultural production which led to the 

growth of various industries. These industries were very high quality and were in great 

demand in other parts of the country. The numerous favourable river and land routes paved 

the way for all these goods to be exported. The rulers of that time also encouraged the 

expansion of exportation of surplus production. Textile, sugarcane, pottery, metal were some 

notable industries that became famous in ancient period. From the inscriptions hatta, haṭṭikā, 

so-haṭṭa, haṭṭiya-gṛiha, haṭṭa-varo are found associated with markets. Tamrlipta, Samandar 

played a prominent role maintaining connection with others parts of the country and also 

abroad. 

 

Key Words: Haṭṭa, Maslin, Puṇḍravardhana, Tāmralipta, Samandar,  

 

Bengal located in the eastern side of India has been noted for its agrarian prosperity 

and brisk trade since at least the sixth century BC. There is no doubt that Bengal was rich in 

trade from ancient times. The benefits of peace and order established throughout Northern 

India by the strong arms of the Guptas helped the expansion of internal trade.1 This process 

was accelerated by the issuance of gold and silver coins by the emperors in abundance. 

Merchants travelled more or less along the well known land and water routes. There are 

plenty of literary evidences of brisk commercial transactions. As a part of the bhukti of Gupta 

Empire, Bengal was not detached from enriched trade and commerce that prevailed in north 

India. The sea ports mentioned in the records had served as the natural structure of import 

and export trade between long distance routes from the interior. India’s most important trade 
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centres in the early 6th century have been mentioned in the writings of Cosmas. The list 

includes ‘Sindhu’, ‘Orrhotha’, ‘Calliana’, ‘Sibor’ and no less than five marts of ‘Male’ on the 

west coast, as well as ‘Marallo’ and ‘Caver’ along this coast.2 Among the other ports 

emerging in this period, Tāmralipta3 might be mentioned at the top lying on the Ganges delta. 

Its happy geographical position at the meeting place of land and water communications, as 

Hiuen-Tsang observed, helped the emporium of the vast trade of Eastern India across the 

seas. It was the called port for voyagers from China, Indonesia and Ceylon to Eastern India 

and back. We have direct evidences of brisk trade carried out from it into the interior. The 

people of the Ganges delta had the overwhelming share in the trade from Tāmralipta proven 

by reminiscences of their maritime activities mentioned in the Raghuvaṁsam and the 

Das̒akumāracharita.4 

It may be said that trade and commerce constituted an important chapter of economic 

life of Bengal. It was the source of prosperity of Bengal which is proven by the description of 

various ancient sources. The region was watered by many famous rivers such as Bhāgirathi-

Karatoyā-Brahmaputra-Padmā-Meghnā and many other tributaries. These rivers carried a 

huge amount of alluvial soil which resulted the region highly fertile-land. The fertilised land 

of Bengal seems to have an important position in inland trade of India. The region was rich in 

agricultural products, mineral and natural resources and these were fruitfully utilised by the 

artisans of Bengal. And this led to the rise and growth of various industries yielding 

production of some commodities .These products were in great demand in other parts of 

India. Naturally exchange of commodities had been the necessity for the time.  It also helped 

the area and adjoining region a huge surplus production. This surplus production either might 

be wasted or traded where it needed. The then cultivators or traders applied the latter so that 

they earned some dividends from trade. Thus the surplus production caused by the above 

mentioned factors fostered the trade and commerce of the region. 

The rivers were also the sources of fishes which provided a readymade source of food 

to the delta dwellers. Moreover the gulf region of south-eastern part of Bengal and so also 

many navigable rivers with natural ports provided a readymade system of inter-connecting 

waterways for easy communication and economical transportation. The river system of the 

Gangetic delta, no doubt, provided the merchants with the trade routes by water. The contact 
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between upper Ganga Valley and lower Ganga Valley on the one hand and with the Valley of 

the rivers Brahmaputra, Mahanadi, Narmada and Godavari on the other maintained a network 

of trade by land and water. The information is furnished by indigenous literary texts and 

accounts of foreign travellers. From the Jātakas we come to know the regular journeys from 

the cities like Benāras, Pāṭaliputra and Champā sailing down to Ganges up to its mouth, or 

Dantapura.5 We often hear about rental and express boats6.There was a land route in the 

mouth of the Ganges from Pāṭaliputra.7 It is quite astonishing that the merchants preferred the 

water ways to land. It seems that there were many hazards on the way of land. The 

difficulties of a journey by land routes were caused by the following:8 I) natural barriers with 

hills and forest, II) threats of wild animals or robbers as received by Chinese traveler I-tsing 

in his journey from Tāmralipta to Bodhgayā III) travel by animals carrying the goods at slow 

speed, IV) undeveloped nature of roads. 

 Likewise, there are other factors seems to have facilitated the early development of 

trade and commerce in Bengal. One is the qualitative and quantitative development of her 

production. As already mentioned the famous muslin and sword made in Bengal was famous 

for all over the sub-continent and a large part of world. Another factor is the unrivalled 

facilities for easy communication of goods, received by the favourable network of various 

navigable rivers. The harbours on the Bengal sea-board in the south also facilitated the cause 

of foreign trade. 

In the distant past, the exact nature of inland trade of Bengal cannot be ascertained 

due to scarcity of reliable sources. Only ancient inscriptions have focused on this. There was 

no enthusiasm on inland trade among the foreign travelers’ or writers’. They instead 

presented foreign trade in their writings. But it is true that in spite of the active part of the 

traders in domestic trade, foreign trade could hardly flourish. Internal trade is not always 

dependent on foreign trade. Without internal trade, the country's economy can hardly be in 

the running position; no area of a country can be considered as industrially self-sufficient. On 

the other hand, the nature of industrial growth depends on the natural resources available in a 

certain area. This is the reason behind localization of some industries. Obviously, in exchange 

for imported commodities, there was a tendency to export surplus industrial production from 

one region to another. The localisation of the industries thus created commodities for 
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exchange between different parts of India imperative. So the people of particular area suffers 

from scarcity of industrial products, need to import their requirements from the nearby areas. 

