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Ships, Navigation and Maritime Exchange Cen tres 
of Kerala: Channels of Civilizational Contacts 

(1 00 BC to 1500 AD) 

Ships serve the purpose of crossing 
the gaps of water-space and they 
provide unity as well as cohesion to 
otherwise scattered territories 
bordering on the water-rim . 
Frequent movement of vessels 
ensures a rhythmic and organic 
growth to the unity evolving out of 
diverse groups of people living on the 
border of the maritime space. In this 
frame of unity, movement of 
commodities is sequentially followed 
by movement of people and ideas, 
effecting reciprocal and mutually 
enriching civilizational interactions 
and cultural embellishments. From 
ancient times onwards, maritime 
Kerala was exposed to a wide variety 
of ships, and thereby to cultural 
e lements, coming from different 
civilizational zones like that of Rome, 
Persia, Arabia, China etc. In this 
paper an auempt is made to see the 
process of cultural synthesis that took 
place in Kerala, in the ancient and 
medieval periods, following its 
maritime contacts with diverse 
civilizational zones. This is done on 
th e one hand, by analyzing the 
different levels of contacts that the 
maritime trade centres ofKerala had 
and the pattern of navigation that 
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evolved in Kerala over years. On the 
other hand the geo-physical micro
units that became the platform for 
this interaction are also examined as 
to see the spatial extent of this 
process. 

THE EARLY MARJTIME CONTACTS OF 

KERALA AND THE SHIPPING R ouTES 

During the first centuries of Christ
ian era, the vessels from Roman 
Egypt were coming in large numbers 
to India1

, aboutl20 per year, as 
Strabo writes2• About half of these 
Roman vessels starting their voyage 
from Bernice or Myos Hormos in the 
Red S~a and crossings the straits of 
Bab-el-Mandeb used to move to 
Barygaza (Barukaccha or Broach), 
while the remaining ones came to 
Limyrike (Malabar or the presen t 
day Kerala). It was the spices of 
Kerala that made the Roman ships 
come there in large numbers; while 
the finished products (like the Malwa 
sword, silk coming from China and 
the like) obtained from the vicinity 
of Gujarat made it an important 
destination for Roman traders. In 
fact, the Roman maritime trade with 
India, which started with the occu-
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pation of Arabia Eudaemon (Aden ) 
by Augustus in 25 BC3, became very 
frequent and hectic with the 
di scovery of the use of monsoon 
wind for navigation in the Indian 
Ocean, by a sailor called Hippalus in 
45 AD4

• Before this epoch-making 
discover y, the Arabs and other 
commercial intermediaries, who 
knew the details of monsoon winds, 
were enviously keeping as a secret the 
knowledge of monsoon currents for 
navigational purpose and the Greeks 
from the Roman Egypt had to 
depend on these intermediary 
people for Indian wares for 
a considerable period of time. 5 

However after 50 AD, the usage of the 
knowledge of monsoon winds for 
voyages between Rome and Kerala 
became common and there was a 
sporadic increase in the movement 
of vessels from Roman Egypt to 
India. The ships going to Barygaza 
(Barukaccha) made sailing along the 
coast conducting trade on the 
western seaboard, as Periplus of 
Erythrean Sea testifies6

, and linked 
Ariake7 (Aryaka or the land of the 
Aryas) with Limyrike8 (Malabar). 

However we do not know for 
certain the amoun t of shipbuilding 



techniques that the Malayalis 
imbibed from these Roman contacts. 
But it is now almost certain that the 
initiatives for civilizational contacts 
had already been made by Indians 
in such a remote past, through a 
process in which wheels of commerce 
were increasingly used as carriers of 
culture. The people of South India 
undertook long-distance voyages to 
Red Sea not less frequently, as is 
evidenced by the discovery of T amil 
Brahmi inscriptions in Bernice and 
Qusier al-Qadim, where the Dravid
ian names !{annan and Korpuman 
and Chatan were inscribed on pots
herds.9 It is interesting to note here 
that the Archaeologists have dis
covered an Indian statue of goddess 
Lakshmi from the remnants of 
Pompei, which must have reached 
there before 79 AD. 10 

Indians visiting Red Sea ports and 
Alexandria eventually turned out to 
be significantly large in numbers. 
Warmington gives a long list of 
Indian embassies visiting Rome. 11 St. 
J erome speaks of the Christians of 
India (Kerala?) going to the Roman 
port-town, Alexandria in 180 AD to 
invite Pantaen us to refo rm their 
church. 12 But does the presence of 
Indians in Roman towns mean 
building of vessels in Malabar for 
long-distance voyages? Nothing can 
be conclusively said. But it is highly 
probable that with the intensification 
of Roman trade, shipbuilding 
activities of Malabar also must have 
received a momentum , which 
enabled its people to take part in 
Mediterranean trade directly. 

