
Ancient Tamralipta/Tamralipti 

was a maritime hub in the Bay 

of Bengal interaction sphere 

functional from c. third century BCE 

to the eighth century CE. Tamralipta 

or Tamralipti is identified with the 

modern town of Tamluk situated in 

the Purba Medinipur district of West 

Bengal, Fig.1. Located strategically 

on the right bank of the Rupnarayan 

River, Tamralipta is mentioned in a 

wide array of classical texts and 

foreign t ravel  accounts  as  a 

flourishing port city that connected 

the Indian subcontinent to a broader 

maritime network across South and 

South-East Asia. The present article 

deals  with a  coin col lect ion 

preserved in a local school, including a hoard that was discovered by chance on the bank of the 

Rupnarayan River in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. This hoard, along with a few other 

discoveries from Tamluk and nearby villages like Moyna, were preserved in the museum located in 

Tamluk Hamilton High School, established in 1852 by Robert Charles Hamilton, a salt merchant and 

a philanthropist, Fig.2. These coins were reported in two different articles but were not documented 

in detail till date (Ramachandran 1951, 226-39; Dikshit 1924, 74-75). The present authors visited the 

school in March 2025 and documented these coins; the present paper is the final outcome of our visit. 

Early un-inscribed cast copper coins have been reported from various sites in Bengal like 

Bangarh (Dakshin Dinajpur), Dihar (Bankura), Jaypur (Bankura), Mangalkot (Burdwan), 

Chandraketugarh (North 24 Parganas), Atghara (South 24 Parganas), Tilpi and Dhosha (South 24 

Parganas), Kankandighi (South 24 Parganas), Deulpota (South 24 Parganas), Harinarayanpur 

(South 24 Parganas), Pakurtala (South 24 Parganas), and Tamluk (Purba Medinipur) (Middya 2022, 

100-101; Mukherjee 2012, 20; Roy 2006, 1-11; Sarkar 2023, 47). As far as coin hoards of the early 

historic phase of Bengal are concerned, one finds very few hoards being documented or catalogued 
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Fig 1: Map of early and early medieval sub-divisions of Bengal
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in detail. The present paper is an attempt to catalogue these coins and situate them in the broader 

historical framework. We have taken into consideration the early historic coins in this collection; 

hence punch-marked coins and early un-inscribed cast copper issues have been catalogued here.    

Coin Hoard Contextualized

It is worth mentioning that in 1868, a local resident of Tamluk named Dinabandhu Mitra discovered 

a 'copper coin of Mauryan Period', probably a copper punch-marked coin or an early un-inscribed 

cast copper coin from the riverbed of the Rupnarayan. Again, in April and May 1883, Gaurdas 

Bysack recovered a terracotta figurine of c. second century BCE along with some copper coins from 

the bed of the Rupnarayan (Bysack 1888, 113–14; Chattopadhyay 2019, 47). Such discoveries 

raised the interest of the local people, and in this course more coins were discovered from a mound. 

These coins were initially preserved in the local school premises at Hamilton High School. The 

school museum has a collection of some 234 coins.� The collection includes three punch-marked 

coins (two silver coins and one copper coin), 191 un-inscribed cast copper coins, 38 unidentified 

coins and coin fragments and 2 Sri Lankan Lakshmi plaques. All these coins have been documented 

here in the appended Catalogue. 

Early un-inscribed cast copper coins of the universal type are Mauryan issues bearing an 

elephant on the obverse and three arched hill with a crescent on the reverse, and the other type is the 

four or five symbol on the obverse and four on the reverse, usually square or rectangular in shape are 

mostly Mauryan issues some of which also continued in the post-Mauryan phase. The Tamluk 

Hamilton museum collection has one such hoard of cast copper coins. Unfortunately, all documents 

and data related to the Hamilton School Museum were lost in a flood in 1978, and no documents 

related to the coin find have survived in the school. This hoard is mentioned to have approximately 

350+ coins as Dikshit reported that 'A collection of some 350 coins, mostly of the rectangular cast 

type was examined by me...Two main types...the first represented by some 250, the second by some 

Fig.2: Hamilton School Museum and outer facade of Hamilton School
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100 specimens' (Dikshit 1924, 74). The use of the term 'some' by Dikshit leaves room for doubt 

regarding the exact number of coins, which may or may not be 350. Despite the fact that the hoard 

was partially preserved in the Hamilton High School Museum and remainder of the collection went 

to the Indian Museum, the latter does not have a clear account of the acquisition of the partial hoard. 