In this way there flourished local trade which we may have called him the internal trade. 

There has been a hard attempt to find out the linkage of the internal trade from the 

extent of foreign trade.9 The village mart was an integral part of the rural life in ancient India. 

The haṭṭa or haṭṭika are mentioned in various references were the local trade centre during 

the period of study. From the Dāmodarpur copper plate, it is known that there were hāṭs or 

bāzaārs and from Khālimpur copper plate of Dharmapāla10 it appears that haṭṭikas existed in 

early villages of Bengal. Keilhorn clears that the word derives from word haṭṭa or market and 

may mean ‘market dues’. The grant of villages with its market places (so-haṭṭa), shops 

(haṭṭiya-gṛiha) and big markets (haṭṭa-varo) speak of existing of lucrative trade in villages in 

ancient and early medieval Bengal.11 Land grants often include haṭṭas amongst all the other 

specific features of a donated plot. It is mentioned in the Dāmodarpur copper plate inscription 

of Kumāragupta I12(448 A.D.) that the village land was granted measuring five dronas (?) 

with haṭṭa and panaka (?). On the basis of the inscriptions of the period of time, Niharranjan 

Roy said that certain trades would have been maintained through haṭṭa or haṭṭikā in the rural 

markets. He has come to the conclusion that the purchase and sale of local products and daily 

necessities in the rural markets styled as haṭṭa must continue.13 

The towns were undoubtedly the main centres of trade. A bronze Image Inscription14, 

ascribed to the 9th century AD records the dedication of the image at Nālandā in the 

Devapāladevahaṭṭa or ‘the mart of Dēvapāladēva’ by Nisingha(?) ka, the wife of Soujjeka. It 

testifies evidences of the existence of other haṭṭas at Nālandā. Presumably, the haṭṭa referred 

to above was founded by Devapāla or conversely was named after him. Records of some 

earlier epigraphic sources have mentioned Navya ̄vakās̒ikā as haven for traders and 

merchants.15 The same thing implies on Koṭivarṣha.16The Kathāsaritsāgara mentions 

Puṇḍravardhana as a great place with shops in queue in the streets.17 In the Kaman stone 

inscription exclusive market named to a Kambalihaṭṭa or cattle market18 has been mentioned. 

In this market, the Tābāqat-i-Nāsirī mentions that 1500 horses from the north-east to 

Lakṣmaṇāvatī were imported and sold here. 
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The above discussion gives us a good indication of the existence of a rapid inter-state 

trade. It is well-known that in this period, Tā̄̄̄ mralipta became very powerful. The port was 

not only used by the foreign merchants, but also helped in conveying merchandise to the 

interior part of the country from other places. Three brothers named as Udayamāna, 

S̒rīdhantamāna and Ajitamāna are mentioned in the Dudhpāni Rock inscription of 

Udayamāna.19 It indicates that they travelled from Ayodhyā to Tāmralipta on trade purpose 

and added a fortune. 

In the 8th century, lively accounts of inter-state trade were found from Jaina works 

Samaraiccakaha of Haribhadra and the Kuvalayamāla of Udyotāna.20 The former contains a 

story of Sanudeva of Rājapura , a merchant who had a  great experience of  perilous journey 

to Tāmralipta where he was looted by S̒abaras in the forest of Dantariktaka. An interesting 

episode in the next text describes the journey of two merchants from Varanasi to 

Dakṣiṇāpatha. After arriving in Pratiṣthana, they made various types of trade and earned five 

thousand gold coins. They bought five precious stones by the earned money. On account of 

the hazards of carrying it, while travelling across insecure trade-routes, the merchants are said 

to have packed the stones in a dirty rug and disguised themselves as mendicants. Travel 

events from Ayodhyā and Champā to south by individuals doing trade found in the 

Kuvalayamāla. 

The issuance of land grants during the concerned period paved the way for agrarian 

expansion. Early medieval sources are replete with the mention of Bengal’s diversified 

agricultural output, both cereals and cash crops. In view of expansion of arable land over a 

vast area and the expansion in the form of countless villages, it helped in achieving all the 

increase in agricultural production. The contemporary texts and epigraphs eloquently 

recorded it. Hiuen-Tsang21  provides an interesting description of the abundant crops, fruits 

and flowers, and the production of plants. From the Maināmati copperplate of 

Ladahachandra22 we have learned that during this period, a better quality of rice named 

boraka was produced in Bengal. It not only grew rapidly, but yielded more. Naturally it was 

brought to nearby regions if needed. The rice produced in abundant was an important crop 

mentioned by Sandhyākaranandi. He described the high yield of rice in the Varendra region, 

which was sparkling crest jewel of the earth.23 Lakṣmaṇsena's Anuliyā copperplate mentions 
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"myriads of excellent villages consisting of land growing paddy excessively”.24 The Edilpur 

Copperplate of Kes̒avasena25 refers to a type of rice, whose name is Sāli. It is one of the best 

of different varieties produced in different regions of Bengal. Some terracotta plaques found 

in Pāhārpur indicates paddy fields. It is clear that the throughout Bengal rice was considered 

as the most important crop in the country. It is important to mention in this connection that 

this was not only for local use, but it was considered as an important trade item. In fact, there 

was a great demand for Bengal rice in the internal as well as international market. Some 

people became wealthy by doing rice trading. Terracotta found in Chandraketugarh written in 

Brāhmi-Kharoṣti testifies a trader named Kodiholik Korchugma (or Karafgama). He was the 

owner of one hundred plows gathering the prosperity by rice cultivation.26 

Sugarcane was an important crop in the trade relationship for the international market 

of Bengal.This product was sent to the neighbouring areas of Bengal after meeting local 

demand and earning enough from it.Puṇḍravardhana i.e. the Dinājpur-Rājs̒hāhi-Bogrā region, 

became so well known for the profuse production of sugarcane that very term Pauṇḍra(a 

product from Puṇḍra) signifies the sugarcane from north Bengal. Thus Bengal received 

considerable wealth from manufacturing and exporting sugar to other parts of India. Thus in 

the 13th century Marcopolo noticed it as one of the important commodities exporting from 

Bengal.27 Again in 16th century Portuguese traveler Barbosa noticed Bengal competing with 

South India in the supply of sugar to different parts of India, China, and South-east Asia. 

