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Kalika Purana : A Profile To 

A Mercantile History Of Kamrupa
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Abstract:The whole geographical proceeding of the Kalika Purana is dominated by the description of rivers. More 
than fifty rivers of divergent identities have found their mention in this famous compilation of Kamrupa origin and 
naturally majority numbers of such references are about the rivers of Assam (Kamrupa). However, the treatise also 
speaks about the rivers beyond the territories of Assam which remains here as the core concerned of our study. 
Inspired by the ideal of “nadi stuti' of Rg Veda, the study intends to analyze the aspect behind those references of 
rivers that in appropriating the propositions regarding the domain or the extensiveness of the mercantile activities of 
Kamrupa. Accordingly, the study sum ups with some interesting resolutions like a declining tendency of Indian 
business with south-east Asian countries through the corridor of Kamrupa etc. etc.

Keywords: Archaic Indian  , Mercantile History  , geographical , mercantile activities .

INTRODUCTION:
1

The Kalika Purana a celebrated upa-purana of 
Indian Pauranic literature is famous for its beautiful 
geographical description. Popularly known as a compilation 
of Kamrupa origin, the topography of ancient Assam 
naturally remains as the primary concern of the treatise to 
deal with. However, the treatise also shows its emphasis in 
describing some major topographical features of Indian as 
well as south-east Asian region. The rivers beyond the 
territories of Assam are some of such significant features of 
the treatise to note about. The total number of such river in 
the Kalika Purana are seventeen; of them sixteen are the 
rivers from the larger half of Indian sub-continent and one 
from south-east Asian region.

2River is an apt metaphor for life and settlements. 
Accordingly, their references in a treatise like the Kalika 
Purana certainly have some mean to state about the 
settlement pattern of our ancient civilization. Further, those 
references of rivers, especially of other localities, in a region 
centric compilation like our treatise may have the prospect 
also to explain the values of inter regional connectivity that 
our ancestor experienced at some stages of their 
development.

Regarding the growth of settlement, it is interesting 
to find that the Kalika Purana collaborated itself with the 
development of some urban corners in Kamrupa. Such types 
of urban growths are often remembered as a consequent 
development of trade. Numbers of avenue have already been 
detected by the scholars to state about the involvement of 
Kamrupa in long distance commercial intercourses. But 
unfortunately, the exact domain of such activities have not 
been confirm yet. Thus the study anticipates that in support 

of some subsidiary evidences, those references of rivers in 
the Kalika Purana and may have opened up new horizon to 
the mercantile history of Kamrupa.

1.1 Statement of problem :
The references of rivers beyond the territories of 

Kamrupa and that too in a compilation like the Kalika Purana 
moulded the entire study to confront with some perennial 
problems like a) what will be the actual identities and 
location of these rivers? b) What will be the significance of 
those references to the cultural history of ancient Assam ? c) 
If they mean towards the mercantile activities of Kamrupa, 
how can they be related with the same? etc. etc.

1.2 Significance and methodology :
The significance of this study lies on the fact that it 

will introduced us with a new methodological approach to 
analyse some specified aspects of the cultural history of a 
region like Kamrupa. The collaboration of geographical 
resources from upa-pauranic enclave of Indian literature 
further accentuated the significance of the study. 

To arrive at the sear objective, the study intends to 
adopt an analytical method to treat all those qualitative 
resources of the Kalika Purana. Above all a philosophical 
thought remains all along as a guiding spirit of the study.

2.0 OUR PRIMARY RESOURCES :
 The sequence of our rivers can be read in following 
way Ganga, Yamuna, Mahakosi, Jambunadi, Baitarani 
Akasganga, Sipra, Chandrabhaga, Sita, Mandakini, Cuvery, 
Gomti, Devika, Sarayu, Iravati, Karatoya and Drisadvati. 
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Apart from Ganga, Yamuna and mysterious Jambunadi and 
Akasganga, the identity of other rivers may be made on the 
basis of their synonymous existence in some other Pauranic 
composition as tried by the scholars in following way.