Interestingly, Roychowdhury had mentioned that 'More than 200 coins found during these 

piecemeal excavations were transferred to the Indian Museum' (Roychowdhury 2018, 265). Hence, 

we would like to assume that approximately some 120 to 200 coins could have entered the Indian 

Museum collection sometime before 1921. The partial collection was sent to the Indian Museum 

sometime between 1881 and 1921, i.e. around the time of its discovery and Dikshit's publication. 

Dikshit mentions that 'the antiquities recovered from the high mound on the river bank referred to 

above are now preserved, at least partially, at the local high school'. The use of the term 'partially' has 

led us to infer that the rest of the coins were sent to some other collection. The Hamilton school coin 

collection was published by T.N. Ramachandran in 1951, which was a result of his field trip and 

exploration wherein he was accompanied by G.S. Dutt and K.N. Dikshit. Ramachandran clearly 

mentions in his publication that the rest of the coins were with the Indian Museum (Ramachandran 

1951, 230). The present authors contacted the Indian Museum authorities to verify how and when 

this partial collection reached them, but surprisingly there are no early cast copper or punch-marked 

coins in the Indian Museum from Tamluk or any nearby village which may be assigned to this hoard. 

Dikshit mentioned that the hoard can be classified into two varieties—the universal round 

and the universal rectangular. However, Ramachandran mentioned that the hoard has seven varieties 

of cast copper coins, but he has not specified the varieties; he only mentions a coin with a rider, but 

none of the varieties are clearly spelled out. Our documentation also reveals that there were seven 

different varieties of early un-inscribed cast copper coins and two cast coins from Sri Lanka, 

popularly known as Lakshmi plaque. This was not reported by any of the previous authors. The 

present authors have identified these coins and it is worth mentioning that these are the first 

discovery of any Sri Lankan coins not only from Tamluk but from any region in West Bengal. 

However, one such plaque was reported from Bangladesh (Mitchiner 2000: 28) as found locally 

from Dhaka and preserved in a private collection. Such Lakshmi plaques have been reported from 

South India especially the region around Karur. We shall be discussing this in proper context below. 

The coins in this hoard may be classified as follows:  
1. Elephant: Mauryan royal emblem of three arched hill with a crescent - 57 coins
2. Universal round coins with elephant rider: Three arched hill with a crescent - 2 coins
3. Universal square/rectangular without ladder: four symbols - 60 coins
4. Universal square/rectangular with ladder: four symbols - 48 coins
5. Universal square/rectangular with hollow cross: four symbols - 18 coins
6. Universal square/rectangular with bull in place of elephant: four symbols - 1 coin
7. Universal square/rectangular hybrid type - 5 coins

Total: 191
Unidentified and fragmentary pieces: 38
Lakshmi plaque/cast coin from Sri Lanka: 2
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It is worth mentioning here that Ramachandran in his publication provided only the 
description of 250 coins from the Hamilton School collection, which includes early un-inscribed 

copper issues, two silver punch-marked coins, one copper punch-marked coin, and a lead issue 

(Ramachandran 1951, 233). The two silver punch-marked coins and the solitary copper punch-

marked issue were probably discovered previously from Tamluk and were not a part of the hoard 
discovered from the Rupnarayan riverbank. The defaced lead coin mentioned in the list of 250 coins 
by Ramachandran is probably not a numismatic specimen, Fig.3. As already mentioned, the hoard 
consisted of some 350+ coins of which only 250 were chosen for publication which reflects that 
Ramachandran did not have access to the rest of the hoard which according to him went to the Indian 

