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the sky and weather. Celestial navigation reached its peak 
with the cognitive perception of the night sky. Dead reck-
oning on the one hand and stellar resection on the other 
provided guidance to steer in the right direction. Day-to-
day logbooks, called  roz namas , were maintained. 

 Early overseas voyages were based mainly on par-
allel sailing in the lower latitudes, using azimuthal stars, 
including Betelgeuse, Rigel, Aquila, Pleiades, and Regulus. 
Such a route running along a latitude will, on reaching the 
opposite shores, turn up or down the coast as required. 
Rhumb-line routes were of a later date, making use of 
stellar azimuthal values at a star’s rising or setting. These 
values were also tabulated for diff erent routes, showing the 
normal sailing distance between ports in  zams . 

 The Indian sea charts—mentioned by Marco Polo—
depict a variety of shore features, including port entrances, 
navigable channels, and underwater hazards, and they 
were in use before the arrival of the Portuguese made 
more common the use of star altitudes,  zam  distances, 
and star bearings, which can be readily charted on grati-
cules. Landmarks, shore features, and star identity are 
shown by map symbols, and a limited amount of text adds 
more information. Some charts have been traced that per-
tain to southern India and the Red Sea and Gulf of Oman 
areas. 

 Along with their skills and wisdom, Indian sailors had 
a deep faith, and their knowledge was always colored by 
their values. Their communities had a host of sea festi-
vals and fasts that were connected to the sailing seasons. 
Every voyage was planned with an eye to having an aus-
picious start. Omens were a part of their voyage days, 
and boat building and launching were associated with 
rites. Astrological ready reckoners were always part of 
the navigator’s kit, and Indian navigation manuals are 
a curious mixture of natural wisdom, astronomy, and 
astrology. 

 [ See also  Ancient Navigation; Coastal Navigation; Indian Ocean; 

Nautical Astronomy and Celestial Navigation; Navigational 

Instruments; Navigational Manuals;  and  Sailings.] 
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 B. ARUNACHALAM 

 Indian Voyages of Exploration 

 The sixteenth-century Arab navigator Sulaymân al-Mahrî 
could well have been speaking of the practices related to 
Indian seafaring when he stated that the corpus of maritime 
wisdom is an amalgam of empirical knowledge, intellectual 
investigations, and oral testimony. This description con-
stitutes only a partial representation of the Indian reality, 
however. By virtue of its physical location, India has played 
an important role in the world, serving as entrepôt between 
two sectors: West Asia, East Africa, and Mediterranean 
Europe on the one hand, and Southeast Asia and China on 
the other. The maritime situation has changed across time 
in response to diff erent historical contexts. West Asia and 
China were seats of ancient civilizations, and for  millennia, 
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trade and commerce have been carried out in diff erent sec-
tors of the Indian Ocean through well-defi ned maritime 
channels. These have necessarily been linked to terrestrial 
trade routes. The Achaemenid emperor Darius I (r. 522–486 
 b.c.e .) organized maritime expeditions to link Persia with 
India and Egypt both by sea and by land. The geographical 
knowledge thus generated was accessed in India, and there 
is remarkable similarity between the Zoroastrian cosmo-
graphical model developed in Persia and the Indian concept 
of oceans,  dvipas  (islands), and  varsas  (territorial units). 

 Early linkages are also in evidence in the Indonesian 
archipelago. The excavation in a cave in Timor of goat 
bones dating from between the late second and early fi rst 
millennium  b.c.e.  suggests, according to I. C. Glover, that 
goats had been introduced from India. And whereas red 
sandalwood— Pterocarpus santalinus , used for its medic-
inal and dye properties—is native to India, the fragrant 
white and yellow sandalwood,  Santalum album , prolifer-
ated in Timor and Sumba. There is a description in the 
 Purna Avadana , a Sanskrit text of the Mahayana branch 
of Buddhism, of early trade in sandalwood involving a haz-
ardous voyage across the sea to an island destination. In 
another indication of contact by sea, Indian beads dating 
from the period 600  b.c.e . to 200  c.e.  have been found at 
the archaeological site of Ban Don Ta Phet, Thailand. 