The vibrant presence of the 
Mediterranean traders on the coast 
of Kerala is testified by the discovery 
of several artifacts of Mediterranean 
origin from several parts of Kerala, 
especially from Pattan am on the 
southern bank of Periyar. Amphora 
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fragments, glazed pottery, semi
precious beads are some of the items 
obtained from this site, which is 
suggestive of Roman trade links. 13 

The recently discovered Vienna 
Papyrus of the mid-second century 
AD, which mentions a loan arrange
ment made between Muziris14 (Cran
ganore) and Alexandria, throws 
immense ligh t on the frequent 
movement of merchants between 
these exchange centres for maritime 
trade. It eviden tly shows the close
ness that was being established 
between the Mediterranean port 
(Alexandria) and the Kerala port 
(Muziris) by way of commercial 
networks and transactions. In this 
document men tion is made about 
the maritime loan that had been 
drawn up in Muziris between a Greek 
merchant mentioned in the 
document as ego (I), who borrowed 
money from another Gre ek 
merchant operating in Muziris, 
mentioned in the document as tu 
(you), p ledging certain valuable 
items as security. 15 

This document gives the following 
details: (i) The cargo is originating 
in Muziris and is destined to 
Alexandria (ii) The one who 
borrowed the money and undertook 
the contract, promises to pay off the 
loan to the Muziris merchant or his 
agents or managers once his cargo 
r eaches Alexandria, and (iii) H e 
further undertakes (a) to pay to the 
camel driver 20 talents for the 
transportation of commodities to 
Koptos (which had twelve days 
journey from Berenice on the border 
of Red Sea), (b) take goods through 
the desert under guard and under 
security up to the public warehouse 
at Koptos, (c) keep the cargo under 
the ownership and seal of the Muziris 
merchant or of the latter's represent
ative presen t there, (d) load them 

aboard on a seaworthy boat at 
required time and take them 
through Nile to Alexandria, and (e) 
to take them to the warehouse of 
Alexandria where a duty of one
fourth was paid. H e promises that he 
would keep the cargo under the 
ownership of the Muziris merchant 
or his representatives there. In case 
he fails to pay off the aforementioned 
loan at the fixed time, the merchant 
tu was authorized to take lhis entire 
cargo and after paying the 25 per 
cent duty at Alexandria to appro
priate the remaining three-fourths, 
which tu could transfer to anywhere 
he wished or sell. Moreover all the 
items pledged by ego as security were 
a llowed to be sold at the prevailing 
market place to meet the expenses 
incurred on account of this afore
mentioned loan, if ego fails to repay 
the loan.The grand total for the 6 
parcels of the cargo exported on the 
ship H ermapollon to Alexandria 
from Muziris in silver was 1154 
talents and 2852 drachmas. 16 

This document throws light on 
the fact that the Greek merchants 
operating in Muziris had their com
mercial agents in Koptos and 
Alexandria, through whom the 
former used to get information about 
the market conditions of Mediterra
nean world and the commodity
distribution was realized. It also 
speaks not only of the channels 
through which trade was conducted 
but also of the varied cultural 
ambient again st which the entire 
exercise was carried out. 

Periplus speaks of Naura, Barake 
(Bakare), Nelcynda as the principal 
pepper-ports of Malabar, which had 
been satellite and feeding ports for 
the central pivotal port, Muz iris. 
Naura is usually identified with 
Cannanore, Barake on the banks of 
river Baris is equated with Porakad. 
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Baris is identified by scholars as river 

Pampa. Nelcynda had been identi
fied with Niranam. The principal 
region where pepper grew in large 

quantities was called Kottonarike, 

from where the Roman vessels used 
to get their cargo for Mediterranean 

trade. Pliny(S0-60 AD) locates Cotton

ara near Bakare17 and Ptolemy(l50 
AD) lists it(Kottiare) south of 

Melkynda( Nelkynda) .18 T he con

sensus is that all are versions of 
Kuttanadu and that it refers to region 

lying on the banks of Pampa r iver. 

T hough now it is a waterlogged area, 
it had been a vast pepper-growing 
region in the past. 19 Probably this 

change must have happened because 

of the frequent geo-physical changes, 
which even now con tinue to reshape 

th e coastal belt of Kerala and its 

topography. When we analyze the 
writings of Pliny and P tolemy, which 

have got the time-gap of 90 to 100 

years, we fi nd that there was a slow 
expansion of agricultural activities in 

Kerala and that more and more areas 

were brought under pepper culti
vation . Though there is a tendency 

to overlook this reality under the 

presumption that the information is 
wrongly given, a close scrutiny of the 

details furnished by these informants 
would enable us to understand that 

th e va riance in the geophysical 

position of Kottanarike happened 
not by mistake but because of the 
extended identity given to the region 

by way of expansion of pepper

cultivation . Corresponding to th e 
high demands from the Mediterra

n ean world, more and more areas 

we r e bro ught under cultivation, 
which extended up to the region 

south of Niranam by 150 AD. 

However, by 4'h cen tury AD, a great 

part of central Kerala was brought 
under pepper-cultivation. The ever

increasing demand for spices from 
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the Roman world made the people 

concentrate primarily on sp ice
cultivation, which went on increasing 
at the cost of food crops. Tabula 
Peutingeriana of the 4'h century Ao20 

places Cotiara(Kuttanadu) south of 
Muziris, which evidently suggests the 

fast expan sion of pepper-cultivation 

to a wide range of cultivable land
space. The available documentary 

evidences show that there was a rapid 

expansion of pepper-cultivation 
activities in the region between 
Muziris and Q uilon during the 

period between 50 AD and 400 AD , a 

peri9d which witnessed the peak of 
Roma.n trade with Kerala . This 

evidently suggests that the expansion 
in spice cultivation got augmented 

with the increasing demand from the 
Mediterranean world. 