Museum collection. How, when or if at all the partial hoard from the Rupnarayan bank went to the 

Indian Museum collection still remains an unsolved issue. The present authors requested the Indian 
Museum authorities to provide us with details of the partial transfer of the hoard as well as access to 
the coins of this hoard. The museum informed us that their collection contains no cast copper coins 
from Tamluk or its vicinity. This response adds further complexity to the issue. Since the Hamilton 
School has lost all its records in the flood this further complicates the issue of the present location of 
the partial hoard which was transferred from the school museum. 

Though scholars like Dikshit, Ramachandran, and Roychowdhury all mention the Indian 

Museum as the final destination of the partial portion of the hoard, the accession records of the 

museum do not reflect any such acquisition. Although we currently lack conclusive evidence, it is 

possible that the coins were transferred to one of three local museums: the Gurusaday Dutt Museum 

in Behala; the Archaeological Survey of India Museum in Tamluk; or a local museum founded in 

1948, which had some connection with Rishikesh Mukherjee (Roychowdhury 2018, 265). The 

present authors would like to name this hoard as the Hamilton-Rupnarayan hoard. 

Before we delve into the issue of monetary history, we would like to discuss the Tamluk 

Hamilton Hoard in detail. Here we have appended a catalogue of all 234 coins (see Catalogue). The 

only pieces which needs to be discussed in detail is the two Sri Lankan Lakshmi plaques or cast 

copper coins which dates back to the first century BCE. Mitchiner takes these as contemporary to the 

Pandyan occupation in South India and the cast copper coins of North India (Bopearachchi 2015, 

282, 323, and 390). Codrington's catalogue of Sri Lankan coins in the Colombo Museum mentions 

the plaques as both cast and die-struck. The discovery from Tamluk is a cast copper specimen. 

On the obverse there is an image of a standing Lakṣmī. Usually, the goddess holds lotuses in 

her two hands but on our specimen it is not very clear. On the reverse we have identified a standard 

with svastika on the top and a nandipada on its right. The coin or plaque from Tamluk is partially 

broken but the obverse and reverse are intact as some of 

the plaques from Sri Lanka break open from the centre, 

with the obverse detached from reverse. Codrington 

observed that some of the cast plaques were cast 

separately and joined together, as a result of which 

some of the plaques have split in the middle 
Fig.3: Lead coin mentioned by T.N. Ramachandran
however, our understanding is that this is not a coin
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(Codrington 1975, 26–31). 

These plaques have been reported from various sites in Sri Lanka like Alutwatta, in the town 

of Chilaw; Thuparama and Kiribat Vehera at Anuradhapura; and Vallipuram and Kantarodai in 

Jaffna.  In recent excavations done by Sri Lankan and British archaeologists at Salgaha Watta in the 

early citadel of Anuradhapura (ASW 2), 42 plaques were found from the last phase G5, out of which 

26 were Lakshmi type. Bopearachchi points out that these plaques are the local issues of early Sri 

Lanka, and one such plaque was recovered from the riverbed of Amravati, near Karur, west of 

Kaveripattinam (Bopearachchi 2015, 323, 390, and 407). 

Due to its geographical proximity, Sri Lanka had established close relations with the Indian 

subcontinent since the protohistoric and early historic periods. Strabo in his account mentions that 

the commander of the fleet of Alexander knew that ships came to North India from Sri Lanka, which 

he calculates to be approximately twenty days voyage away (Strabo, Geography, XV, 1, 15). It was 

from the time of Mauryan Emperor Ashoka (c.268–232 BCE) and Sri Lankan King Devananpiya 