Though the period mentioned in the references is far later than ours, the conditions mentioned 

therein, must have prevailed in earlier and so this is applicable to the period of survey.  

The cotton produced in Bengal seems to be a commercial value. It can be mentioned 

that textile industry and their trade were very old. The Deopārā copper plate inscription of 

Vijayasena28 speaks of it. We know from this side that ordinary villages were also familiar 

with cotton seeds. Early medieval Bengal was specially noted for its superb textile products 

as seen in the works of Chau ju Kua, Marco Polo and Arab authors.29 The authors noticed 

that textile of Bengal assumed excellent quality. However, since the first century of the 

Christian era, Bengal's main exporting material was textile products. It may be inferred that 

not only in the ancient period, but in the early 19th century the trade was a big source of 

income in Bengal. The finest variety of muslin produced in East Bengal (mainly Vaṅga) and 
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North Bengal (mainly Puṇḍra). The items of luxury-goods or things considered otherwise 

valuable, including precious textiles, were collected by King Asoka for his Siṁhalese friend 

Devanāmpiya Tiṣsa. Thence these were sent to Ceylon towards the middle of the 3rd century 

B.C. through the port of Tāmralipta.30 A variety of cotton was found in the Varendra region 

mentioned in Rāmacharita, which was exported to foreign markets. The Muslim geographers 

are eloquent about textile in this region. From the description of Sulaiman, it is testified that 

there was a thing made in this country (Ruhmi) which was not found anywhere else. This fine 

and delicate element is a dress which was accepted through sign-rings.31 The text Chu-fan-chi 

written by Chau-ju-Kua, during the thirteenth century A.D. describes “Fine swords, tou-lo 

cotton stuffs and common cotton cloth were products of Pong-k'is-lo i.e. Vāṇgalā”. 

 Not only the objects of rice, sugarcane and cotton, Bengal was also famous in 

production of various other objects such as oil seeds, spices like ela, a mask, black aloe, 

sandal etc as well. Contemporary evidences refer to fruits, orchards of great commercial 

value.Hiuen-Tsang also refers to the abundant growth of panasa (jack fruits) in 

Puṇḍravardhana and gives a detailed account of the fruits, which was highly popular in the 

region.32 Bengal epigraphs provide valuable information about other objects produced like 

betel-nuts, palms and coconuts.The Rāmapāla copper plate of S̒rīchandra,33 and Anuliā 

copper plate of Lakṣmaṇasena34 mention coconut and betel-nut cultivation. The Ashrafpur 

Copper-plate35 also mentions land cultivating betel-nut palms and coconut trees. It must have 

formed an important cash crop in Bengal. A passage in the Rājataraṇgiṇī36 tells us of a king 

of Kashmir who spent his entire revenue in procuring betel-nuts. It is presumed that Bengal’s 

opulence in betel-nuts led her important partner of Kashmir in this flourishing trade. Betel 

vines were cultivated also in the region. On the basis of information provided by 

Manasāmaṅgala of Vaṁsidāsa and Chaṇḍimaṅgala of Mukundarāma Chakrabarty N.R. Roy 

elaborately tries to prove that there was an expansion of trade and commerce in different 

regions of Bengal. Bengali traders carried their products to Gujrat from the coast of south 

Bengal. Commercial crops such as betel nut and coconut were two main items produced and 

traded to other region. Betel was well known by the word of guyā or guvāka, but later 

adopted the name of the supāri. Thus it was known by that name throughout India. However, 

among the villages of Bengal especially in East Bengal, it is still known as guvā or guyā. The 
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evolution of the word for betel is intricately connected with the history of Bengali commerce 

and its merchandise. The name of the modern city of Gauhāti (Guwāhāti) may come from this 

guyā. A market (hāṭ) where betel was sold would be a guvāhāti or guyāhāti, becoming 

gauhāti. In the ancient times, the item (betel) was exported to Persia and Arab lands, whose 

merchants loaded the item in a ship in the West Indian port of Surparaka or Supparaka or 

Soparā. This item reached to the western coast must have come from eastern India or Bengal 

through transit trade. The archaeological evidences of Bengal show that till the time of the 

East India Company, there was a great deal of revenue from the broad trade of betel, during 

which Bengal was a monopoly trade in betel. The item was carried in the sub-continent. The 

Bengal traders flowed in the coastal area of south-west India and Gujrat. Thus the trade in 

betel nut brought opulence in Bengal.  

Betel-leaves (pan) were grown in different corners of Bengal, mainly in the 

Nāvyamaṇḍala, an administrative unit in Vaṅga. B.C. Sen relates this unit with Barishal area 

in present Bangladesh.37  It is generally believed that betel was chewed with karpura after 

full meal. The cultivation of betel was very popular in ancient Bengal.38 The Betka Vāsudeva 

Image Inscription of Govindachandra39  informs that the farmers of the village Betka lived in 

the region from the beginning. It clearly speaks of a village at Pāikpārā and in the adjacent 

village of Betka where a flourishing family of betel-leaf cultivators lived in. They were 

generally known as Bārui or the Bārujibi.They formed a distinct class in the whole of Bengal 

and the lucrative profession of cultivating and selling betel-leaves had made them well-to-do, 

hard-working, self-accredited, religious and peaceful.  The Calcutta Sāhitya Parishat Copper-

plate of Vis̒varupasena40 refers to Barajas or betel-leaf plantation, yielding high revenue.  