SASSANID T RADE AND A P HASE OF 

T RANSFORMATION 

overthrowing the Parthians in 224 AD 

and he founded or r e-founded 

several ports for carrying out trans
oceanic trade with I ndia. 22 T he 
oriental commodities that entered 

Persian Gulf from Kerala and other 

parts of Indian Ocean region moved 
from Charax to the Eastern 

Mediterranean through land route 

in which the city of Palmyra played 
an important role as an inl and 

en trepo t and an intermedia ry 
market.2~ 

T hese maritime developments are 
to be seen again st the political and 

commercial rivalry that continued 

among the Romans and the Persians. 
Constant efforts were made by the 

Sassanid rulers to grab the oriental 

trade from the Romans, for which 
they even blocked the Silk route. In 
fact, the trade between India and the 

Sassanid por ts in the Persian Gulf 
star ted with vibrancy from the time 

o f Shahpur II onwards. H e 

The third cen tu ry, particularly annihilated the tribal settle rs who 

towards the end of the reign of obstruc ted Sassanid trade on the 

Marcus Aurelius, witnessed some sort 

of crisis in the Ro m an trading 
activities with Malabar, which was 

reflected in the debasement of coins 
and stoppage of gold aurei<1• Later 

wi th t h e invasion of Rome by 

Germanic tribes in the fifth century 
an d the consequent feudalization 

process that crept into Western 
Europe, trade wi th the Mediter ra

n ean world started declining 
drastically. However the relatively 

sluggish phase in Rom e's in ter

national comme rce was profitably 
made use of by the newly emerging 

Sassan ids to lay fo undations for 

wider and longstanding networks of 
commercial opera tions from the 

ports of Persian Gulf. In fact attempts 

towards this direction started with 
king Ardashir, who la id foundations 
of the Sassanid rule in Persia by 
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Arabian littora l from Fars to 

Yathrib(later renamed as Medina) 24 

and cleared the coast for carrying out 

long d istance trade wi th I ndia. 

Ammianus Marcellinus fromAntioch 
(born c. 330 AD) refers to this mari

time trade when he writes: "there are 

n ume rous town s and villages on 
every coast and frequent sailings of 

ships". 25 It is Palladius (the fourth 
century writer) who gives the first 

reference to Sassanid vessels (moving 
obviously for trade) in the Indian 

O cean.26 

The importan t maritime bases of 
operation for the Sassanids in the 

Persian Gulf were Siraf, Rew Ardashir 

and Kharg Island .~7 The extensive 
excavatio n s conduc ted at Siraf 

brought to limelight the remnants of 

a Sassanid fo rt, which was also used 
as a naval base duri-ng the time of 



Shah pur IJ.28 Rew Ardashir was a city 
on the coast of Fars, founded by 
Ardashir 129 and from fifth century 
onwards it was the sea t o f the 
Nestorian metropolitan of Fars 
(Persis or Persia) 30• T he archaeo
logical excavations conducted by 
Professor Ghir shman in Kharg 
Island, 55 km north-west of Bushire , 
unearthed the remnants of a Nesto
r ian monastery with a potential 
capaci ty to accommodate about 
hundred persons. 31 This monastery 
seems to have been the main training 
cen tre for the formation of the 
missionaries meant for Kerala and 
other regions in the Indian Ocean 
region.32 

Following hectic maritime trade 
between Kerala and Persian Gul f 
region s, diverse mercantile com
munities seem to have preferred the 
marts ofKerala for m igration, where 
they seem to have initially operated 
as collection agents. The earliest 
evidence of such migration is 
traceable in the case of the seventy
two mercantile fam ilies who came 
from West Asia under the leadership 
of Thomas ofCana and se ttled down 
in Cranganore (Cornelur) in about 
345- AD. 33 I t seems that the kings of 
Malabar were very much eager to 
attract the foreign traders by 
granting them privileges and special 
honours, as these merchants bought 
considerable revenue to the ex
chequer. The native ruler conferred 
upon Thomas of Cana and the 
seventy-two families, privileges on 
par with those of the nobility (which 
were later enjoyed by the upper caste 
Hindus), including the privilege to 
use palanquins, carpets on the 
ground, to use sandals, to ride on 
elephants, etc . Moreover, a 
particular portion of Mahodaya
puram (Cranganore), which had 
forests, was given to these mercantile 
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families for clearance and 
habitation.34 

It seems that these seventy-two 
families formed only one segment of 
the different waves of migration from 
West Asia, which had started from 
the fourth century AD onwards_ In 
fact, participa tion in the long
distance-mar i time trade in the 
Indian Ocean made many Christians 
move over to the littoral of India to 
establish settlements. The active 
participation of Christian traders 
from Sassanid empi re in the 
maritime .trade is testified by the 
Nestorian annals. Sometime before 
415 AD, as the eleventh century 
chronicle of S.eert mentions, the 
Sassanid ruler Yazdigird I (399-421 
AD) sent the Nestorian Catholicos, a 
certain Ahai, to Fars to investigate 
the piracy of ships returning from 
India and Ceylon. 35 Now the 
question is, why a Catholicos was 
deputed for handling piracy? It was 
highly probable that the merchant 
groups involved in the maritime 
trade between India-Ceylon and 
Persian Gulf were predominantly 
Christian and in that way he would 
be in a better position to gather more 
direct and im-mediate information 
about the piratical attacks on them, 
which besides, must have been a 
matter of concern for the church 
dignitary as well. It could have also 
been because of the support, which 
he, as a Catholicos, would be able to 
mobilize from the Christian 
merchant-settlers located on the rim 
of I ndian Ocean to con tain the 
problem of sea-piracy. The early 
commercial and spiritual expansion 
of the trading community of the 
Christians from the Sassanid Empire 
in South East Asia and China is 
evident from the resounding title of 
the bishop, who attended the synod 
of 410 AD. The ti tle runs as follows: 