Tissa (c.250–210 BCE), through the spread of Buddhism, that close political, economic and cultural 

relations was established between North India and Sri Lanka. In the recent excavations at the citadel 

of Anuradhapura, a large amount of Grey Ware and Northern Black Polished Ware was recovered in 

successive strata, which were imported from North India in the early historic period (Bopearachchi 

2015, 279). Due to the impact of the maritime linkages between North India and Sri Lanka, a large 

number of imperial punch-marked coins were imported to the island. It is worth mentioning that 

several punch-marked coins have also been found from Sri Lanka which were sent from the Indian 

subcontinent. Most of them were corroded or highly corroded. Still, the supply could not meet the 

demand; the supply of coins was also affected by the fact that the Mauryan Empire began to decline. 

Sri Lanka started issuing their punch-marked coins using casting technique wherein original coins 

were used as dies and moulds were prepared. Many terracotta moulds of punch-marked coins 

(karṣapaṇa) were recovered from the excavation at Gedige and other places (Bopearachchi 2015, 

280–81). Bopearachchi further mentions that C-14 dating done by Robin Conningham at ASW2 at 

Anuradhapura citadel shows that the punch-marked coins were in circulation from 275 BCE to 250 

CE. The indigenous issues of Sri Lanka, i.e. the cast copper coins, were a result of the Indian influence 

and were contemporary to the early un-inscribed cast copper coins of North India. 

To situate the coins in historical context, it is important to discuss the location of the site of 

Tamluk and its monetary scenario. 'Bengal' or undivided Bengal was never a composite socio-

economic or political region before the Sultanate Period. State formation and the earliest circulation 

of 'money' can be traced in the northern part of Bengal to c. third century BCE (Basu Majumdar 2018, 

233-68), due to the impact of Mauryan expansion or 'Secondary Urbanization'. At this time in the 

early historic period, one notices the emergence of five territorial units or sub-regions: 

Pundravardhana, Vanga, Radha, Suhma, and Samatata, all with their own distinctive socio-cultural, 
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political, and monetary positions. Literary sources are not unanimous about the inclusion of 

Tamralipta or its location within the broader sub-regional context; at times, we find it to be a part of 

Vanga janapada, and at others a part of Suhma. The earliest textual mention of Tamralipta appears in 

the Shantiparvan of the Mahabharata, listing it among the realms conquered by Bhīma alongside 

Paundra and Vanga (Bhattacharyya 1977, 46).As an administrative unit, the first reference to 

Tamralipta as a vishaya occurs in the non-canonical Jaina text, Vasudevahindi (Gangopadhyay 2018, 

427). In early Buddhist literature, however, Tamralipta is mentioned as an ancient port, equated in 

antiquity with Pataliputra. The Mahavamsha (XIX. 5–6) notes that Emperor Ashoka dispatched a 

Bodhi tree sapling with Mahendra and Sanghamitra to Sri Lanka via Tamralipta in the third century 

BCE (Geiger 1912, xix, xvii and 128). Perhaps Tamralipta was the port that was alluded to in both 

Milindapanha and the Mahaniddesa. On the other hand, the Shankha Jataka, Samudra Jataka, and 

Mahajanaka Jataka attest that traders from central India passed through Tamralipti enroute to their 

maritime voyages to Sri Lanka and Burma (Tripati and Rao 1994, 35) The Jaina Prajnapana (fourth 

century CE) situates Tamralipta within the Vanga janapada as '…Tamalitti Vamgaya' (Smyth 1891, 

375) whereas the Raghuvamsha of Kalidasa (fourth  century CE) and Dandin's Dashakumaracharita 

(sixth century CE) refer to Tamralipta being a part of the larger Suhma territory (Bhattacharyya 1977, 

46). Kalidasa situates the territory between the Bhagirathi and the Kansai rivers, extending 

southward to the sea, within the domain of the Suhmas, an area that encompassed Tamralipta. 

Similarly, Dandin refers to the city of 'Damalipta' (or Tamralipta) as a prosperous hub of commerce 

within Suhma. This raises an important question: how do these diverse sources contribute to our 

understanding of Tamralipta's geographical location?