Arab writers also mention swords from East Bihar which were under the control of 

the Pala rulers. The other valuable items that appeared in Arabic texts were aloes wood 

exported through the port of Samandar/Sudkāwan. The aloes wood is however noted in the 

Arab accounts as a product of Qāmarun or Kāmarupa, i.e. the Brahmaputra valley. According 

to Ibn Battuta, the Qāmaruni aloes wood was brought to the port of Sudkāwan by floating the 

logs of wood down the Blue River identified with the Meghnā.41 The aloes wood of north-

eastern India reached the Arab world through Sudkāwan which received the product through 

transit trade with north-eastern part of India. Another exotic commodity was the rhinoceros 
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horns, brought from the north-eastern part of India to Bengal coast for export to the Arab 

world in the form of transit trade between the Bengal littorals and the north-eastern region.42 

The trade in salt was popular too and it was very much profitable. Bengal was 

enriched in ocean salt. The coastal area of Bengal produced sufficient salt. In the two 

medieval poems a little earlier mentioned that salt was also one of the trade items. After 

meeting the local consumption, the surplus was traded with adjoining areas and the sub-

continent. Bengali merchants came to exchange ocean salt for rock salt. Pepper was also 

prosperous too in the same period.  

Apart from agricultural products, Bengal was enriched with diamonds, pearls and 

gold, bay leaves, spices and so on. Among the Buddhist Jātakas there are many stories of 

Tāmralipta as a trade centre.In the Kathāsaritasāgara of Somadeva there were a number of 

references to merchants in the course of their enterprise setting out from Pāṭaliputra bound for 

Puṇḍra or Puṇḍravardhana, along a road referred. This way also has been referred to by I-

tsing when he took the westward road from Tāmralipta to Budhagayā. His travelling 

companions were hundreds of merchants. The trade of Tāmralipta has been mentioned in 

various books. The trade between Gauḍa and Gujrat is also mentioned in Vidyāpati’s Purusa-

pariksa. Hiuen-Tsang speaks of Gangābandara located in the mouth of Ganga and also 

mention of commercial prosperity of Tāmralipta and Karṇasuvarṇa. According to 

Kathāsaritsāgara43 Tāmralipta was an entrepot for wealthy and rich merchants involved in 

the thriving maritime trade with Ceylon, Sumatra and other places. From all these, it seems 

quite reasonable to think that whatever the prosperity of ancient Bengal had been seen, it 

came from mainly trade and commerce. The most important evidence of this found from 

Dāmodarpur copper plate. It indicates that the merchants were the most important member of 

the group of people who were asked to testify the land grants. This indicates the prosperity of 

country evidently through trade and commerce44. In addition we have seen from epigraphs 

that from fifth to eighth century AD, five citizens were to be informed about land grant or 

sale. Among of them two were royal officials- one local administrator and a prominent, two 

represent the traders and merchants and one would be the representative of the craft guilds.45 

It is now clear that traders and merchants had some influence in the administration. Because 

of trade and commerce, all income was transmitted to these merchants and traders. Hence 
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they were able to influence the administration. Thus it may be presumable that ancient 

Bengal’s fortune, so greatly dependent on trade and commerce, was directed from the homes 

of the traders, merchants and merchant princes.46 The medieval Bengali literature bears the 

testimony through the story of merchants and their initiatives. It is noteworthy that their 

names were also mentioned as Dhanapai, Hirāmanika, Dulāldhana and other names made up 

of words denoting wealth and opulence.47 Before the eighth century, inscriptions show that 

there was considerable influence of the merchant princes and trading companies in the 

government and society. 

Ptolemy48 mentions a regular journey from the east to the west coast. Periplus also 

suggests the remarkable exports from Bengal to famous mart Nelcynda articles such as fine 

pearls, ivory, silk-cloth, spikenard, malabathrum, transparent stones of all kinds, diamonds 

and sapphires. The connection between Dāmirica(Tamil Land) and the Ganges in terms of 

silk-trade is referred to in the Periplus49 and from the same source we know of the 

commercial link between Barygaza-Barbaricum and Paithan-Tagara in the Deccan.50 

This rich trade was managed by both water and land routes. The river system of the Gangetic 

delta provided merchants with trade routes by water. Following the course of river Ganges 

and its tributaries, there established a connection between lower and upper Ganges valleys. 

The emergence of market town and ports in the Lower Ganges valley is considered to be the 

main artery in the development of river economy of the country. The maritime conjunction of 

the Ganges with the Bay of Bengal provides the region easy access to the sea. The goods of 

the sārthavāhas of Northern and Eastern India were widely transited by river Ganges. It 

played a prominent position in an internal trade. The Kathāsaritasāgara mentions the trade 

from Varanasi to Puṇḍravardhana. From Varanasi to Puṇḍravardhana through Magadha and 

Champā companies of merchants trailed the countless bullock drays. It was quite good that 

these routes were very populous. There was also extensive water route along the Ganga and 

the Bhagirathi to Gangābandara and Tāmralipta. In the medieval literature of Bengal, there 

are detailed descriptions of ports and different lands along this river course. It is quite clear 

that the Tāmralipta and Gangābandara were the main ports of maritime trade. There are some 

references in the Periplus and Ptolemy of trade transactions three or four hundred years ago 

between Gangābandara and Tāmralipta and the remote Roman Empire on the coast of South 
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India. Tāmralipta is represented by modern Tamluk, which was located on the right bank of 

Rupanārayan. The great epics frequently refer to Tāmralipta as sea port of Bengal in the post-

Vedic and Buddhist periods. It is known form the Periplus that malabathrum was brought 

from the Eastern Himalayas. This would indicate the inland trade of Bengal with the North-

eastern frontier regions also. This is also proved by the import of silk from China to the 

Ganges and thence exported to Tamil lands. P.C. Dasgupa finds many textual references to 

Tāmralipta in ancient literatures.51 In the Jātakas Tāmralipta is mentioned as Dāmalipti,52 

Ptolemy53 called it Tamālitis, Pliny54 mentioned it as Taluctae and Hiuen-Tsang referred to it 

as Tan-mo-lih-ti. Varāhamihir refers to it as a city.55 Tāmralipti, from the point of the 

northern, eastern and central Bengal, form a separate and independent political unit, as found 

in the sabhāpārvaṇa of the Mahābhārata. Sometimes it may also have formed a part of the 

janapada of Rāḍha or Suhma or Vaṅga .  

