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Abstract

The exploration of the rich numismatic heritage of Northeast India has been so
{ar limited to the 13th to 18th century AD phase, or what is generally called the
medieval period of history. Major monarchies in the region of that period,
namely. the Ahom, Dimasa, Koch, Jaintia, Meitei and the Tripuri states, issued
coms in gold and silver of vanious denominations. Those coins were mostly
commemorative of important events in the history of the issuing states. The
present study is an attempt to understand the historical context of the Ahom
coins and its importance as sources of the socio-economic, cultural and political
history. This context focused on not only exhaustively listed and elaborately
discuss the numismatic aspects of the coins issued by various political
authorities in Assam and the currencies of other types, e.g. the cowry shells, but
also placed them in the historical perspective of Assam in the Pre-Ahom period
to explain the linkage of the coinage in socio-political and cultural development
in the context of time and space. The study provides a general historical survey
of the period reviewed and a brief history of the dynasties which ruled in
succession. These coins have been classified according to various parameters,
find spot, time period, metals used, stylistic type so as to examine spatial and
temporal similarities and variations.

Kevwords: Ahom, metals, Adhuli, Siki, Admahia, Charatia.
I. Introduction
The story of coins is interwoven with the history of mankind. To trace its story,

one has o look back to the remote past, when man was confined to himself or
his family. Then his needs were limited. His requirements of shelter, food and
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The thorough study of Ahom coinage helped to know about the condition of
polibeal, economie and socio-rehigious as well as cultural perspective. Hefo
entering the coinage, we need to know something about the Ahoms.  The
Ahoms entered Assam from the east, in the carly thirteenth century, and
established their kingdom in the upper Brahmaputra valley. They probably
ongmated from the kingdom of Nan Zhao in south-western China and entered
Assam via Burma (Bose 2004). When we look at the history of Coinage
prevalent in ancient, medieval and pre-colonial Assam, the most prevalent u:;it
of currency usage was the in noxious Cowry Shell, which abound the warm
waters of the Indian Ocean. Cowries have been used for monetary transactions
throughout South Asia, Southeast Asia and parts of southern China in various
pomnts of time. Early Ahom coins also reveal the attempts of the Assamese kings
to develop trade and commerce with China and Tibet.

Cownies, locally known as Kori in Assam, were extracted from the two species
namely, Cypraca moneta and Cypraca annulus in the ocean waters of the
Maldives islands. In fact, the Chinese character for money, called Bao
(pronounced Pao), has been derived from the character for a cowrie shell. Kori
has been derived from Kauri in Hindi, which again has its origins in the
Karpada as mentioned in the Rigveda (Bose 2003). These shells have been used
extensively as currency in Assam both in the pre-Ahom and Ahom times in
Assam. This practice scems to have continued even during the colonial period
among the common people, though not patronized by the British government
who mostly favoured their officially minted silver, copper, bronze and nickel
coins. Besides cowries, coins made of gold, silver and copper had been in usage
in pre-Ahom Assam with the earliest coins dating back to the period of Kumar
Bhaskarvarmana in the early Seventh century C.E.

There 1s no consensus among historians as to when the Ahom kings replaced
cowry money with metal coins. There 1s a reference in one of the Ahom

Buranyis that the first Ahom ruler, Siukapha (r. 1228- 68 C.E), while laying the
foundation of his caputal city of Che-rai-dot or Charaideo, placed a vessel full of
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1t has been assgﬂed by sgm.c su!ml:nrs tha
suklengmung Gargaya Raja i I.Sd}.(;_l
‘\hmn seript and  characters mention  the issuing of
siuklengmung and Sunyatpha o Udayadity, Singha( |66

:clmlars have argued tl_mt.thc carliest Ahom coins were
§1;t\-inphﬂ or Jayadhwaj Singha (1648-1663 C.E) in the
comesponding to the year 1648 C.E. (Thayy, 2019) Th
bear Ahom script with Ahom language. For cxample:

t the carljeg

the t coing were
% 1n the fourth

Year of his rejon 1

year 1570 saka cr;
€ coins of Suklenmung

Obverse: - Cao pha Suklenmung

pincao lgkni plekni.
(pha) Suklenmung, reign (pincao)

year (lakni) 15 year

Reverse: - Kaobay pha targ heucu. (1 (kao) the king (pha) offer (heucu)
prayer(bay) to the Aimighty (tara).)’