3Mahakosi :
This river tried to the identified by scholars as 

4Kosi, one of the most violent tributary of the northern bank 
of river Ganga. This river Kosi is formed by seven important 
Himalayan streams (Sapta Kosi) in eastern Nepal and now 

5meets Ganga little below Kargola.

6Baitarani :
The Kalika Purana described the river as being in 

the middle of the Puskardwipa. This creates a great confusion 
in identifying the river as the land of Puskardwipa said to 
have covered the whole region of Japan, Manchuria and 

7south eastern Siberia. Leaving aside the confusion, if we 
concentrate only on the name of the river it appears that still 
there is a river of the same name in the state of Orissa of 
Indian federation. This river rises in the hills of the southern 
part of the district of Singhbhum and flows through the 
Bolasor district of Orissa from north west to south-east and 

8ultimately merged with the bay of Bengal near Dhamra.

9Sipra :
Ujjain, the capital city of an ancient janapada Avanti 

10said to have been situated on the bank of river Sipra. Ujjain, 
11a region of eastern Malawa  is now in Madhya Pradesh. 

Though the Kalika Purana described it as an independent 
12river, it now survived only as a tributary of river Chambal.

13Chandrabhaga  :
This river has popularly been identified as 

14Chenab.  At present Chenab drains through two major 
Indian states – Jammu-Kashmir and Himachal Pradesh and 

15ultimately merged with the Arabian sea.

16Sita  :
17This has been identified as river Yarkhand.  

Yarkhand is a tributary of famous Tarim river. In China Tarim 
and Hwangho are considered as one river and thus Yarkhand, 
Tarim and Hwangho in alternate sense can be considered as 

18ancient Sita river.

19Mandakini  :
River Mandakini of the Kalika Purana may be 

identified as one of the tributaries of Alakananda an upper 
20course of river Ganga.

21Cuvery  :
Popularly known as Ganga of south India, the 

Cuvery river rises in Brahmagiri hill of western ghat parvat 
and drain the south western part of Karnataka and middle 

22part of modern Tamilnadu.

23Gomti  :
This is a left bank tributary of river Ganga and one 

of the chief river to drain through Uttar Pradesh. The famous 

Indian city Lucknow stands on the bank of this river.

24 Devika :
This river has been identified as one of the right 

25bank tributary of Ravi.  Some scholar however, tried to 
identify it with Deva or Devika, a tributary of the southern 

26bank of river Sarayu.

27Sarayu  :
28It has been identified with Ghogra,  a tributary of 

Ganga who merged with her near the Chapra district of Bihar.

29Iravati  :
30This river is identified with Ravi.  It drain through 

three Indian states Himachal Pradesh, Jammu-Kashmir and 
Punjab. The river has a strategic importance as being a part of 
Indo Pakistan boundary. It runs all along the Gurdaspur and 
Amritsar district of Punjab.

There is another river of the same name in 
Myanmar which naturally creates confusion in ascertaining 
the identity of this river. But considering the point of 
emergence of this river as suggested by the Kalika Purana, 
this river should better be identified as Indian Ravi instead of 
Iravati of Myanmar.

31Karatoya  :
Scholars have tried to identify the river with 

modern Teesta or Trisrota, means three stream, the first one is 
modern Teesta, second one seem to be a less celebrated river 
somewhere near modern Goalpara district of Assam and 
third one may be identified with Dhirai river near Tezpur; of 
them the first one i.e. Karatoya was the most celebrated one 

32and popularly known as Ganga of Dvapara.

33Drisadvati  :
According to Alexander Cunningham this river 

constitutes the southern boundary of Kurukshetra region 
34now in modern Harayana.  Later it being identified as 

Chitang, a tributary of Ghaggar, flows between Yamuna and 
35

Sutlej.