It is to be noted here that we are using the name Gangābandara even though the 

Romans called the port 'Gañge' or 'Ganges' are the same. Since the name indicates the 

location of the river Ganga, we must keep in mind that the name is temporary and there is no 

way to verify what this port actually means by our local residents. The port was named after 

the river Ganga. The traces of ships, boats on the terracotta seals and seal impressions found 

from Chandraketugarh strongly suggest that it was probably a riverine port having facilities 

of access to the sea. It bolstered up long distance trade through this port. Excavations 

conducted show that it was fraught with the archaeological remains of different ages, from 

the time of the Mauryas to that of the Pālas. Archaeological excavations unearthed among 

many other things along with the punch marked coins of the Maurya age, cast copper coins of 

the late Suṅga period. These discoveries strongly corroborate the fact that Chandraketugarh 

had cultural and commercial contact with the outer world. This riverine port was known only 

from the archaeological sources. An early impression of the towns in the Ganga Valley has 

been discerned in the Hiuen-Tsang’s account and they were distressed and deserted 

condition.  

Devaparvata figured in the Kailān copper plate of S̒rīdharanarāta (c.AD 665-750) was 

another port which carried out a transit trade with other regions. The place was encircled by 

the river Kṣīrodā (modern Khīra or Khirnāi).Both the banks of the river were decorated by 
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boats and in which elephants bathed. Devaparvata is further described as sārvatobhadra. It 

means either it was approachable from all four sides or it had gates on all four sides. It is 

referred to as Athamattamātaṅga-s̒ata-suka-sukha-vigāhyamāna-vividha-tīrthayā 

naubhir=aparimitābhir=upārachitakulayā parikṣitād=abhi-matanimnagāminyā Kṣīrodayā 

sarvvatobhadrakād=Devaparvvatāt.56 After a century the Asiatic Society Copperplate of 

Bhavadeva Abhinavamṛgāṅka(765-80) talked about Kṣīrodā river and added the epithet 

jayaskandhāvāra (Royal camp) to Devaparvata.57 All these leaves a picture that Devaparvata 

had a distinct orientation to riverine communications and it maintained intimate contact with 

the inner river channel and the marine connection to the Bay of Bengal until the first quarter 

of the 10th century. So it shows that Devaparvata was a riverine port in Samataṭa in the 2nd 

half of the 7th century AD. It was also the principal political centre of the Rata rulers.  

There was several seaside trade centres including Vaṅga mentioned in Milindapanha. 

The archaeological references indicate a place name, Vaṅgasāgara. It should be noted the sea 

(s̄agara) of Vaṅga. While Vaṅga generally covers the central part of deltaic Bengal (i.e. 

Dhaka-Vikrampur-Faridpur), it also occasionally included in its areas near the coast, known 

in ancient times variously as Vāṅgalā(Vaṅga+āla) and Anuttaravaṅga (southern Vaṅga).58 

Ancient and early medieval Vaṅga thus extended up to Barishal-Buckerganj areas of the 

present Bangladesh. Vaṅgasāgara may, therefore, stands for the eastern sea of India and it 

may easily be equated with the present Bay of Bengal. The Madanpur copper plate also 

identifies Vaṅgasāgara with Bay of Bengal.59 

We know that about the middle of the 9th century A.D. Tāmralipta of South-western 

Bengal lost its importance in Bengal’s international trade. Since then or before another port 

developed called Samandar60 in south-eastern Bengal. Since the 7th century and later in 

subsequent time up to the advent of the Muslims in India Samandar played an important role 

in Eastern India maintaining her trade relation in and outside of Bengal. Samandar being 

located very near to the Sandwip Island should reasonably be identified with a modern 

Chittagong or a port nearby. Al Idrisi and Khurdadbah are, articulate highly of Samandar as a 

port.61 It had indentation which favoured the ingress and egress of ships with merchandise.  

In the early medieval period Samandar was a premier port of Bengal. It was in 

flourishing condition and carried on brisk trade till the 14th century AD. Thereafter the port of 
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Chittagong reached to the height of its importance in the 15th and 16th centuries. The most 

important point to note is that from the ninth century onwards the major seaborne outlet of 

the Bengal coast shifted from the western (Rāḍha-Vanga) sector to the south-eastern 

(Samataṭa-Harikela) zone with far reaching consequences. The other ports located on the 

littorals of Bengal were certainly less famous than Samandar. On the other hand these ports 

were mostly riverine in character, and played an important role in inland riverine 

communication in coastal Bengal. These riverine ports provided important links to the deltaic 

hinterland with the major ports on the coast. 

According to Akhbar al-Sin wa’l Hind, articles related to the import and exports items 

have been a special attention during the concerned period. The most important is the muslin 

of Dhaka which was not found in any other region. It is very fine and beautiful. In the country 

there was also found gold, silver, aloes-wood and al-samar(i.e. camara or fly chaser) cloth 

from which fly-whisk was made. In this country, there was also found the market of al-

bishan (i.e., horn) and al-karkaddan (rhinoceros).The Chinese manufactured girdles out of it. 