As far as the foreign sources are concerned, Ptolemy in his Geographike Huphegesis (second 

century CE) mentions 'Tamalites', which beyond any doubt is the same as Tamralipta (Majumdar 

Sastri 2015, 167–68), which has been identified with modern Tamluk in Purba Medinipur. The 

surrounding fluvial network—including the Silai, Kamsavati, Kansai, and Mundesvari 

distributaries—reinforces the suitability of this region for port activity. Ptolemy's account places 

'Tamalites' downstream from Palimbothra (Pataliputra), while Pliny's Natural History refers to the 

'Taluctae', east of the Prasii (Gangopadhyay 2018, 428).  Chinese texts from the third century CE 

mention a city called 'Tan-mei', likely a transliteration of Tamralipta, whose ruler reportedly sent 

emissaries to the Yellow Gate (Mukherjee 1990, 21). The Shui-ching-chu locates Tamralipta or 'Tan-

mei' at the mouth of the Ganges, possibly along the earlier channels of the Bhagirathi–Rupnarayan 

system, and the Fu-nan-chuan claims the Ganges flowed through a city called 'Tamara' (Mukherjee 

2004, 338).

Among the two distinct types of ports in ancient times, one may mention pattana and 

dronimukha. The former were typically located along the open seacoast, where ships could directly 

load and unload cargo, whereas in the latter case, the ports were situated at the confluence of river 

and sea, serving not only as maritime hubs but also as inland market towns. Tamralipta in the east and 
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Bharukaccha (Barygaza) in the west were among the most prominent dronimukhas in early India. In 

congruence, Dandin's Dashakumaracharita describes Tamralipta as a key emporium facilitating 

maritime trade with Sri Lanka, Suvarnadvipa (Java), China, and the Yavana territories. Similar 

accounts appear in the Brihatsamhita and Kathasaritsagara (XIII.74), the latter mentioning a 

maritime route from Tamralipta to Kataha (modern Kedah on the west coast of the Malay Peninsula).

Regarding trade, indigenous texts remain vague, but the Periplus cites exports such as 

pearls, fine muslins, Gangetic spikenard, and malabathrum (Ramachandran 1951, 228). Other 

sources from around the first century CE indicate that items such as beads of semi-precious stone 

(produced by the bead-making industry at sites like Chandraketugarh, Deulpota, and 

Harinarayanpur etc.), jewellery, terracotta bangles, toys, as well as pearls and opaque glass, 

imported from the Pandyan Kingdom via Roman merchants, were exported to China and Southeast 

Asia (Mukherjee 2004, 338). Tamralipta was also a hub for the horse trade. The Chinese text Liang-

shu records 'During the epoch of the Wu dynasty in China (c. 220-280 CE) a King of Fu-nan 

(Cambodia) sent an envoy called Su-Wu to T'ien-chu (India). He first went from Fu-nan to the port of 

Chϋ-li (or T'ou-Chu-li) situated probably on the western coast of a portion of Malay peninsula now 

controlled by Thailand. From there by a sea-voyage directly to the north-west Su-Wu reached the 

mouth of the river of T'ien-chu. He returned with four horses of the Yϋeh-chih country' (Mukherjee 

2012, 70). The T'ai-p'ingyü-lan offers a detailed account of the sea-based horse trade, as 'The Yüeh-

chih merchants are continually importing them (horses) to the Ko-ying country by sea (on ship). The 

king buys them all. If one (of the horses) is dead during the voyage and has to be helped by its man 

when it is shown to the king, the latter buys it at half-price' (Mukherjee 2012, 70). This leads us to 

question the procurement of the horses traded through Tamralipta. It is most likely that horses were 

brought from Central Asia via overland routes and brought to Tamralipta, from where they were 

shipped to various parts of East and South-East Asia. As corroborative evidence, Ranabir 

Chakravarti has drawn our attention to a seal discovered at Chandraketugarh, which bears the image 

of a horse aboard a ship (Chakravarti 1992, 155–59). Furthermore, B.N. Mukherjee has suggested 

that individuals from the north-western regions of the subcontinent may have migrated eastward and 

actively participated in the horse trade (Mukherjee 2012, 71).