2.1 Our Secondary Issue :
(a) “No single person is in a position to produce everything 
that is required; so everyone is in a way dependent on proper 
procurement of certain items produced by others at different 
places, far and near. The urge to acquire certain items – not 
available locally or readily holds crucial clue to the economic 

36activity called exchange or trade”.  This interdependency 
made people involved even in long distance commercial 
intercourses. Indian history also had a long standing tradition 
of such commercial activities. Large numbers of 

37archaeological as well as literary evidences  are there to 
prove not only the fact but also to exemplify the 
magnanimity commercial spirit that Indian holds throughout 
the period of the history of the country.

Now, Kamrupa's association in such commercial 
exercises seem to be steered by three primary factors (i) 
Remoteness of this country had made its people, in one way 
or others, dependent on other region if not for their 
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essentialities but, atleast for their necessities. (ii) For a long 
time Kamrupa remained as a predominant power in eastern 
Indian politics. This naturally heightened the prospect of 

38attracting political envoys,  merchants, travellers, persons 
39belonging to different professional communities  to this land 

of mother goddess Kamakhya from different corners of the 
world. (iii) Apart from that, there was another nodal aspect to 
accelerate the commercial movement in Kamrupa that at one 
time this land was the only corridor of overland 
communication between greater half of Indian sub-continent 

40and the south-east Asian countries.

(b) Such inter regional commercial activities are normally 
regulated by two primary aspects of trade-export and import. 
(i) Export – Number of evidences have already been cited by 
the scholars to show the involvement of Kamrupa in export 
business with some unique products produced by the people 
of this land. Among those products silk (both row and 
produced) seem to have dominated the total volume of export 
of this land. Kamrupa was the producer of a specific variety 
of silk known as patrona. According to the Arthasastra, this 
brand of silk produced at 'Suvarnakundya' of Kamrupa was 
the best among the all other varieties of the same found in 

41Magadh and Pundra.  'Dukula' and 'Kshauma' were the two 
other varieties of silk, (produced Vanga, Pundra, Kasi etc. 
places) but Arthasastra did not mention them as the product 
of Kamrupa. As they being referred as the product of Pundra, 
scholar now have an opinion that after occupying 
Pundravardhan by Bhutivarman of Kamrupa, the people of 
this land might have learned the art of producing them and 
possibly earned proficiencies in exporting them to the other 

42parts of the country in later stages.
Along with silk, ivory, resins, aromic wood, wood, 

musk produced by deer, lac etc. were some of the other 
43exportable items produced by the people of this land.  It is 

generally believed that economic pattern of life changes with 
the passes of time. But interestingly the list of items that 
Assam had exported to the different corners of the country 
did not received too much change even at the every late age 

44of British interaction with Assam.  This is not only an 
indication of a deep rooted tradition of producing export 
quality items by the people of Assam but also a manifestation 
of their involvement in export business with distant 
localities. 
(ii) Import – Similarly, the inscriptional evidences of Assam 
have also made some references about the items which the 
people of this land might have procured only through import 
business. As for example, the Bargaon grant of Ratnapala 

45mentions about the topaz shop  which was certainly not an 
46

indigenous product of Kamrupa country.  Again, Tezpur 
grant of Vanamala has mentioned that the king has the habit 
of making gift of gold and silver to the people on different 

47 48 occasions.  Here the import of gold is a controversial issue,
but regarding the import of silver there is no such 
controversy as scholar now comes to a conclusion that silver 
was not an indigenous product of India as “bulk of Indian 
Silver in ancient period came from Balkh region and 

49
Cylon”.  However it is interesting to find that the capital of 
Ratnapala of Bargaon grant was full of jewellery shops, 

depending on which scholars would now like to make a 
suggestion that at one time in Kamrupa there were some 
persons who were highly proficient in the art of making 

50jewellery.  This proficiency can be achieved only when there 
is an abundant supply of such precious mental in the land. 
That means, for gathering their secondary essentialities more 
appropriately for their luxurious beholding, the people of 
'Kamrupa seem to have depended on the supply made 
possible to them by the merchants hailed from different 
corners of Indian sub continent as well as from South East 
Asian region.