"Metropolitan of the Islands, Seas 
and Interior, of Dabag, Chin and 
Macin ." Chin an d Macin (Maha
china) were parts of China, whereas 
Dabag was an island, probablyJava. ~6 

A Syriac document of this period 
refers to the entry and settlement of 
Nesto rian Christians in par ts of 
Sou th East Asia through maritime 
channels37

; however the earliest 
reference to the Neslorian Christ
ians, who entered China by land, 
belongs to 578.38 Along with AD these 
Christian merchants from West Asia, 
Persian commodi ties also entered in 
larger volume in South East Asian 
markets including those of China, 
where they were called Possu (which 
initially was a Chinese version of the 
place name Parsa or Persia) 
merchandise. 39 The list o f com
modities (including cumin, Possu 
alum used for dyeing , pistachio, 
marking nut, myrrh etc.) given by 
the Chine se writers of the fifth 
century, Ku Wei and Hsu Piao, as 
belonging to the Passu merchandise 
found in China and South East Asian 
markets, were grown in the Sassanid 
territory in Persia.40 

It was in fq.ct the Nestorian 
Christian merchants who were 
considered to be the carriers of these 
commodities to the different parts of 
Indian Ocean. BE Colles is of the 
opinion that the Nestorians were not 
only zealous m issionaries but also 
great traders. H e refers to th e 
account of Abraham Kashkar, a sixth 
century mon k, who made his voyage 
to India as a merchant_ H e also 
mentions about Bar Sahde, who 
made several journeys to India before 
entering a monastery following the 
attack of his ship by the pirates.41 It 
seems that it was mainly through the 
channels of Sassanid traders that 
Christian ideas got disseminated and 
preserved with continuity in a sub-
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stantial way in d ifferen t parts of south 
west India, including Kerala. 

As a resul t of Sassanid 's mon o
polistic hold over India n O cean 
trade, commodities failed to reach 
Contantinople. T he three m a in 
channels ofEuro-Asian trade viz., the 
Silk route, the Persian Gulf and the 
Red Sea, through which easte rn 
commodities used to en ter the 
Mediterranean world, we r e 
monopolistically con trolled by the 
Sassanids. The Byzantine emperors 
j ustin(5 18-527 AD) and J ustin ian 
(527-565 AD) wan ted to b reak the 
Sassanid hold on Asiatic trade by 
seeking the sup port of Abyssinian 
(Ethiopian) Christians, who were 
asked to go to the markets of south 
Ind ia and Ceylon to fetch silk and 
spices.42 However the Sassanid ruler 
Kh usrau I (531-78/9 AD) defeated 
this move by installing his own gov
ernor Yemen and started controlling 
the trade traffic in Bab-el-Mandeb 
and in the Red Sea, which denied 
access to the Byzantines to penetrate 
into the east including India.43 

It is against this wider context of 
commercial activities of the Sassanids 
on the rim of Indian Ocean that one 
should-look at the account ofCosmas 
Indicopleustes(525 AD), who men
tions the importan t centres of Per
sian trade in this maritime space. He 
makes reference to the principal port 
of T aprobane (Ceylon), identified 
wi th Mahatitha, wher e commodity 
streams from China, South East Asia, 
the Deccan and the Sind intersected. 
T he Christians (probably from Persia 
and Kerala) played significant role 
in the commercial activities of this 
port of Ceylon. He mentions about 
a church here for the Christian 
settlers. Besides a p riest who was 
appointed from Persia, the church 
had a deacan as well. Thus the place 
had a ll arrangements for public 
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worship. Many ships cam e to th is 
island from all over India, Persia and 
Ethiopia. From Tzinista (Ch ina) and 
o ther places (referen ce is eviden tly 
to South East Asia), silk, aloes, cloves, 
sandalwood, etc. were imported to 
T a p ro bane. T hese were furth e r 
taken to the entrep o ts o n th is 
sid e (evidently In d ia) , to Persia, 
Homerite (South Yemen) and Adule 
(Zula in Ethiopia) .44 

The important places of trade in 
India as mentioned by Cosmas were: 
Sindhu (I ndus) , Orrh ota (Sau
rashtra), Kall iana(Kalyan), Sibor ( 
Sindabor or Goa), the five marts of 
Malab~r, namely Parti (?), Manga
ruth (Mangalore), Salopatan a(?), 
Nalo p atana (Valapattanam?) , 
Pudopatana(P uthupattanam), an d 
the ports of Marallo( Marava or 
Marawar ) as well as Khaber 
(Kaveripattanam) . T hese ports 
operated in a larger orbit, within 
which the ci r cu lation of com
modities from the Indian Ocean 
region to the Mediterranean world 
through Persian Gulf was realized. 
Cosmas speaks also of the vibrant 
Christian communities of Male 
(Malabar) an d Kalliana (Kalyan), 
wh ere the bishop from Persia was 
residing.45 

