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Preface

The Twenty-Third Session of the NEIHA was hosted by the Tripura
University. and was held at Agartala. Tripura from 26-28 September
2002. The Session was inaugurated by His Excellency the Governor of
Tripura. The three days of the Annual Conference was very well attended
by historians and other social scientists from different parts of the region
and also from other parts of the country and the academic sessions. the
most important part of the Annual Conferences of NEIHA. saw the active
participation of all NEIHA members present. We place on record our
thanks to the Vice-Chancellor of Tripura University for hosting the
XXIlIrd Session of NEIHA and also our very sincere thanks to Prot.
Mahadev Chakravarti the Local Secretary, and his colleagues in the
Department of History and other departments in the University and
Colleges who worked untiringly to make the session a success.

This volume is a collection of the papers presented in the various
academic panels of the XXIIIrd session and also the proceedings of the
business meetings of the session. We regret that the Audit Report and
the Treasurer's report could not be printed because these were not
received on time. The Association is grateful to the Indian Council.of
Historical Research for the financial support advanced towards the
publication of the Proceedings volume.

May we reiterate a point for the information of members that if
the papers presented do not follow the NEIHA style sheet for referencing
and if the revised drafts do not come to us within the last date
announced in the business session it becomes very difficult for the
editors and the Editorial Board to function. It was mainly for these
reasons and also of course for the considered opinion of the Panel
Chairpersons, whose comments on every paper were clearly recorded
and the deliberations of the Editorial Board. that a number of papers
had to be abstracted or listed. We request all NEIHA members to
kindly follow the NEIHA style sheet of reference published in Appendix
F of the NEIHA Proceedings Volume of the XVIIIth Session
(Agartala) and also to send in their revised papers within the last date



decided upon in the business session of every Annual Conference. The
task of editing. proof reading etc. of such a large number of papers
within a very limited period is very time i:onsuming and we can do the
work to the satistaction of all NETHA members only with the co-
operation of all the paper presenters.

Finally we would like to say a very special word of thanks to the
members of the Editorial Board. Prof. J. B. Bhattacharjee. Prof.
Mignonette Momin and Prof. F. A. Qadri who made our work much
lighter by giving much of their time to sit through the Editorial Board
meetings to decide on the status of the papers and also editing and
doing the proof reading of the papers. We thank Mr. Pradeep Shaha
and his staff of Modern Offset for their interest in the work and getting
the volume ready in time for release in the 24th session.

Shillong {(Manorama §harma)
[ Ith July, 2003

\i\‘\ 7

(D.R. Syiemlieh).
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The Coinage of North-East India
A Historical Perspective

Nicholas Rhodes

Introduction

Coins are valuable contemporary historical documents, and in this
respect, they are extremely important for the history of the North-East,
as few other early documents are available. However, the coins were
originally struck for specific economic or political purposes, and the
information available from them could go far beyond the information
written on them. The purpose of this paper is to identify the data available
from coins, and to show how this data can be used by historians, using
specific examples taken from north-east India.

What is Numismatic Data?

The raw data that can be obtained from a study of the coinage
includes at least the following :-

I. A monetised economy is very different in nature from a non-
monetised economy, so it is important to know whether or not
coins existed.

2. Legend on the coins - this often includes the name of the king
and/or queen, sometimes coupled with a date, religious invoca-
tions, and occasionally other information. In Muslim coinage a mint
name is often present, but a mint name hardly ever appears on
any of the Hindu coinages of the North-East states.

3. Letter forms - the exact form of the letters on the coins can be
compared with those on other contemporary written documents
and inscriptions.

4. If a pictorial image is present on the coin, the artistic treatment,
the iconography and the origin of the image can be compared with
images in other media.

5. The method and technical competence of manufacture can be
compared with that of other metal objects or images manufactured
at the same time.

6. The metal content can be analysed, and the source of the metai
considered. If not mined locally, the metal must have been acquired
as a result of trade.
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7. Denomination - a low value coin is useful for small-scale purchases
in local markers. A high value coin is only useful as a store of
value or for large-scale purchases.

8. Volumes issued - a large-scale coinage must have had a major effect
on the economy, whereas a small-scale coinage will have had little
effect, and may only have been issued as a political statement.