 Knowledge pertaining to seafaring consequently accu-
mulated in India across the centuries. Indeed, among 
the waters used in the Vedic coronation ceremony was 
seawater, which betokened dominion over the realm of 
the sea. As early as the Rigvedic period, dating to circa 
1500  b.c.e ., there are references that illustrate knowledge 
of the sea and skill in navigation. Hindu, Buddhist, and 
Jain sources point in the same direction. The  Shatapatha 
Brahmana , a later Vedic text on rituals, testifi es to the reso-
nance among the universe, the celestial bodies, and time. 
The Upanishadic sage Yajnavalkya mentions thirty-three 
gods comprising eight Vasus, eleven Rudras, and twelve 
Adityas in addition to Indra and Prajapati. The Vasus are 
Agni (fi re), Prithivi (earth), Vayu (air), Antariksha (sky), 
Aditya (sun), Dyu (heaven), Chandramas (moon), and 
the Naksatras (lunar asterisms, or constellations). These 
elements are so called because everything in the world 
is said to abide ( vas ) in them. The twelve months of the 
year are called the Adityas, “inasmuch as they pass whilst 
laying hold ( a-da ) on everything here” (Müller, 1982, 
p. 140; Eggeling, p. 116). Although couched in somewhat 
arcane language, certain passages dealing with the move-
ment of the sun and moon testify to astronomical insight. 
The phase of the full moon coincided with its maximum 

distance from the sun, while the darkest phase, “Ama-
vasya[,] is the dwelling together—the conjunction of sun 
and moon” (Müller, 1989, pp. 26 and 332). The position 
of the north and south course of the sun in its progressive 
six-month movement was noted in terms of lunar asterisms 
and marked by ritual ceremony. The Upanishads also state 
that “because time is imperceptible by sense, therefore this 
(progress of the sun etc.,) is its evidence” (Müller, 1982, 
p. 316). 

 This understanding of the universe subsumed compre-
hension of physical space. Kane suggests that the cosmog-
raphy/geography of the collections of Hindu lore known 
as the Puranas had been set in place well before the fourth 
century  c.e.  The  Visupura , using the term “ Bharatavarsa”  
rather than “ Jambudvipa ,” the ancient Buddhist name for 
the Indian subcontinent, described the position of this entity 
as extending south of Himavat (the Himalayas) and north of 
the ocean. Earlier, the fourth-century  b.c.e .  varttikas  of Kata-
yana—this being a commentary on Panini’s grammar—had 
identifi ed two distinct groups living in the extreme south. 
The Buddhist text pertaining to King Melinda (140  b.c.e .–
c. 115  b.c.e .) refers not only to the city of Benares (Vara-
nasi) but also to Bharukakka (men of Broach) and Vanga 
(Bengal), apart from that mythical land of gold, Suvannab-
humi, located in Southeast Asia. The signifi cance lies in the 
fact that these are well-known trade centers and that Vanga 
lies at the mouth of the Ganges, along which much trade 
occurred. The exact location of Suvannabhumi remains 
hypothetical, though several locations are advanced by spe-
cialists. These sources not only substantiate hydrographic 
knowledge of the ocean fl oor but also touch on commercial 
and legal aspects of maritime commerce. 