The extension of the commercial 
activities of these Persian Christians 
into the Ind ian Ocean r egion 
resulted in the formation of several 
trading colonies by them on its rim, 
followed by migration of Christians 
in considerable numbers. In fac t 
these Christian settlements wer e 
located near th e importan t trade 
centres or the collection centres or 
the halting places of long-distan ce 
trade , where temporary stay was 
necessitated by the monsoon factor. 
The traders from West Asia moving 
to South East Asia had to hal t at 
Malabar or some o ther place on the 

western coast of India fo r a 
considerable period of time till they 
got favourable wind for their long
distance voyage through Bay o f 
Bengal, whe r e the north-east 
monsoon obstructed navigation 
during the period between October 
and February. In the Arabian Sea, 
similarly, the southwest m onsoon 
h indered transoceanic voyages 
during the period between May and 
Sep tember. T he Christian mer
chants, who used to halt till they got 
favourable monsoon wind also laid 
foundation for some of the principal 
settlements like that of Ceylon, 
Quilon, Sindabor or Goa, Kalyan 
etc., which swelled in size with the 
inflow of people in the succeeding 
periods. In course of time many 
Christian traders from West Asia 
began to settle down on the fringes 
of Indian Ocean, from where easy 
movement of commodi tie s and 
people to destinations of their choice 
was possible. These settlements seem 
to have been linked mutually by the 
network of exchange systems, in 
which they actively took part and 
interestingly commerce was a m~jor 
unifying factor for these Diasporas. 

The presence of these mer can ti le
cum-migrating communities on the 
fringes of Indian Ocean is attested 
to by the discovery of stone crosses 
with Pahlavi(archaic Persian) inscrip
tions in several places in south-west 
India and Sri Lanka. So far only nine 
crosses with Pahlavi inscriptions are 
found in the entire Indian Ocean 
region (and all over the world, as 
well): One in Aniruddhapuram in Sri 
Lanka, which was associated with the 
commert:ially oriented Christian 
community which had migrated 
from Persia46

, and eight in India 
viz., Mylapore ( 1), Kottayam (2), 
M u ttuchira ( 1), Kadamattam ( I ), 
Alengad ( 1), Kothanalloor ( 1) and 
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Goa(!). Among the various Pahlavi
inscribed crosses found in India, the 
one in St.Thomas church of 
Mylapore47 seems to be the oldest, 
which is traced back to the 6'11 century 
AD, and is probably as old as 
Anirudhapuram cross. Of these 
crosses, strenuous and continuous 
attempts were made to decipher the 
inscription of Mylapore cross, which 
in the latest translation of Gerd 
Gropp (1970) is "Unser Herr Messias 
erbarme sick f,ber Gabriel, den Sohn des 
Chaharbokht, den Enkel des Durzad, der 
dies ( Kreuz) anfertigte. "48 It could be 
translated as "Our Lord Messiah may 
show mercy on Gabriel, the son of 
Chaharbokht (literally meaning 
having four sons), the grandson of 
Durzad (literally meaning born in 
distant land), who made this 
(cross)". In 1997, he gave another 
translation: "Our Lord Messiah may 
show mercy over Gabriel, son of 
Chaharbokht. Long life may be for 
him who made this(cross) ". 4 ~ 
However, it should be specially 
mentioned that scholars have not yet 
reached at a n agreement on 
deciphering the cr oss-inscription, 
which for want of vowel-usage and 
familiarity with the letter-carvings of 
the inscription , was read differen t
ly. 50 The c r osses of Kottayam, 
Muttuchi ra, Kadamattam and 
Alengad seem to have been copies 
made later. It is h ighly probable that 
the copies of the cross of Mylapore, 
which was an importan t centre of 
tr ade an d settlement for the 
migra ting Christians, were la ter 
made and sent to the old churches 
of Kerala located in the in terior.51 

The recen t discovery of a granite 
stone cross with Pahlavi inscription 
from Agassaim (Goa) by Fr. Cosme 
Costa s.f.x ., shows that the activities 
of the Pahlavi-speaking mercan tile 
Christia n communi ty were eve n 
extended to such a wide area in the 
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south west India including Konkan.52 

These Christians including those 
located on the rim of Indian Ocean 
were spi ritually fed by the 
metropolitan of Fars, who had his 
seat in Rew Ardashir on the coast of 
Fars. The Catholicos Isho-Yab !!I 
( 650-8 AD) records that in his day the 
Metropolitan of Rew Ardashir was 
responsible not only for the dioceses 
of Fars alone, but also for 'India' , a 
geographical concept in which he 
included the places be tween the 
maritime borders of the Sassanid 
kingdom to the country called QLH 
(Syriac QLH is equivalent to the 
Aral;>ic place name Qal 'ah, an 
important entrepot in the Malaya 
peninsula), covering a distance of 
1200 parasangs and extending up to 
the doo r s of South East Asia .55 

Eventually the Pahlavi language that 
was used in Fars was also extended 
to Kerala and o ther parts of south 
west India, where the missionaries 
from Fars catered to the spiritual 
needs of the native Ch ristians. This 
is evidenced from the 'granite ston e
crosses' d iscovered in sou th-west 
India which carry Pahlavi in scrip
tions and also from the copper plates 
gran ted to Mar Sapor and Mar Peroz, 
where signatur es wer e found in 
Pahlavi script.54 