(The great (cao) king
of the cycle (plekni).)

Sutamala alias Jayadhvajasimha (1648-166
become a convert to Hinduism, and in the S

3) was the first Ahom King 1o
in Sanskrit in Assamese character. The follo

aka year 1570 he first struck coins
wing is the legend:

Obverse: - Syi Sri-Svarga-Narayana-devasa ya Sake 1570,

Reverse; - Sri-S;1‘-Ham’-Hara-Carana Parayanasya.

Suhunmung

. . . S L N O Y . v T e
alias Cakradhvajasimha also struck coins in the same manner. The
If—'gﬁnd ﬂfhi

§ coins runs as follows:
i Simihasva Sabe 1585,

Obverse: . S:1'-Sri»Swu'gadem-(.'ukrudh vaja-Simhasva Sake 15¢

Reye

MR - Gt € o o savinda-Paravanasva.
Ise; - .Sr:—Sn-Srm-Rama-Pmlw avinda-Parayanas;
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Carveswart, marked theie devotion 1o Hara and Gauri in
coutse, i not use the same inscription Phulesvar
wertbes hersell as Malusi, while Ambika and Sarveswari

Vallabha of the king. For example, in the coins of

ot :mull".\ o
i h (\\\i“n dh
‘,‘.,,nﬂ' 1.‘111-""1\""" s . |
L™ amathesward) the inseription on the reverse 1 respectively Sri-
.ﬁ-'.‘.-““‘"1’“1‘m.’,_,i,l_,,“,;”'_\-; Sri-Phuleswari devvah and Sri- Sri- Stvashimha-

simD yamathesvari-devvah. Apain, on the coins of Ambika and

oS isi-Sri-l :

o :“ (he incriptions on the reverses is respectively Sri-Sri-Sivasimha.
% Jlabha- Srimad - Ambika u'c.'l':’.mmr and  Sri-Sri- Stvasimha-nrpa-
i Sarvesvari-devinam. It is interesting to note that unlike coins of
kings some of the coins of Sivasimha, Phuleswari (Pra mathesvari),
garvesvari contained regnal years in imitation of Mughal coins.
n coin in the Persian script was struck by Pramathesvari. It is a

e legend reads as:

148
., ,h.'.?lf\":

I I:.;f'f..‘f‘u‘rf*"
el ‘._\hﬂl'n

| chika and

o ﬁN ‘.\Ilﬂl
jis

i .
cquarc com. Tl

ABVErSC: - Shah Siva Simha
Qv

+ 7ad Chow mohur

~1.1
Sk
Al

pahukum Beguim Pramathesvari Shah

(King Sivasimha struck coin as the sn by order Qucen Pramathesvari Shah).
Reverse: - Maimanut manus Sane 15 Jalus Zarb Garhgaon 1651,

Inthe year 15 of the fortunate reign struck at Gargaon 1651 (1728A.D.).

This coin invests a special interest in the numismatic issues of Assam as its
obverse Iegcnd closely follows that on the coins of Nur jahan issues of Jahaneir
The meaning of the legend on Nurjhan's coins is: “By order of Shah Jahan‘éir

%aim:d"a hundred beauties gold, through the name of Nurjahan Badshah
egum”,

;”;:?:f;g?nz]IESUFI:?}?anasinha again introduced the Ahom language and script
el e S:;nskril ]-l:le Siu'k‘lenn:!ung offered prayers to Indra (!_cpdgn)‘ he also
kaend on g ‘ Igua{,c an A.xss’amcsc script in some of .hns issucs. The
, reverse of one of his issues reads as Sri Sri- Sivapadaparasya,

idheriy

J g !0 lhc f(‘cl Pt 1 S P . v gw
st of Lord Siva'. This s s that he was ¢
Urbhlpper fsl i h]. hlglllll['h l.htl[ hL was a