The price of a single girdle in China goes up to two thousand, three thousand or even more 

dinars.62 So the items mentioned above clearly indicate that the goods exported from the 

region of Bengal including Samataṭa in the 9th century were muslin, aloes-wood, yak tails (for 

fly-whisks), and rhinoceros horns. According to Ibn Khurdadhbh’s Kitab(c. 846-847 

A.D.),Samandar where rice and aloes-wood were brought here by means of a river from 

Kārmut(Kāmrupa?)and other places.63 This Aloe wood came to this country was a superior 

quality and a delicious perfume. This grew in the mountains of Kāran.64 According to Hudud 

al-Alam(982 A.D.) translated by Minorsky, “In no place of Hindustan are fresh aloes found 

but in the possessions of the king of Qamarun and of Dahum. These countries produced in 

large quantities good cotton which grown on trees yielding their produce during many years. 

The product of this country was the white conch which was blown like a trumpet and was 

called shank. In this country there were numerous elephants”.65 The good quality of cotton 

textile produced in North Bengal is indicated in the foreign source of 9th century. The Arab 

geographer Ibn Khurdadbhih wrote about the extraordinary beauty and fineness of cotton 

textiles produced Pala kingdom.66 According to AL-Idrasi’s Nuzhatu-i-Mushtak, rice, various 

grains, especially excellent wheat, could be obtained from Samandar.67 The sources quoted 
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above clearly indicate the intimate trade contact of Kāmrup with Samandar. This matter was 

further emphasized by B.N Mukherjee.68 He mentions that Samandar was an important port 

for landlocked Kāmarupa to export as well as import various commodities. Beside aloes 

wood and rhinoceros’ horns, yak tails were brought from Tibet through Bhutan and/ or of 

Kāmarupa. Other items mentioned in the Arab accounts were rice, conch, shell and muslin. 

Rice exported from Samataṭa could very well have been a local product. The further 

researches reveal that local jugee families also manufactured handloom products. Similar 

handloom products were also well known in greater Comilla district. Hence, local handloom 

products as well as muslin brought from Narsingdi down the Brahmaputra and the Meghna 

could have been exported from Samandar.69 B.N. Mukherjee has shown that from 7th to 8th 

centuries, Kāmrupa imported gos̒trṣa-candana (a costly variety of sandalwood) probably 

from Timor, camphor from Kedah (Malaysia), coral and pearls from south India, copper from 

Singhbhum (West Bengal).70 Moreover, if Ibn Battuta’s mid-14th century assertion regarding 

import of cowries can be taken to as valid for Sulaiman’s 9th century, then it is possible to 

believe that cowrie was another item of import from Maldives. 

There is an important observation that there is no mention about maṇḍapikā in Bengal.71 But 

it appears in early medieval sources which existed in different parts of Northern India. The 

term in question literally stands for a pillared and covered hall or a pavilion.72 It also was an 

exchange centre and also as a centre of collection of levies, commercial tolls and duties that 

related with the modern word maṇḍi which means a wholesale market. It was a big trading 

unit as compared to haṭṭikā. Professor Ranabir Chakrabarty discovered on the basis of greater 

research activities the existence of a trading centre called saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka which is larger 

than Hat in the initial stage of Bengal.73 In the year 971AD, S̒rī Chandra’s copper plate of 

Chandra Dynasty74 found at Sābhār near Dacca, referred to the existence of 

saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka.75 It is understood where the products are meant to be preserved. Ranabir 

Chakravarti refers to saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka as trade centre with warehousing facilities.76 Probably 

the connectivity of large markets in the rural and urban area in the riverine Bengal was 

maintained by the river-ports. It is clear from the sources that the class of officers known as 

S̒aulkik, Haṭṭapati, and Tārik who were attached to trade and commerce. The Pala records 

mentions Saulkik in charge of collecting s̒ulka incommercial centres. Manu explains the term 
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of s̒ulka in the general sense of duties paid by merchants.77 The Haṭṭapati used to take care 

for the works of Hats and above all there was the superior authority of Tārik. Another official 

found from copper plate grants of the period was Gaulmika.78 U.N. Ghosal refers to him as 

collector of custom duties. All these indicate the brisk internal trade and the source of income 

through trade to the govt. exchequer. It is important that the cities were the internal trade 

centre. From the inscriptions of Gopachandra, Dharmāditya and Samāchārdeva79 we find that 

the Navyāvakās̒ikāyam meaning administrative centre was the centre of traders. It definitely 

means a town. The inscriptions of Budhagupta and Kumāragupta highlight the importance of 

city ‘Kotivarṣha’.80 Frequently mentioned in the inscriptions are the words for the various 

types of markets, shops and stalls, traders, shopkeepers and assistants. Inscriptions after the 

eight centuries, have spoken of land grants in many places, including the markets and some 

of the jetties. A tax was imposed in the market and there was a commercial duty and ferry 

charge under the supervision of some royal officers such as market supervisor, custom 

officer, and ferry officer. They maintained a prosperous and healthy trade from which 

government received a bonafide profit. 

The officers who looked after the trade related matters are known also from the 

references inscribed in the land grants. Senior officials such as Vyāpāra Karaṇḍaya and 

Vyāpāra Viniyukta81 did the special duty of tax collection. They were undoubtedly employed 

to look after the activities of trade and commerce concentrated in small and large towns. In 

addition to the towns, some trade and commerce was conducted in the markets of the rural 

areas, where locally produced items and articles of everyday needs were brought and sold. 