 The role of the sea is also reflected in mythology. 
Varuna is the Hindu deity who moves or resides in the 
waters. As the embodiment of the riches of the sea, he was 
known as Ratnakara and became the  dikpala  (guardian) 
of the westerly direction. The sage Agastya is identifi ed 
with the constellation Canopus, the south-pointing Suhail 
of the Arabs, the appearance of which heralded the end of 
the monsoons. The Agastya cycle as fully developed circa 
200  c.e.  shows that the penetration of Indic culture into 
Southeast Asia should have been accomplished, at least 
partially, by way of the sea. This wealth of mythological 
belief refl ects the importance of marine trade, the rich 
returns from which were suffi  cient to attract merchants 
despite the injunction of the  Purna Avadana , “My brother, 
the great Ocean brings much misery and few joys. Many 
set sail on it but few return. Never on any account embark 
upon it” (Burnouf, p. 222). 
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 The concept of  kalivarjya  proscribed, among other 
things, engagement in frequent voyages for trade. 
According to the  Report of the Calendar Reforms Com-
mittee , by M. N. Saha, the beginning of reckoning of 
time according to the Kaliyuga is not known. The fi rst 
authentic reckoning is for the year 499  c.e . Kane (p. 
1267) is of the view that during the tenth and eleventh 
centuries  c.e.  a theory began to be propagated that cer-
tain customs and practices, although formerly allowed 
and practiced, were harmful in the Kali age (which con-
tinues into present times). A theory was propagated that 
great sages came together at the beginning of the Kali 
age and declared that certain rites, customs, and usages, 
though allowed in past ages, should be prohibited in the 
Kali age. These, about fi fty-fi ve in number, were called 
“Kalivarjya.” That these injunctions were taken as norma-
tive rather than as prescriptive is proved by the increasing 
scale in twelfth-century Chola maritime activity despite 
the heightened emphasis on  kalivarjya  activities. More-
over, with regard to the Jain trading community, while 
monks were proscribed from using water transport, mem-
bers of the lay community could use water transport. Such 
attitudes could also be related to Indic epistemological 
approaches. Knowledge was aimed at eradication of suf-
fering and acquisition of understanding. At the fi rst stage 
it was necessary to comprehend nature—its components, 
properties, interrelationships, and cosmological linkages. 
This aim was not restricted to the elite but extended to all 
members of the society. The processes of education and 
socialization were perfected to achieve this goal. Puranic 
culture was developed as a didactic and pedagogic tool 
through which perceptions of the common members 
could be sharpened in many diff erent ways, including by 
exposure to geography, trade, and adventure. However, in 
adventure it was not serendipity that was stressed; rather, 
the notion of  karman  (recompense) and maintenance of 
the  dharmic  order were stressed. Life has to be in con-
sonance with the cosmic order known as  rita . Dharma 
regulates the worldly as well as the spiritual strivings of 
individuals in accordance with the sacred tradition that 
is said to assign each individual his role based upon his 
place in society as determined by birth. The qualities of 
the role model were prescience and wisdom rather than 
matchless heroism. 

 Cartography 

 Although maps were not integral to marine piloting, a 
sixth-century text, the  Brihadkathashlokasangraha  by 

Buddhasvami, refers to map drawing but describes this 
knowledge as highly esoteric. Reference can also be made 
to the Hindu tradition of  tirthayatras  (pilgrim maps) and 
the Jain  vigyanapatras  (letters of invitation illustrated with 
the local topography, sent by the laity to invite Jain monks 
for the rainy season). These elements have continued into 
the Maratha tradition. There are the  khagola , sphere of the 
sky, and  bhagola , sphere of the asterisms with its center 
at the earth’s center. Susan Gole has published an illus-
tration of a  bhagola . Portuguese records cited by Gabriel 
Ferrand refer to a sixteenth-century Javanese tradition of 
mapmaking that used graticules. The seventeenth-century 
Jaunpuri charts published by Gole could well be evocative 
of these. It is possible that this tradition was a shared one 
among Hindus, Javanese, and Muslims. 

