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Abstract: No matter how prominent the prohibitions against sea voyages appear in Brahmanical scriptures,
there is no doubt that in practice such restrictions were not strictly followed. When merchants undertook sea
voyages aboard ocean-going vessels, they were identified as potavanik and were also referred to as sanyatrik.
The presence and use of these terms indicate that Indians engaged in maritime travel in the distant past.
However, Indian nautical archaeology related to this subject is still in its infancy. Therefore, to learn about
ancient watercraft, we must rely on literary descriptions, testimonies of foreigners, epigraphic evidence, and
sculptures and paintings depicting watercraft in art. But what were these ancient sea-going vessels like?
According to Bhoja’s Yuktikalpataru, watercraft were divided into two main categories — ‘Samanya’ (boats
used for river routes) and Vishesha' (sea-going vessels). Although there are instructions regarding the
measurements, shape, and construction techniques of these ships, experts have doubts about their practical
application. Various types of watercraft from different countries arrived at Indian ports and sailed in the waters
ofthe Indian Ocean. References to different types of Indian vessels are found, such as ‘Eppaga’ and ‘Kotumba’
(in the Periplus of the Erythraean Sea), a boat with a tripod mast and a steering oar at the stern discovered at
Chandraketugarh near Kolkata, and in the Ajanta paintings a representation of a large sea-going ship with
three masts. The primary material used in shipbuilding was wood, especially Indian teak. The watercraft
performed various roles. Sea-going ships carried valuable and rare goods, fragrant spices, precious gems,
and extremely expensive horses. While renowned commodities were an essential part of maritime trade, their
buyers were only a small number of wealthy individuals or ruling groups. At the same time, ordinary and daily
necessities were also transported in much larger quantities. The watercraft were mainly used for trade.
However, at times they were also involved in military activities. One thing must be kept in mind — shipbuilding
was a very expensive matter. Ships were used only in complex trade of goods. A great deal of capital
investment was required, and it often took a long time to earn profit. Therefore, entering this trade was not
the work of any ordinary merchant. Without considering these maritime merchants, much of the maritime
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history of the Indian Ocean remains untold. In Sanskrit sources, they are referred to as naivittika. Altogether,
we see that from the Harappan period to the Gupta period, watercraft played a significant role in ancient
India.
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