P"?J{'Win'
Cien, [
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‘L

asimhy ¢y
ddditign (¢
Byear of p

perimented different forms of coins almost throughout his
) tln:. ordinary octagonal coins in Assamese script he struck in
> Feign octagonal coins in the Ahom script. He also issued
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Arra ddated 1012 A 1 e (Shah Numuddin Tahanair, son of Akbar Had hat
snah 1l
||l

maxd the face ol the o DiNs N h thn_‘ i q\hn;t of fh-‘ Stn ."!fl the O

sowands the end of the eighteenth century duting the retgn of Gaurin thasim

e Mowamanva (Mavananava) Vmsnava  sect became rebellioue .,:1
soeceedod mosetting up different kings in difterent parts of Eastern As am ]-r.“'
osach hings, namely, Savanandasimha and Bharathasimmbha issued coin I

Y T Ty, T . . o . _ -
it mames, The fegend of the coins of King Sarvananda is as follows

m

byvroare e \ " - ~ .
Obverse: « Sri- Sri- Navargadeva-Sri Sarvanandasimha- nrpasva Sake 1716 (of
e .11, eem L - O . ) . s
G iusinous king Sn-Sarvananda., in Saka 1716.)

neverse: - Svi- Sri- Krsma-carana-kamala-makaranda-madhula rasya. (Of the
hee int 2t . + 3 LR 7 oD :
aec intoxicated with the honey of the lotus feet of Sri-Krisna),

The legend in the coins of Bharatasimha is:

Obverse: - Sri- Bhagadatta- kulodbhava- Sri Bharathasimhanr pasva Saka
4? -"J-"'. -

Reverse: - Sri- Krsna-caranaravinda-makaranda- pramatta-madhukara-sva.

It 15 10 be noted that Bharatasimha claimed his descent from Bhagadatta of
Mahabharatha fame. While minting coins the Maya mariya kings followed the
Ahom coins in all respects except in some of the legends noted above. It is said
the Mayamariya king Rama kanta struck nine-sided coins. But such coins have
not yet come to light. The number nine has a special significance in Vaisanava

theology.

After the overthrow of the Mayamariyas the Ahom king Kamalesvarasimha and
Chandrakantasimha struck coins in the customary way. But Brajanathasimha
who stuck at least four issues of coins was a Vaisnava, as is evident from the
legend on the reverse of his coins which runs as follows:

Sri- Svi- Rahda -Carana-kamala-makaranda madhukarasya.
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" W Adnls wan imsoduced by the king Siupungmung or Chakradhw)
Roks {775 m . .

TFNHETG sy, uih Samously rejected Autangzeh’s aver lordship and
A Mt death v, preferable 1o a life of msubordination. He told his
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Oueen Phdeshwan or Pramatheshwarnt (174231 ‘_ ), famously referred {0 2
the ‘Assamese Nur lahan' for the power and influence ghe witlde
\ . ‘ . '3 gy v '} "
imdroaduced silver Rajmohurees wath legrends i the Persian and Arabic BCEIpty,

]

H

1 t

3 Pia
Y11

The Ahom kingdom reached ats preatest height under king SIrempha g
Rajeswara Singha (175169 CE). Under him, trade and commerce flourished
and this made the kingdom extremely wealthy. He not only issued the g1 One-
cighth and one-sixteenth Mohurs, he also introduced the silver Admahis and
Charativa denomimations. Moreover, he minted pold and siiver denominations
in the !*;’a;:an seript, Arabic script, and Persian and Urdu languages He presided

over the golden period of the Ahoms, with peace and prosperity 21l argund

King Swnyeopha'’s son and successor, Siuhitpangpha (1740-95) or Gourings
Stgha, was an opium addict and an incffective ruler. The royal treasury was
depleted and for the first time, a large number of coins were minted 1, develon 2
standing army modeled on European lines. He introduced both the 20ld Monu,
and the silver Rupee in the one thirty-second denominations ( Tiniratiya).