 Trading Groups 

 Viewed diachronically, the Vanias, Bohras, and Khojas 
of Gujarat, the Mappilas, Nestorian Christians, and Jews 
of Kerala, the Klings and Chettis of South India, and the 
trading communities of Bengal have played signifi cant 
roles in maritime commerce. It is notable that each of these 
geographical units is ethnologically diverse with respect to 
maritime activity. Gujarat  Vanias  are subdivided into the 
Kapol Vanias of Junagadh, the Sorathiya Vanias of Kathi-
awar, and the Jain Shravaks. The connection between the 
Kapol Vanias and the sea is illustrated by the adoption of 
Samudri Mata, a mother goddess having a connotation of 
the sea, as the family ( kul ) deity. The presence of Gujarati 
Vanias has been marked along trade routes in the Red 
Sea, East Africa, and the western Indian littoral. Members 
of the trading Bohra community had been converted in 
the eleventh century by Ismailian missionaries sent from 
Fatimid Egypt, while the emergence of the Khoja sect dates 
to circa 1430. 

 Little is known about the activities of the Nestorian 
Christians, but it is signifi cant that they monopolized trade 
in the unique  Piper nigrum  (black pepper) of Malabar. 
They are known to have had links with the Maigramam 
guild operative in South India. The Bene Israel of the 
Konkan and the so-called black Jews of Cochin have been 
present on the subcontinent since early times, and their 
presence could not have been ignored by the Radanite 
Jews whose trade network extended to India and China 
between the sixth to the tenth centuries  c.e.  Between the 
tenth to thirteenth centuries they were overtaken by the 
Muslim Karimi merchants based in Egypt. As recorded in 
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the Geniza documents brought to notice by S. D. Goitein, 
the Jewish mercantile community at al-Fustat (Cairo), 
which had established trade links with the Malabar Jews, 
had not been excluded from this fraternity. Marriages con-
tracted between itinerant Arab traders and local Hindu 
women resulted in communities such as the Malabar Map-
pilas, the Kollam Chulias, and the Kanara coast Navayats. 
The Klings and Chettis were Telugu- and Tamil-speaking 
Hindus who played a considerable role in the commerce 
across the Bay of Bengal. Since at least the ninth century 
 c.e. , inscriptional evidence points to the presence of South 
Indian merchant guilds such as the Maigramam, Ticaiyay-
irattainnuvar, and Nanadesi in Southeast Asia. In eastern 
India the river system of Bengal has greatly facilitated 
trade, and medieval texts such as the  Mangala-kavya  refer 
to the profi table maritime traffi  c of the Suvarnavanika and 
Gandhavanika castes. Note should also be taken of the 
group known as the Kun Lun or Koen Louen luseng-k’i, 
drawn from among the Cham, Malay, and Javanese. From 
the turn of the Christian era to about the seventh century 
 c.e. , the Kun Lun played an active role in the trade of the 
Indian Ocean, while catering to the carrying trade. Increas-
ingly displaced by the Arabs, until the twelfth century they 
remained vigorous in the East African sphere, where the 
Arabs identifi ed them as Zanj or Wak Wak. 

 Trading Centers 

 During the era of Roman trade, the Red Sea route had 
been favored. However, when the Sassanids came to 
power circa 225  c.e ., they diverted the Indian Ocean trade 
from the Red Sea to the Persian Gulf. Between 324 and 
330, the Roman emperor Constantine built the city of 
Constantinople on the site of Byzantium. This coincided 
with the adoption of Christianity as the state religion. 
Pre-Christian funerary practices, including the burning of 
Eastern aromatics, were widely abandoned. After the split 
in the Roman Empire, Byzantium encouraged the Axu-
mites based at Adulis to contest Sassanid ambitions, but 
these eff orts proved unsuccessful. However, the hostilities 
caused Yemeni Jews to migrate to the Konkan and Mal-
abar. It was only with the rise of the Fatimids in Egypt that 
the Red Sea regained its importance. Aden replaced Siraf, 
while Yemeni merchants took over from the Omanis. This 
led to the migration of several Omani traders to centers in 
Gujarat such as Cambay and to other coastal settlements 
along the Indian southwest coast. The Chinese constituted 
another signifi cant foreign component between around the 
seventh century and 1433. 