9, Control mechanisms - consistence of style and weight, secret
control marks on the dies, and a lack of contemporary forgeries
found in circulation, all point to a well-controlled coinage. If
coinage was well controlled, other aspects of government may have
been handled competently.

10. Hoard evidence - it is always interesting and instructive to
determine the composition burial time and location of hoards.
Hoards are often buried during a time of political unrest, and a
concentration of single finds of small denomination coins may
indicate the location of a market place.

So far no integrated study of the coins of the North-East has been
published, although I wrote such as a survey in 1995, when I gave a series
of Prof. H.K. Barpujari memorial lectures at NEHU. This manuscript has
been with a publisher since then, and has not seen the light of day, but
it is available to researchers at NEHU, and it has received limited private
circulation among numismatists, particularly in Kolkata. A basic listing of
coins is given in The Standard Guide to South Asian Coins and Paper
Money Since 1556 AD, but without these sources, it is quite difficult for
historians to get a true picture of the extent and availability of the coins.
A basic summary of the relevant coinages is set out below “-

Tripura : Coinage started by Ratna Manikya in AD 1464 and continued
until 1931. Mainly silver coins of ¢ 10.5g. A few gold coins and
minor silver denominations.

Cooch Behar : Coinage started by Nara Narayan in AD 1555 and continued
until 1922. Initially silver coins of ¢ 10.5g, but after the mid-
seventeenth century, mainly silver coins of ¢ 4.8g. Large volumes
of silver coins issued until about 1789.

Kachar : One coin possibly dating from ¢ 4.0g in AD 1520, but the main
coinage commenced in AD 1559 mainly a quarter denomination
issued.

Jaintiapur : First coin undated, but probably issued cAD 1560, and
continue until ¢ 1800. Initially rare silver coins of ¢ 10.5g were
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struck, becoming increasingly numerous and debased after the
early eighteenth century

Ahom Kingdom : First coin issued AD 1648 and continued until 1821.
Initially silver rupees of ¢ 11.6g, but minor denominations also
issued after ¢ 1700. Coins are rather plentiful, but only an average
of about three pairs of dies vused for rupees each year. Scarce gold
rare copper coins known dated 1817.

Manipur : Base ‘bell metal’ coins issued early in the eighteenth century,
and continued until c 1891. Rare silver rupees, and even rarer gold
and minor silver denominations, issued from 1756 until ¢ 1815.

All these coinages have common features. Apart from Manipur, most
of the coins are silver, of abotit the weight of the Bengali tanka and the
Moghul rupee, standards clearly taken from India. Almost all the coins
have legends in Assamese Bengali script and have invocations to Hindu
deities. Most of the coins are dated in the Saka era that began around
AD 78. Many of them were struck in relatively small numbers, so commerce
was certainly not always the motivating factor.

How can Historians use the Numismatic Data?

It is useful to consider the different ways that numismatic data can
be used under different headings, as follows :-

Political

So far historians have used the coinages as dated historical
documents that give life to the traditional chronicles. They provide a firm
chronology, and often give interesting insights into the political history
of the various kingdoms. In Tripura, for example, without the coins, it
would not have been possible to give an accurate chronology. In particular
without the evidence of the coins, Ratna Manikya was dated to the
thirteenth century, instead of to the fifteenth century. Also centain kings,
such as Virabhadra Manikya (1599 AD) and Dharma Manikya (1601), find

no mention in the Rajamala, and the coins show that this latter ruler was
a vassal of Selim Shah of Arakan.

There is, however, another aspect of the coinages, which has
received less attention from historians. The first coins struck by each state
coincide with the time when each of these prgviously tribal regions came
under the influence of Brahmanical Hinduism.” This process of conversion
to what is now commonly known as Hinduism, took place at different times
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in different places and throughout the North-East the iintroduction of coins
became a part of this Hindu state formation process. The Muslim rulers
of Bengal had been striking silver coins since the thirteenth century, so
the issue of coins could perhaps be seen as part of a process of
“civilization”, instigated by the king of each kingdom, at the behest of
the new immigrants from Bengal, and in particular new Hindu immigrants.