During the reign of the young Purandar Singha (1%81%-19), his father Brajanath
Singha, the actual power behind the throne, introduced two copper coins- Two
Pana and Onc Pana (equal to 80 cowries), corresponding to the silver Admahia
and Charatiya, respectively. This period saw the beginning of the Burmess
invasions and the use of copper also points to the pathetic state of the Ahom

kingdom’s finances. His coins arc unique because of the presence of
Vaishnavite incantations on them. In fact, his two pana copper coin had both
Sanskrit and Persian legends on the obverse and reverse sides, respectively. No
coins are found to have been issued in the name of Purandar Singha to date. The
last known Ahom coins were issued by Jogeswar Singha, a Burmese puppet, in
1821.

According to S. K. Bose, Ahoms mainly used the Mughal coins for different
purposc. But in the middle of the seventeenth century something changed, and
the Ahoms decided to strike their own coins. One main driver behind the
introduction of coins was probably the growth in trade with the Moghuls, who
were, by then, in full control of Bengal. In 1639 AD., after protracted
hostilitics, a peace treaty was concluded between the two partics, and the
Moghul provincial capital was moved 1o Guwahati. which passed into Moghul
hands as a result of the treaty. Trade increased in tmportance, and the Assames<
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gt
pogan 10 ppott varous kinds of \\-m.lm clothing from India, '-"‘-‘h-lll‘,':ﬁ}r:jr
vory. PepDets musk, sk, pold and varions aromatic plants (Bose 200 f) '
(e other main f""‘ bl»llt‘lil”({ the introduction of coins was a srowing trade with
Fibel. Some of the items p.\pnrhul~ by the Ahoms to India m‘-,y' have been
iml“"“‘d' at .lc;l.‘%! l‘n some Lxtent, from China or Tibet, In Tibet, the chaotic
conditions ol the smm:nlh and carly Seventeenth centuries had been resolved
by the I\Imlitl‘]-_ Gusri Khan, who had installed the Fifth Dalai Lama as
p:.u‘;unuum rl:lm“ in 1642 _A.IJ. Political conditions were therefore conducive to
an expansion of Trans Himalayan trade at this time. The factors that may have
encouraged the Ahoms to strike their own coins in 1648 A.D. were proﬂab[xr a
combination of the desire to raise revenue from a growing transit trade, and a
wish to enhance the prestige of the Ahom Kingdom. Also, there was a ufowinu
Brahmanical influence in the Ahom court. At this time, so one motivation
behind the first coins was to show that the Ahom kingdom was now a Hindu
state. It is interesting, and perhaps not a coincidence, to note that in
CoochBehar, the production of Narayanee Rupees seems to have increased after
1649 A.D. when these coins started to be dated with the actual year of issue,
rather than purely accession year. Since most of the trade between Moghul India
and Assam would have bearing the passed through, or near, Cooch Behar, that
kingdom must have also benefited from increased supply of silver.

Perhaps the most remarkable of all Ahom coins is an octagonal shape, dated
1570s, with a single Chinese character on each side reading Zang Bao. This has
been translated as “treasury of your honour”, but we prefer the alternative
translation, “Currency of Tibet”. Chowdhury & Ray query why a Chinese
inscription should have been used if the coin was intended for use for trade with
Tibet, rather than a Tibetan one, and prefer to link the coin with trade between
Assam and the Yunnan province of China. The problem with this theory is that
the legend has no particular relevance to Yunnan, whereas Zang is the Chinese
Character for Southern Tibet, the province bordering onto Assam. Also, these
two characters were used on the coins struck by the Chinese in Lhasa between
1792 and 1836 A.D., with the meaning “Tibetan currency”. Furthermore, there
was significant contact between Tibet and China in the mid-seventeenth
century, so it is not unlikely that the Assamese would have thought. that a
Chinese character was appropriate for an Assamese-Tibetan trade coin. We
believe, therefore, that this piece is evidence of an attempt by Jayadhvaja Snml‘m
to expand and profit from trade with Tibet. The attempt was, however, zlo‘a_mu,fi
to failure, as about1652 A.D., Pratap Malla of Kathmandu managed to sign a
treaty with Tibet, under which Nepal obtained a monopoly over lmn\:l ‘l[:-k'lci'
between India and Tibet, cutting out trade through routes further [cm'{ .lt’:;d:oi
Iemains unique”, so its cconomic importance not be overstated, but 1t stands &