These traders seem to have carried 
out th eir trade with the help 
of manigramam and anjuvannam 
merchant guilds of Kerala, which 
became a common phenomenon by 
the first half of ninth century AD. In 
the later developmen ts, Tarisapally 
(Tarisa Chu rch) of Quilon turned 
out to be the principal rallying point 
for the merchants of the manigramam 
gu ild for th eir long-distan ce 
movement of commodi ties. 55 Mean
while with the in creasing migration 
of Christian traders fr om West Asia, 
there appeared a tendency among 
the Malabar Christians to go in to the 

interior part of Kerala and to bring 
more land-space under cultivation. 
This landward movement of the 
St.Thomas Christians is testified by 
the erection of new churches in the 
inland-agrarian pockets of Central 
Kerala from third century onwards. 
The agrarian settlements of the 
Christian community used to 
establish its identity by erecting in 
their settlements churches, which 
turn ed out to be the principal 
cohesive factor for them. There 
even tuall y d eveioped a strong 
rapport between the agriculturists 
and the traders, between the spice
producing group and the exchange
oriented group, where commonality 
of religion seems to have cemented 
t h e bond. The sp ice-producing 
native Christians of Malabar and the 
Christian traders from West Asia 
created an economic axis for the flow 
of commodi ties through the window 
ofPersian Gulf to the Mediterranean 
world.56 There was an added logic 
for the St. T homas Christians in 
their pa r ticipation in the spice
production , wh ich in vited more 
Christian traders from Persia and 
with them many priests and bishops 
too, who would, in turn, cater to their 
spiri tual needs. In the absence of 
nat ive bishops, dependence on 
Persian traders, who guided and took 
ecclesiastical dignitaries from Persia, 
was an exigency of the time. 

REORIENTATION OF MARITIME TRADE 

AND CTVILTZATTONAL I MPACTS. 

By ninth cen tury onwards with rapid 
Islamic expansion, the Arab dhows 
b egan to visi t Kerala coast r ather 
regularly for trade. In fact, the trade 
n etworks and mercantile settlemen ts 
of the Sassanid traders, formed the 
substratum upon wh ich the Arab 
tra d e rs la ter erec te d an Isla mic 
commercial superstructure. But in 
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their hands the maritime trade got 

reoriented: The long-distance trade, 

emanating from al-Basrah or Muscat 

o r Sohar in Oman in the Persian Gulf 

and terminating in Canton in China, 

had Koulam Mali(Quilon) as the 

principal halting centreY Th e 

Abbassid Caliphate (750-870 AD) in 

Persia which had transferred the 

capital fr om Damascus to the 

commercially strategic Baghdad and 

the Tang dynasty (618-907 AD) in 

China were instrumental in re

orienting the international trade by 

providing required amount of un

broken peace at both the ends of the 

route. The dhows that startea from 

Persian Gulf took 30 days to reach 

Quilon and another 30 days to reach 

Qalah (Kedah in Malaya Peninsula) 

and another 30 days to reach 

Canton. Thus the one-way trip from 

Persian Gulf to China took 90 days. 

On the way these dhows invariably 

took shelter in Quilon for want of 

favourable monsoon wind and for 

taking provisions. 58 With this change 

the old Muziris lost its importance 

of being the prime pepper-exporting 

port and this position was taken over 

by Koulam Mali (Quilon). The 

navigational lines of the merchants 

belonging to the J ewish guild of 

Anjuvannam and the Christian guild 

of Manigramam emanated from 

Koulam Mali. 
A long chain of ports in the Indian 

Ocean had hectic trade relations with 

Koulam Male or Qui! on, as is testified 

by the J ewish letters of Cairo 

Genizza.5u The J ewish traders, who 

expanded th e ir commerce along 

with the Arabs, either from Abbassid 

Persia or Fatimid Egypt, were the 

principal commercial intermediaries 

invo lved in this trade. 60 H owever 

the main channel through which 

they used to take commodities to 

th e Mediterranean world was via 

Aden, al-Qus, Fustat/ Cairo and 
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Alexandria. 5 1 These Jewish traders 

bolstered their economic positions 

by well-established family bonds and 

matrimonial links. One among them 

was Mahruz b Jacob, a ship-owning 

J ewish merchant ( nakhoda), who 

carried out trading activities with the 

ports of Konkan, Malabar and 

Egypt. 62 In his letter of 1145 AD, 

Mahruz b Jacob refers to Kanbayat 

(Cam bay) , Broach, Tan a, Manga

lore, Malibarath (Koulam Mali), 

Kayakannur (Lower Kannur) as the 

important centres of Jewish trade on 

the western seaboard.63 

More or less during the same 

period(lll6-lll7 AD) we find one 

Allan b Hassun, anothe1 Jewish 

merchant, making commercial 

voyages from Aden to Sindabur 

(Chandrapura) to sell storax and 

coral, which he collected from 

Mediterranean ports.64 Mter having 

carried out trading transactions in 

the port ofSindabur(Chandrapura) , 

he proceeded to Munaybar(Malabar 

or Kerala), whose important ports 

(according to him) were Fakanaur 

(Barakuru or Bhatkal) and Kawalarn 

(Koulam Mali)GS, ofwhich the latter 

was the most importan t port also for 

the Abbassid traders. Corresponding 

to the hectic trading activities of the 

Jews with the ports of Kerala, the 

names of Elly (Mount Dely) and 

Columbo (Koulam Mali or Quilon) 