 It is thus evident that the waterways of the Indian 
Ocean were well frequented and that adequate naviga-
tional abilities had been developed by the fi fteenth century. 
Unlike the Portuguese of the Age of Exploration, Indian 
navigators were generally disinclined to heed the call to 
adventure, and knowledge of the world outside India was 
obtained through trade links rather than through voyages 
of discovery. 

[  See also  Arab Seafaring; Exploration to 1500;  and  Indian Ocean. ]
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 LOTIKA VARADARAJAN 

 Indian Literature, Precolonial   It is often 
suggested that because of restrictions on maritime travel 
transmitted in the  Dharmasastras  (Law Books) in San-
skrit, the Hindu population of the Indian Subcontinent 
turned to agrarian pursuits, away from trade and maritime 
 transport. This is a somewhat erroneous representation, 
since maritime travel in the precolonial period involved 
several groups and occupational specializations. Mer-
chants and traders in some cases certainly owned ships 
and watercraft, but they neither manned nor sailed them. 
More often, goods and cargoes were entrusted to the cap-
tain of the vessel, who was then responsible for their sale 
and profi t. Thus maritime activity involved diverse com-
munities from the owners of watercraft to those who com-
manded them, and still others who sailed them or simply 
entrusted their cargoes to the captain of the vessel. Hence 
there can be no simple caste attributions of the communi-
ties involved in trading activity. Moreover, the normative 
rules laid down in the  Dharmasastras  need to be balanced 
against the narrative literature in Sanskrit, Prakrit, Pali, 
Tamil, and vernaculars, which provide glowing accounts 

of maritime travel by merchants, craftspeople, musicians, 
and others. 

 In Tamil poems dated to the early centuries of the 
Common Era ( c.e.) , fishing is described as one of the 
major activities of settlements along the coast, such as 
that of Muciri or Muziris. The fi shermen are described 
as harvesting the salt on the shore ( Akananuru  280) 
and collecting at the harbor “where they take fat pearls 
from the spreading waves and divide them on the broad 
shore”( Akananuru  280). Specifi c areas are demarcated 
and fi shermen inhabit the outer streets of a town ( Pat-
tinappalai  77). 

 Maritime voyages in the early centuries of the Common 
Era were regarded as profi table ventures, and Buddhist 
canonical literature such as the  Jatakas  or birth stories of 
the Buddha describes a variety of social groups who were 
involved in seafaring activity. In addition to merchants, 
there are references to princes who traveled across the seas 
to make money. There are references to seafaring activity 
and to the diff erent seas, namely the  Khuramalin  (with fi sh 
with bodies like men and razor-like snouts),  Dadhimalin  
(gleaming like milk or curds),  Aggimalin  (with radiance 
like a bonfi re),  Kusamalin  (like a stretch of dark  kusa -
grass),  Nalamalin  (like a grove of bamboo), and  Valab-
hamukha  (hollow like a saucer). 

 Of the noncanonical literature of Theravada Buddhism, 
it is the  Milindapanha  or Questions Posed by Milinda—
identifi ed with the Indo-Greek King Menander (fl . 160–
135  b.c.e. )—to the venerable Nagasena that is relevant to 
the issue. It contains a detailed discussion of the various 
regions traversed by the mariner or  navika  after he had 
paid his custom dues at the port and entered the ocean. 
The available text is a Pali translation of a Sanskrit or 
Prakrit original composed in north India at the beginning 
of the Common Era. 

 Similarly, a survey of the extensive noncanonical Svet-
ambara Jaina literature shows that several texts dated 
between the eighth and the eleventh centuries  c.e.  contain 
references to merchants and trade, while the epics and 
plays composed between the twelfth and fi fteenth cen-
turies  c.e.  depict merchants and traders as their central 
characters. The objective of the Jaina  dharmakathas  or 
folk tales was to expound religious precepts in the form of 
stories, and the earliest of these noncanonical texts is the 
 Vasudevahimdi . It is in two parts—the fi rst composed in 
the early decades of the sixth century  c.e. , while the second 
part followed much later in the ninth or eleventh century 
 c.e.  The story revolves around Carudatta, who started his 
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