Scanned with CamScanner

7



lon (\I

pal
© Kslipada Chish Lsrai Aaban
FRINCIPAL
Kalipadds Ghenh T,
Mabavubyalaya
Bagdugry

THe Ahivm T s {f'f,

SAVRIehoe of o fankidd atti il hy Tavadin ap to p\lunql trade w ith h netoht
¥ lrﬂ“.l

and shows that he had some contact withy Chanese speaking trader s

Oncanteresting featnre of the Ahom coms s their octagonal shape. A cording
W Kasmath Tamuh Phukan, Pratapa Simha consulted scholars on the ,,,,-m,.;
mdicating that he wanted s coms to be umque. It was then supveested to hl.lr;
that he should wssue octagonal coms, as his kingdom, the Kingdom of Satimara
was octagonal i shape according to the Yoginitantra (Boss 2004). There m,:
vanous theornes llmlt attempt to explaim the reasons behimd this. According ”,,:
Yopmiantia, a 16" century CE tantric text, it is the eight-angled .‘":lm‘nmn (.l
pitha or a sacred place) where the goddess Dikkaravasini (Tamresvari) resides
Men who enter there, knowingly or unknowingly, attain success/ 5;,]‘,““0"'
through the blessings of the Goddess, without fail. One perspective suggests
that the Brahmm priests in the court of king Susenghpha or Pratap Siﬁgim
(1603-41) persuaded him to mint octagonal coins, which calls the land of
Saumara or Assam ‘cight-sided with the blessings of the Goddess Shakti’, A
more reliable reason could be the Tai-Ahom belief that the carth was made up
of eight cones and supported by cight pillars. Interestingly, the most Ahom-era
temples are also octagonal in shape. A more practical explanation is that the
octagonal form helped prevent rotational errors on both sides when striking the
die during the minting process. The anvil die was the lower die, while the
hammer die was the upper die. Die-cutting was so fine that linguistic mistakes
were rare in these coins. Here’s a bit of trivia: The Ahoms had a penchant for
minting silver coins and these coins had a very high silver content, which
ranged between 94.1 percent and 98 percent, respectively. This was higher than
that 92.5 percent used in British coins(Thakur 2019).

Dr P.K. Bhattacharyya has also suggested that the shape may be the result of
Sivaite influence, as Lord Siva protects the whole universe with his eight
forms(The Shape of the Ahom Coin’ Indian Studies, Past and Present, 1969) .
Certainly, cight is an auspicious number in many cultures, so it is not surprising
that this shape was chosen, although very few countries have struck octagonal
coins, and none have used this shape so consistently(Deyell 1983).

ShihabuddinTalish, who visited Assam between 1661 and 1663 A.D. with the
Moghul forces with Mirjumla, gave a contemporary account of Assam at this
period. His account is worth quoting verbatim:

Gold is washed from the sands of the Brahmaputra. Ten to twelve thousand
Assamese are engaged in this employment, and they pay to the Raja's
Government one tola of gold per head per year. But this gold is of a low
standard of purity; a tola of it fetches only cight or nine rupees. It is said‘ that
pold can be procured from the sand at all places on the bank of the
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The Ahom munt o the Ragshal was supervised by the Sonan Bordoloi or
sonadhar Bama, - eith Mushime artists belonping to the akharkatin kel
(callipraphers”™ putld) and Khanikar Khel (nuners' puild) cmployed as dic-
cutters.

So fnally, during the time of Purandar Singha, who ruled twice, and following
the annexation by the Briush of his restored dominions in upper assam, during
his second stint (1833-38), the ahom  Rajmohurce coins were finally
demonetized on 1™ January 1840. In 1845 CE, on the orders of the British east
India Company, the official receipt of Narayance and rajmohuree rupees into

the Assamese treasuries was finally terminated, and only British-Indian
currency was circulated in the state.

Some pictures of Ahom Coins:

Gold Coin of Ahom

Silver coin of Ahom
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Photo chicked by Author 1 from Assam State Muscum and Personal collectiyy,

of Abhunt Biswas (coms collector)
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