also entered the famous Catalan map 

prepared by the MajorcanJew called 

Abraham Cresques in 1375 AD for the 

king Charles V of France. 66 

Meanwhile during Yuan (Mongol) 

and Ming periods the Chinese junks, 

started visiting the principal 

maritime trade centres of Ke rala 

frequently. The principal destination 

of Mongol vessels was Quilon, from 

where tributes were sent to China.67 

Official mission from Quilon to the 

court ofKublai Khan was dispatched 

in 1282 AD, which was reciprocated 

by an official mission sent by the 

Chinese ruler in 1283 AD. 68 

By the middle of the fourteenth 

century a new phenomenon is seen 

whereby the rulers from inland 

regions were moving over to mari

time centres of exchange in their 

a ttempts to carve out independent 

states. It coincided with the revital

ization of trade principally by the 

Muslim merchants (who had already 

become an important commercial 

group capable of operating in

dependently of Christian and J ewish 

guilds by thirteenth century) 69 and 

the consequent restructuring of port

hierarchy in Malabar70
, whereby 

Quilon 's position as pivotal port in 

Malabar was taken over by Calicut. 

In fact the emergence of Calicut as 

the principal port, strengthened by 

a chain of satellite ports, is traceable 

to the developments that took place 

in international trade routes 

following the collapse of Baghdad. 

In this process there was a relative 

decline of Quilon, following the 

slackening of international trade 

emanating from Persian Gulf after 

the Mongol atlack of Baghdad 

Caliphate (1258 AD), an event which 

facilitated the Calicut-oriented 

commercial opera tions from the 

ports of Red Sea and the Mamluk 

Egypt to gain precedence over 

Persian Gulf commerce. Eventually 

the entrepreneurial activities of the 

Arab/ Al-Karimi traders of Cairo, 

who were commercial allies of the 

Mamluk Egypt and gradually settled 

down in the city for the furtherance 

of their trade, favoured the rise of 

Calicut as a prominent exchange 

centre in the Indian Ocean region. 71 

It was against this background of 

the increasing commercial import

ance of Calicut following contacts 

with Mamluk Egypt tha t the 

Nediyirappu Swarupam shifted its 

royal residence from the inland 
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pocket of Nediyirappu in Ernad 
(Ma lapp uram d ist rict) to the 
maritime centre of Calicut. 72 T his 
transfer of headquarters enabled the 
Zamorin to get access to the surplus 
accruing from maritime trade and to 
transform it for his state formation 
ventures. 

Meanwhile another chief was also 
moving from an inland political uni t 
to the maritime centre of Cochin, 
which emerged in 1341 AD following 
the great flood in Periyar. 73 It was 
none other than the chief of the 
Perumpadappu Swarupam, who was 
moving fro m Vanneri down to south 
to escap e from the attacks of the 
Zamorin . Though the Perum
padappu ruler was made to flee from 
inland region mainly because of 
Zamorin 's expansionist and state
bui lding p ol icy, his m ovement 
towards the maritim e centres of 
exchange eviden tly suggests that it 
was guided by a deeper desire to 
appropriate surplus from maritime 
trad e. First h e moved over to 
Mahodayapuram, from where h e 
proceeded fu rther to Cochin in 
around 1405 AD74, which is indicative 
of his desire to rely on the surplus 
from maritime trade for building up 
a strong state structure that could 
coun ter the expansionist moves of 
the Zamorin. Cochin 's h ectic 
commercial contacts including those 
with the Ming China (paved by 
Cheng Ho's repeated voyages) 75 and 
the Arab world,76 offered the capital 
for such a political move of the 
Perumpadappu swarupam. 

By the end of the fifteenth century 
there was a development evolving in 
Cannanore to carve out a petty 
maritime state structure under the 
Mamale as separate and distinct from 
Kolathunad, though its political 
frui tion came only in the sixteen th 
century.77 Meanwhile, in the south, 
the ruler of Quilon whose state 
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power also depended on the returns 
fr om its port, maintained a petty 
kingdom, was greatly compensated 
by its rich spice-producing hinter
land.78 

The important trad e centres in 
Kerala attracting merchants from 
China as well as West Asia we re 
Calicut and Cochin during the 
period before 1500 AD. T heir 
commercial vibrancy invi ted the 
attention of Cheng Ho vessels ( 1405-
1433 AD) sent by the Ming dynasty.79 

The navigational lines ofCalicut and 
Cochin incorporated the d ifferent 
mercantile n etworks in the Indian 
Ocean . In 1409 AD Ma Huan noticed 
the active presence of differe nt 
mercantile groups like the Muslim 
merchants (linked with West Asian 
trade), Chetties (associated with the 
coastal trade of Coromandel and 
Canara) and Kelings (Klings or 
Kalingas linked with South East Asian 
commerce) in Cochin .80 Th e 
Chetties linked Cochin with the 
exchange centres of South India, 
while the Kelings carried its trading 
networks to South East Asia. The 
Muslim traders linked it principally 
with the trade centres of Islamic 
civilizational zones. Cochin 's strand 
of trade extending up to China was 
equally important in the first half of 
the fifteenth century, although it 
later declined following the stoppage 
of Ming marhime expeditions.81 