The coins of all the state have, apart from the name of the king,
religious invocations to Hindu deities. In Tripura, there are sometimes
pictorial images of the deities. In this way, the coins give the clear political
message that the king was the head of a Hindu state, and indicate which
deities he worshipped.

Although the initial motivation behind the introduction of coins
may have been political, rather than economic, their existence often had
other important effects. For example, Pathan and Portuguese mercenaries
were paid in coins by the Tripura kings in the sixteenth century, enabling
Tripura to become a regional military power. This would not have been
possible had the Tripura rulers not had silver coins available.

Economic

One common element of any state is the leavying of taxes. In non-
monetised societies, taxes are levied as a share of production, a share
of goods imported or exported, or as a labour tax. In a monetised society,
taxes can be, and very often are, levied in cash.4 Also, the mint was an
important source of revenue for the State, as often the coins were “worth”
more than the cost of production. Also, in many states, such as Nepal,
the import of bullion and foreign coin was permitted, but export was
forbidden and silver and gold had to be taken to the mint for striking
into local coin. In that way, the mint could provide significant finance to
the state.

Once cash entered the state treasury, it could be used for a variety
of purposes, such as the building of a power base through bureaucracy.
Also food prices could be stabilized by the purchase of surplus production
in times of plenty, and the sale of stored surplus in times of famine. We
have no evidence of the use of coins to stabilize prices in the north east,
but it was common in China during the reigns of strong emperors.

Once the economies became monetised, there was the possibility
of a private sector developing. Foreign traders could conduct their
business without direct patronage from the ruling princes, and the

51



development of urban centers could be faciliated. In a non-monetised
society, market trading has to be very different in nature. As has been
said “only strangers need coin, people who know each other can do
without”.” In the north-east, only Manipur struck low denomination coins
that were useful for market trading, while cowrie shells were often used
by ordinary people in other areas.

However, the possession of the silver coins would have given
people considerable economic, and hence political, power. It is very likely
that possession of coins was largely limited to those close to the palace,
and would have given the possessors status, power and a degree of
personal freedom. Those with money could, in the last resort, go to Bengal
and would be able to support themselves, whereas in the premonetary
society, anyone wanting to leave their local village would have had to
go with trade goods that could be exchanged.

Another area of economic activity to which coins can provide an
insight is trading patterns. There are no silver mines in the North-East,
so the silver must have reached the states in the course of trade, probably
from Burma or China, either directly or via Bengal. Cooch Behar provides
an interesting case study, as the silver coinage was very plentiful at several
periods. After 1562, it is recorded in the local chronicles that Cooch Behar
acquired a fot of silver as tribute from the various states conquered by
Sukladhvaj during his military expedition. Much of this booty was struck
into coins by Nara Narayan. Later kings, however, did not acquire silver
through conquest, and it is likely that these coins were struck from the
profits earmned from transit trade between Tibet and Bengal that passed
through Bhutan and Cooch Behar. The size of the coinage provides a crude
measure of volumes of this trade. In particular, no coins were struck in
Cooch Behar between 1683 and 1695, which probably indicates that the
trade was disrupted during this decade.

Findspots of coins can indicate trade flows. so the absence of finds
of Manipuri coins outside Manipur may indicate that trade with Manipur
was limited. On the other hand the fact that silver coins of Kachar are
occasionally found in northern Bangladesh indicates trade flows from
Bengal to Kachar.

As the use of coins increased, so opportunities would have arisen
for money changing and money lending, an activity in which Hindus in
general, and Marwaris in particular, excelled. In this way, the economic
power structure in the new Hindu states would have shifted from local

52



people to Hindu immigrants, initially to Brahmins, but closely followed by
tradesmen.

Social

Many aspects of social structures in a monetary society differ from
those in a non-monetised society. For example rents for land can be paid
in cash, and a market can develop in land. In a non-monetised society,
land ownership will depend entirely on physical power or patronage from
the king or the state.

Labour taxes in a monetised society can be commuted into cash
taxes, which means that people with money can devote all their energies
to working for their own benefit and generating more cash. New occu-
pations can develop, such as bankers and money changers. Opportunities
in these areas are usually taken advantage of by immigrants from regions
more used to using coins. For an example of how bankers can become
as powerful as kings, one has to look no further than Jagat Seth in Bengal
during the eighteenth century.