Great rivers of this province and the coastal areas of Orissa and Chittagong afforded excellent 

riverine and coastal trade and people were mainly occupied by vessels and naval forces. It is 

believed that a large part of the people of Bengal was engaged in the construction of ships 

and there was a prosperous trade in whole of Bengal. Such a department of commerce must 

have been a most important source of revenue. Its duties would have been to levy customs-

dues on internal and external trade.  It would no doubt have been expected to look after 

harbours and marts in order to maintain trade and probably to exercise some kind of maritime 

jurisdiction. It must have been a most profitable department of the state.82 
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The information about maritime boundary and ports are known from the sources. The 

rivers and canals were the primary means of communication or the way to move from one 

end to the other trading centres. The roadways were not neglected. Referring to the Chinese 

traveler Fa-hien and Hiuen-Tsang the roads were means of transport of commodities. In the 

Chittagram Copper Plate of Dāmodardeva of the Deva dynasty reference has been made of 

the Rājpatha running through villages.83 During the initial stage of Bengal’s trade, internal 

trade was very much brisk and roadways were given importance in this trade. A prominent 

historian Professor Ranabir Chakrabarty says that buffaloes, asses, camels were mainly used 

as a means of transporting commodities. Prominent historian Brajadulal Chattopadhyay says 

that there were bulls carrying goods. Reference can be made to the roads in that context. In 

the Chinese language in the story of Kiaten, there was road from Kāmrupa to Magadha 

through Rājmahal hills. There were also roads from Magadha to China. Chinese traveller 

Hiuen-Tsang came to India by this route. A road reference was found from Ayodhya to 

Tāmralipta as already mentioned. Therefore, it can be assumed that there was a connection 

between the Ganges Valley and the Ayodhya in the delta region of Ganges Valley. A 

connection between Kanauj to Gangāsāgara via Ayodhyā, Varanasi, Patna, Mungyr had been 

traced. The serious awareness of Saṅgam literature shows that products of Ganges delta came 

to the port of Puhar. The Gangetic nard was brought to the far south India is proved beyond 

doubt by the Periplus of the Erythrean Sea and also a second century loan Agreement 

between the two Roman traders in Muziris, in the coast of Malabar.84 

It must have also been mentioned that the horses coming to India from different sides 

of Indian sub-continent had been traded around Bengal and other parts of India. The Tamil 

textual impressions of maritime transportation show that the horses were brought to the 

Coromandel Coast from the North.It is so logical that these horses had reached in the coastal 

areas of Tamilnadu from the areas of Bengal coast.85 It should be noted that Kohi was a horse 

from the mountainous north-eastern border of the subcontinent and may be the same as the 

tāngan horse.86 It has been described in later chapter that Kohi horses reached in Bengal 

regularly in 12th and 13th century Bengal.Then it was reached to eastern Deccan. Thus it can 

be said that Kohi horse was brought to eastern Deccan through Bengal, an area which had 

already experienced its regular arrival from the north-east.In this light it was found that 
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Bengal not only brought the mountainous horses, but also was associated with transit trade 

with eastern Deccan.In view of the familiar and well-established chain of communication 

between Bengal and Eastern Deccan,87 it would be possible to infer Bengal's active role in the 

supply of north-eastern horses to Andhra and in addition to their demand and sale in Bengal 

itself. 

A section of available Chinese evidences and epigraphic documentation significantly 

suggests that around 7th century, the Samataṭa area started as a point of contact with the 

coastal region. Thus it also helped Bengal to start a long-distance journey in the Bay of 

Bengal. Devaparvata (earlier mentioned)  from 2nd half of the 7th century to first quarter of the 

10th century AD emerged as a lively inland riverine port, identified with the Maināmati-

Lālmāi in Comilla district (Bangladesh).88 There were three naudaṇḍakas or boat parking 

stations around it.89 A ship-building area (nāvatakṣeṇī) also figured in 6th century record from 

Faridpur in present Bangladesh.90 The regularity of riverine trade in deltaic Bengal is 

unmistakable as these boat-parking stations were mentioned as landmarks in rural spaces. 

These could have provided the facilities of inland movements in a riverine (nadīmātṛka) area 

like Bengal which was known for its connections with the Bay of Bengal. The inscription 

also includes a villa-bhaṅga(the Bāṅgla word bil, moss covered with water),which was 

connected with niṣkrānta praviṣṭaka(the entry and exist facility of the vessels).91 

Ranabir Chakravarti examines the names of certain terms, expressions and positions 

written in some copper plate inscriptions92 and proposed the existence of the inland riverine 

ports Navyāvakās̒ika in Sābhār and Devaparvata in the Maināmati-Lālmāi of South-east 

Bengal. These were provided with significant connection through the riverine routes between 

the littorals and the interior. The grant of land to Sukradeva also indicates some officers who 

had a duty to look after the daily activities of the place. They are nauvāṭaka, ardhanauvāṭaka, 

and gocchakapati. The term nauvāṭaka occasionally occurs in some records in the sense of a 

fleet of boats. R.G. Basak suggests the word nauvāṭaka to the Head of the royal navy.93 The 

expression ardhanauvāṭakas stands for an officer of the same department but junior to the 

nauvāṭaka.94 The presence of the officer looking after the mercantile marine, along with his 

sub-ordinate at Vaṅgasāgara-saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka further highlights the commercial 

significance of the non-rural settlement. The next term gocchakapati is equated with Sanskrit 
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goṣṭhakapati, i.e. the administrative head in charge of pasture lands and cowherds.95 But 

recent researches testify it to an officer in charge of goṣṭha/goṣṭhīs or guilds. The presence of 

an officer at a commercial center such as the Vaṅgasāgara-Saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka looking after 

gosthis or guilds is an obvious possibility. Thus, the work of these officials, such as 

nauvāṭaka, ardhanauvāṭaka and gocchakapati emphasized towards non-rural sector of the 

economy. They have lowered the material interest of the Chandras in Vaṅgasāgara-

Saṁbhāṇḍāriyaka.96 

Moreover, voyages of Chand-Sadāgar, Dhanapati, S̒rīmanta, the heroes of the Maṅgal 

Kāvyas, are also the indigenous trade in Bengal, mainly the rivers and coastal regions. We get 

references from the Maṅgal Kāvyas of a list of important seats of trade and commerce 

namely, Begad, Saptagrām, Adiadaha, Ghusudi, S̒āntipur, Navadwip, Guptipāra ,Phuliā, 

Hālis̒ahar, Mahespur, and Triveṇi. Places like Betad are considered, on the basis of 

archaeological evidences to be old as the Gupta or even as pre-Gupta era.97 The description of 

the journey voyages of the heroes of Maṅgal Kāvyas, although covered with religious 

emotions and imagination coloured pious feelings should contain a stratification of truth.98 

However, the discussion that has been discussed so far it should be assumed that an internal 

trade was running without any interruption of hundreds of years from Puṇḍravardhana to 

Vaṅga-Samataṭa. The Market towns near the riverbank were often connected by short 

distance routes, whose purpose was served. 