H owever during the third and 
fou r th quarters of the fifteenth 
century a major share of Cochin 's 
commerce passed on to the powerful 
Muslim merchants, who eventually 
replaced other merchant groups. It 
started with Zamorin 's move to 
conquer Cochin and convert it into 
a feeding cen tre for Calicut, for 
realizing which he depended heavily 
on the mon etary and military help 
of the M usl~m mercantil e com
munity. The assistance from Muslim 
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m erchants d id not go unrewctrded. 
O n captu ring Cochin Zamorin 
insisted on h a nding over its 
commerce to Muslim merchants, 
after having ousted the traditional 
trading community of the Nazarenes 
(or the St.Thomas Christians) from 
th e port of Cochin. 82 The trade 
scenario which evolved in Malabar 
in the following years manifested two 
basic trends. On the one hand the 
parades hi Muslim merchants 
particularly the AI-Karimi merchants 
linked with the Mamluks of Egypt 
took up the overseas trade of 
Malabar a nd transshiped co m 
modities to the Red Sea ports from 
Calicut. O n the other hand a major 
segment of the coastal trade had 
passed on to the Marakkar Muslim 
merchants who had by this ti me 
expanded to different exch ange 
centres of Mal abar from Co ro
mandel coast. 83 In this process their 
navigational lines were linked wi th 
the economic zones of south west 
India and shipbuilding tradition 
got conce ntrated in Beypur. It is 
the availabil ity of timber in the 
n eighbouring Nilambur fore sts 
which h elped the ship-m an u
facturing tradition to take d eep 
ground here. 

On the eve of Portuguese arrival, 
the Marakkar traders had established 
themselves in Cochin as the principal 
suppliers of spices for foreign vessels 
and major dis tributors of Coro
mandel rice in Malabar. 84 Some of 
them had large number of vessels 
with larger tonnage, which were 
moving between the economic zones 
of Malacca, Coromandel , Malabar 
and Gujarat. 85 

Tho ugh the Marakkars fo rmed 
the most important trading group of 
Cochin, other merchant groups like 
the Jews (who were once linked with 
the ary'uvannammerchantguild) and 
the StThomas Christians (who were 



earlier associated with the mani
gramam merchant guild) continued 
to operate in this port rather in a low 
profile. The Jewish traders, as the 
Geniza papers mention, had 
developed their own navigational 
lines to take pepper, ginger, brazil 
wood and cardamom from the ports 
of Malabar from as early as 8'" AD 

century onwards. 86 Th~ Jews who 
came in 14 71 AD to Sinhora Savod 'e 
( Senhora Soude, almost two kilometers 
away from Cochin )87 developed a 
network of trade, running mostly 
th ro ugh the Semitic Diasporas 
scattered in Europe an d Egyp t. 88 

Even after Zamorin's intervention in 
the affairs of the port of Cochin, the 
economic activity of the StThomas 
Christian community still continued 
in Cochin area rather in low profile 
under the banner of the merchant 
guild Korran, from which later in 
1503 AO, Franc isco Albuquerque 
bought 4000 bhars of well-dried 
pepper.s9 

Thus Kerala in the pre-modern 
period was a well-activated com
mercial unit of India, where vibrant 
mixing of cultures had taken place 
through the channels of trade. 
Civilizational contacts with the 
Mediterranean world and later with 
Sassanid and Islamic cultural zones, 
followed by assimilative and synthetic 
responses, contributed to shaping its 
unique culture and ethos. The long 
and continuous exposure to outside 
world made Kerala society highly 
composite in nature and mosaic in 
appearance. O n the one hand, 
Kerala socie ty and economy were 
highly adaptable to meet the needs 
of the times. Economically it went on 
specializing in spice-cultivation that 
conditioned Kerala's agricultural 
pattern in favour of cash crops to the 
detriment of food crops. With 
increasing demand for spices from 
overseas markets more and more 
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people moved over t o in land 
cultivable space for bringing more 
areas under spice-production, which 
eventually led to the emergence of 
enterprising farmers specialized in 
spice-cultivation, whose prime 
position in Kerala's economy 
continued to remain so till recently. 
O n the other hand several foreign 
ideas and ideologies including the 
belief systems that appeared first in 
West Asia got easy penetration into 
Kerala soil. Now Christians fo r m 
about 19.6 per cent (out of whom 
majority are of pre-Portuguese 
Christian community)and Muslims 
about 27.8 per cent of Kerala's total 
population, a development that took 
place mainly as a sequence to large 
scale-movement of commodities. 
The northern parts ·Of Kerala have 
the greatest Muslim concentration, 
thanks to the favourable and pro
Muslim policies followed by the 
Zamorin of Calicut and the ruler of 
Kolathunadu, who took such an 
attitude as to invite more foreign 
Muslim traders and thereby more 
fore ign capital that would enable 
them to bui ld strong sta tes . 
Simultaneously sizeable and con
tinuous chain of Jewish mercantile 
settlements also appeared along the 
Kerala coast following their com
mercial endeavours, though their 
number has currently been reduced 
to an insignificant figure. The end 
result was that Kerala' s society 
turned out to be remarkably com
posite in nature, with multiple 
cultural streams and plural belief 
systems, resembling a bouque t of 
flowers. 
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