The port seems to have lost its significance after the eighth century CE, as it does not receive 

much attention in literary sources. The Dudhpani rock inscription of the eighth century records the 

commercial arrival of three brothers from Ayodhya to Tamralipta, possibly marking the final phase 

before the decline of the port, likely precipitated by shifts in riverine courses (Kielhorn 1894, 

344–45). Nonetheless, Tamralipta's faded glory seems to linger in the eleventh century lexicon 

Abhidhanachintamani by Hemacandra, which refers to it by various names such as 'Damalipta', 

'Tamalinī', 'Stambhapura', and 'Vishnugriha' (Sircar 1985, 53). Even in the thirteenth century, an 

inscription found in Pegu refers to a Buddhist monk named Sivali Thera who journeyed from 

Tamalitti to South-East Asia, suggesting that although Indian sources remain silent after the eighth 
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century, the port may have continued to function, at least to a limited extent, until the thirteenth 

century (Gangopadhyay 2018, 429). By that time, however, the emergence of the port of Samandar 

had already eclipsed the former maritime prominence of Tamralipta.

 The monetary scenario at this vibrant port located on the confluence of the Rupnarayan river 

and the Bay of Bengal would definitely have a brisk transactional history. Coins would have played 

an important role in the shaping of the economy of this region. As far as Bengal is concerned 
rd

(undivided), there were three janapadas which issued their local punch-marked coinage between 3  
stcentury BCE and 1  century CE. Basu Majumdar has discussed this in detail in a chapter on 

monetary history of Bengal (Basu Majumdar 2018, 233-68). She discusses about three indigenous 

coin issuing zones in undivided Bengal. These zones centered around Chandraketugarh complex, 

Wari Bateshwar (near Dhaka), and Dharas in the larger Tamralipta network. These three zones were 

located in three different janapadas. The coins were totally different from each other. The only hoard 

of local punch-marked coins of the janapada where the Tamralipta network was situated is reported 

from Dharas (Halder 2012-13, 37-41; Basu Majumdar 2014, 585-607; Basu Majumdar 2018, 233-

68). However, it is unfortunate that till date no such punch-marked issue has been discovered from 

proper Tamluk. The port became extremely popular and significant not only due to the commodities 

mentioned above but also due to the horse trade, which connected the port with the north-western 

part of the Indian subcontinent on one hand and the peninsular south, especially the Malayaman 

territory, and also with South-East Asia on the other. Tamluk has yielded a large number of imperial 

punch-marked coins and also early un-inscribed cast copper coins, which directly indicates 

Mauryan control over this region. The supply of coins from Magadha was quite decent and met the 

local demand, and hence the tradition of minting local punch-marked coins in this region was 

discontinued. These coins need to be documented in detail, and the present publication is a step 

towards such documentation. A comprehensive study of the coins from Tamluk is extremely 

important, and the present authors would like to do so in the near future.
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Notes
1 The present authors have documented the coins and helped the school authorities to prepare a proper accession 
register.
2 Early Un-inscribed Cast Copper Coins 11 (IMC Plate XXIII.3)+ 27 (IMC Plate XXIII.3) + 18 (elephant to left with 
rider) + 1 (elephant to right) + 1 (not clear)+ 39 (BMC, Ancient India, Plate XI.17, p.88)+ 15 (BMC, Ancient India, Plate 
XI.11, p.87)+ 68 (BMC, Ancient India, Plate XI.11, p.89)+ 58 (BMC, Ancient India, Part III)+  8(Defaced Coins) +1 
(Lead Coin).
3 Although after his death, Mukherjee's family reportedly donated his collection to the Tamralipta Research Collection at 
Hamilton School.
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