3.0 TWO AUXILIARY OBSERVATIONS :
Over the years, urbanization or the growth of urban 

centres recognized to be a major consequent development of 
Trade. Throughout the courses of the history of Assam, there 
were four such prominent developments of urban centres 
popularly known as Pragjyotishpur, Hadupeshwara, Durjaya 
and Kamrupa nagara. The importance of these centres lies on 
the fact that they on different occasion served the country as 
its capital.

On the other hand, the treatise like the Kalika 
Purana have made some significant references about the 
existence of some subsidiary urban localities in the region 

51like Sonitpur, Bhogvati, Alakapuri etc. etc.  But 
unfortunately, those references often escape the sight of the 
scholars and as a result of that their identities still remains 
under the warp of an obscurity. Leaving aside the question of 
their identities, those references of an important treatise 
might have suggested a steady growth of urbanization in the 
region. In alternate, it can be said that the development of 
such urban pockets in the region were the result of an 
enduring tradition of commercial intercourse that kamrupa 
had enjoyed with distant localities.

On the other hand, smooth circulation of coins or 
the provisions of adequate monetary system regulates the 
intensity of commercial intercourses between regions. 
Accordingly, the dearth of archeologically available coins 
often creates problems in appropriating the mercantile 
history of this region. But regarding the question of coins of 
ancient Assam we are fortunate enough to have a significant 
note about the circulation of a famous ancient Indian coin in 

52the region, Niska in the Kalika Purana.  Along with that the 
treatise also mention about the use of golden coin by the 
people of this region. Niska was certainly not an Assamese 
coin. People of this land might have learned about its 
circulation either through the merchant, who came to this 
region or through the people who visited the other parts of 
Indian sub continent for earning project out of their product.

4.0 SUMMARIZING NOTE :
Thus, the study concludes with the following 

observations.
(i) One of the phenomenal contributions of trade from place 
which in turn crates and atmosphere of cultural exchange 
even between the regions distantly separated from each 
other. In such rows of movement people's interaction with 
rivers, more appropriately their experiences of crossing over 
them from time immemorial fascinate the human mind. It 
was probably because of that fascination we have found in 
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the scripture like Rig Veda a complete chapter dedicated to 
river known as 'Nadi Stuti.' Thus is a chapter of salutation to 
the gracious presence of river. In other word it can be said 
that this 'Nadi Stuti' seem to be an unrest effort made by our 
ancestor to solemnize their pleasant experiences of river that 
they crossed over when tried to open up new settlement in 

53different corners of Indian sub-continent.
In such anticipation, the rivers of our study in the 

Kalika Purana may also have suggested some clues in 
appropriating the questions regarding the extensiveness of 
such cultural as well as mercantile relationship that Kamrupa 
might have experienced throughout the period of the history 
of this composition. And accordingly, it can be presumed that 
a vast tract of land stretching from Jammu-Kashmir in the 
north (as indicated by river Ravi) to Tamilnadu in the south 
(as suggested by river Cuvery) Ujjain in the west (as 
suggested by river Sipra) and Chinese main land in the east 
(as suggested by river Sita), fall within the domain of 
commercial activities of Kamrupa.

(ii) In terms of the sequence, the Kalika Purana clearly shows 
its emphasis in describing the rivers from the greater half of 
Indian sub-continent rather than the south-east Asian region. 
Only one river from the core corner of the south-east Asian 
region has found its mention in the Kalika Purana. This might 
be considered as an indication of a declining trend of 
commercial activities that the region once had with the 
south-east Asian countries. In other word, it can be said that 
by the time of the composition of the Kalika Purana the 
frequencies of such commercial movements between Indian 
and south east Asian region through the corridor of Assam 
might have been declined. It was probably because of the 
emergence of other easy accessible routes from India 
towards these countries. However, this is only a rude 
presumptions, new study in future may shed more light on 
this matter.
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