When we turn our attention to the western part of Bengal, we do not see a major port 

like Samandar in South-eastern part of Bengal. A copper plate (dated 1196 AD)99 was issued 

from Dvārahāṭaka by S̒rīmad-Dommanapāla, an independent local ruler of the Sundarbans. 

Dvārahāṭaka was located on the eastern bank of the river Ganga and emerged as a small 

riverine outlet. It can be explained the name Dvārahāṭaka as a hāṭaka or hṭṭaka(local level 

trade centre) located at the dvāra or gate. Ranabir Chakravarti believes that Dvārahāṭak was 

connected with the benefits of an internal waterway and a local level trade centre and the 

opening of the sea.100 Here the mention of the emergence of chaturakas in Bengal should be 

noted here during the Sena rule. In the first half of the 12th and early 13th century an 

unknown type of settlement was started. This is chaturaka. It seems that chaturakas is neither 

a village nor a full-fledged urban center. The information of four chaturakas namely 
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Betaḍḍa-chaturaka, Urā-chaturaka, Nava-saṃgraha-chaturaka and Lauhaṇḍa-chaturaka 

have been found so far in Sena records. These were often a convergence of rivers and 

overland routes and acts as a nodal point. A case of point is Betadda-chaturaka mentioned in 

the Govindapur copperplate of Lakṣmaṇasena,101(1179-1206 AD) which was the Ganga as an 

eastern landmark or boundary (purve Jāhnavi). This place resembles with the Betor in the 

Howrah district. The Portuguese accounts of 16th century highlighted the importance of this 

Betor for supplying the crucial riverine connection up to the famous port of Saptagrām.102 As 

Portuguese's big ships could not flow upstream through the Saraswati River to reach the port 

of Saptagrām, they anchor near Betar to reach the destination of Saptagrām through the 

inland riverine vessels. Betadda-chaturaka was given special importance in connection with 

the indigenous riverine network in the western part of the Bengal delta. 

From available sources, it is very difficult to know the prices of various articles in the 

market. But compared to modern times, things were much cheaper in ancient Bengal than 

even as late as 15th century. Chaitanya Deva's marriage ceremony was performed by several 

cowries and it was mentioned by the poets as a great example of the costly marriage.103 

Several lines in the Kavikaṅkana Chaṇḍikāvya also described abundance of articles in those 

days.104 Buying and selling of goods is carried out through the system of barter, although 

there was a medium of exchange in the form of cowries copper coins for smaller, and gold 

and silver coins for greater transactions. Although traders were generally honest, some of the 

dishonest dealings were in the market, especially after the trade and commerce reduced. The 

picture of Murāri Seal in Chaṇḍikāvya105 and the story of merchant mentioned in the 

Saṅkhamālā106, highlights the facts that in the fall of their commercial activities, Bengali 

traders had lost their traditional honesty and integrity.  

                                                           
1Majumdar, R.C.,(ed.),The History and Culture of the Indian People, Vol.III, The Classical Age, 

Mumbai, Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan,1954, p-596-597 
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Chaul situated 25 miles south of Bombay; Caver resembles with Kāveripaddinam at the 

mouth of the Kāveri River.  
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copper plates from Dāmodarpur’, Epigraphia Indica,Vol.XVII,1923-24, p-193; Sircar, D.C., 

https://www.maldacollege.ac.in/exploring-history.php


Exploring History: (ISSN-2230-8490) 
Vol.X,No.1 

June 

2019 
 

149 EXPLORING HISTORY: A Bi-Annual UGC Approved Peer-Reviewed Journal 

https://www.maldacollege.ac.in/exploring-history.php 

exploringhistory.mc@gmail.com 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

‘Damodarpur Copper-plate Inscription of the time of Kumara Gupta I- Gupta Year 124 (= 444 

A.D.)’,Select Inscriptions bearing on Indian History and Civilisation, Vol. I, Calcutta, University 

of Calcutta,1942,pp-283-286 
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24Majumdar ,N.G., ‘Ānuliā Copper-Plate of Lakṣhmaṇasena’, Inscriptions of Bengal, Vol.III, 

Rajshahi, The Varendra Research Society,1929,p-81 

25Majumdar, N.G., ‘Edilpur Copper-plate of Kesa̒vasena’,118-131 

https://www.maldacollege.ac.in/exploring-history.php


Exploring History: (ISSN-2230-8490) 
Vol.X,No.1 

June 

2019 
 

150 EXPLORING HISTORY: A Bi-Annual UGC Approved Peer-Reviewed Journal 

https://www.maldacollege.ac.in/exploring-history.php 

exploringhistory.mc@gmail.com 
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90Sircar, D.C., Select Inscriptions,Vol.I,opcit,pp-366-369;Chakravarti Ranabir, ‘Maritime Trade 

and Voyages in Ancient Bengal’, Journal of Ancient Indian History,Vol.XIX,1992-93(1996),pp-

145-171 

91Sircar,D.C.,opcit,pp-340,363-77 

92 The inscriptions are Kailān Copper-plate of Śrīdharanarāta(665-675),Asiatic Society 
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