Looking at the subject of monetisation the other way round, it is
instructive to consider the Sena period in Bengal. No coins were issued
by the Sena rulers, although they must have been fully aware of the
concept of coins. It is probable, therefore, that coins were intentionally
suppressed in order to limit the trading activity, and hence the social
mobility of the people. This would have helped the strongly Brahmanical
rulers at this time to maintain social stability and hence their political
control. When Bengal was conquered by the Muslim invaders in the
thirteenth century, the introduction of coins would have helped increase
the power and influence of the trading castes, and consequent erosion
of the power of the Brahmins so that the Muslims could more easily control
the country at the political level.

Cultural

The religious inscriptions on the coins, together with the name of
the King, reinforced the religious identity of the monarch and of the state.
In Tripura there were images on the coins, and the iconography of these
images was occasionally chosen in order not to alienate the population
during the transition from a tribal society to a Hindu society. For examples,
an image showing the traditional attributes of the tribal mother goddess
Nowi, took the role of Garuda as the Vaharna of Visnu,6 and Naranarayana
is depicted as a human-faced dragon, which may have been recognized
by the tribals as a local deity.
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Apart from the propaganda effect, monetary donations to temples
and to Brahmins would have increased the economic power of these pillars
of the new Hindu states. The patronage could come, not only from the
King, but also from private traders. In this way, when traders became rich,
arts could flourish. An example of this occurred in Nepal during the
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, when Newari traders in the
Nepal valley became rich, thanks to the increase in trade with Tibet,

Another interesting area on which coins can shed light is technol-
ogy. If coins can be made, for example by casting, then the same artisans
should be capable of casting other metal objects such as religious images.
In Nepal, for example, it appears that both coins and bronze images were
first produced about AD 575 probably by artisans who came from India.
Similarly, if metal images were produced, then, if coins were not made,
that must have been the result of a conscious decision.

Conclusion

The article only touches the surface of how numismatic evidence
can be used in the study of a society. Coins were produced for particular
reasons, and if a historian can figure out why the coins were manufactured,
why particular designs were chosen, why a particular metal content and
weight standard were chosen, and what the coins were used for, then he
will understand much more about the culture he is studying.

Numismatists need to work harder at producing proper corpuses of
the coinages that exist, giving the sort of information that historians might
find useful. In this context, rare coins, which really excite coin collectors,
probably have less to teach the historian than the very common coins
which would have passed through the hands of every citizen of the time.
Naturally both museum and private collections are often very biased
towards the rare coins, and this bias may make numismatic evidence easy
to misinterpret in the hands of the layman. It is my hope that historians
and numismatists will work together more in the future, so that the
numismatic evidence can be used in the most effective way.7 The
numismatist should understand the nature of the coins, but it is the
historian, with his knowledge of the wider cultural context, who can use
the evidence to best effect.
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Notes and References

Over recent decades, numisatists have tended to publish their new
discoveries one by one, in short articles published in a wide range
or periodicals. I have recorded aver 200 such articles related to the
North-East, so it is very easy for researchers to miss key pieces of
information.

For example Tripura first issued coins in AD 1464, Cooch Behar in
AD 1555, Jaintiapur in ¢ AD 1563, Kachar in AD 1566, the Ahom
kingdom in AD 1648 and Manipur in AD 1555.

For a general discussion of the process of Hindu state formation,
See Social and Polity Formation in Pre-Colonial North East India,
by J.B. Bhattacharjee, Vikas Publishing House, New Delhi, 1991. But
the author was not aware of the extent to which coins formed part
of the process.

Taxation methods have not beeen widely studied in the north east,
but in the Ahom kingdom, the raising of taxes in cash became quite
common during the eighteenth century.

Verbal comment by Dr. C.E. Challis.

Cf. I.P. Singh, “The Garuda or Nowi on a Tripura Coin”, NI Bulletin,
Dec. 1981, 11.392.

Any member of NEIHA who wishes to discuss any aspect of this
articles or wishes to use numismatic evidence in his or her resources
is welcome to contact me on my e-mail ladenlarhodes @hotmail.com.
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