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Abstract 

This paper tries to explain how the sea trade route across the Indian Ocean played a big part in connecting ancient India 

and the Roman Empire between the 1st century BCE and the 3rd century CE. As we all know, the Silk Road by land is often 

talked about in history books, but here I am trying to show that the sea route was actually more useful and active. After the 

Romans took control of Egypt, the sea journey became much easier and faster, especially because sailors started 

understanding the monsoon winds better. This helped both trade and travel grow very quickly. The trade brought a lot of 

wealth to many Indian coastal areas and kingdoms like the Satavahana, Chera, Pandya, and Chola regions. At the same 

time, in Rome, people started worrying that too much gold and silver were going out of their empire to India. Archaeologists 

have found many Roman items in Indian sites, and also Indian things in Roman Egypt, which clearly shows this exchange. 

This trade was not only about money, but also about culture. It helped mix ideas between people, like we can see in Gandhara 

art, where Greek and Indian styles come together beautifully. I feel this sea trade between India and Rome was one of the 

first examples of world connection, which made both sides grow and left a long-lasting effect on history. 
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Introduction 

When we think about old trade routes, most people quickly 

imagine the Silk Road — that famous path full of camels 

crossing deserts and mountains. But actually, in the early 

days of the Roman Empire, there was another trade route 

that was maybe even more important. It was not on land 

but through the sea — the Indian Ocean route. This sea 

route was much faster and cheaper and could carry more 

goods between the Mediterranean world and India. Unlike 

the Silk Road, which had too many middlemen and took a 

long time, the sea way helped traders connect more 

directly. Because of that, it changed how trade and culture 

moved between the East and the West. The turning point 

for this big sea trade came when the Roman ruler Augustus 

took control of Egypt in 30 BCE. It was not only about 

adding new land. By controlling Egypt, he also got power 

over the Red Sea ports, which were the main doors to the 

Indian Ocean. Earlier, under the Ptolemies, trade was 

limited and full of taxes. But after Augustus, Roman 

traders could go directly to India without paying so many 

middlemen. It was a very clever move, not just for business 

but also for politics. By using the sea route, the Romans 

could avoid the Parthian Empire, which was taking heavy 

taxes from the land route. So, Rome started building better 

roads, ports, and even army protection in desert areas. This 
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showed how serious they were about keeping trade strong 

and safe. 

Literature Review 

The study of Indo-Roman maritime trade is mostly based 

on old writings, archaeological findings, and modern 

research, which have slowly developed over the years. 

Many scholars have tried to understand how this ancient 

trade worked and what it meant for both sides. The main 

early sources we have are from Greek and Roman writers. 

The most important one is the Periplus Maris Erythraei, 

written around the first century CE by an unknown 

merchant. It gives direct information about the ports, 

goods, and sailing routes between Roman Egypt and India. 

Many modern scholars have studied it deeply, especially 

Lionel Casson, who gave a very useful translation and 

explanation of how trade actually took place. Another 

major source is Pliny the Elder’s Natural History, which, 

though written in a moral tone, still gives clear details 

about Indian goods like spices and gems, and also talks 

about how much gold Rome was spending on imports. In 

the early part of the 20th century, research mainly focused 

on collecting and studying these old texts. One of the first 

big studies was E. H. Warmington’s The Commerce 

between the Roman Empire and India (1928). This book 

gave a full story of how trade between the two regions grew 

and what products were exchanged. It also introduced the 

idea of the “drain of gold” from Rome to India, based on 

Pliny’s remarks. Later, modern works like Raoul 

McLaughlin’s Rome and the Distant East (2010) brought 

new life to the subject, including fresh archaeological 

findings and connecting the trade with the wider world. 

Federico De Romanis has also made very important 

contributions, especially through his study of the Muziris 

Papyrus, which helped us understand how loans, taxes, and 

large-scale trade of goods like pepper were managed. 

Archaeology has also played a big role in proving what the 

texts said. Excavations at the Red Sea ports like Myos 

Hormos and Berenike, under scholars such as Steven E. 

Sidebotham, have found Indian pottery, beads, and other 

goods, showing that trade really happened and that Indians 

might have even stayed there. Roberta Tomber’s research 

on ceramics from these ports helped in tracing trade routes 

and timing. In India, the early excavation at Arikamedu by 

Sir Mortimer Wheeler gave the first real evidence of a 

Roman trading post in our country. Later, the discoveries 

at Pattanam, believed to be the ancient port Muziris, added 

more proof and details about how Indian traders were part 

of this big network. 

Methodology 

This research paper mainly uses a simple qualitative and 

historical type of study to look at the old sea trade between 

the Roman Empire and ancient India. The main idea is to 

understand how both sides exchanged goods and culture 

during that time. The work is mostly based on reading and 

joining together many old and new sources, so that a full 

picture can be made about that period. The primary or 

original sources are the main base of this study. As we all 

know, some important Greco-Roman books like Periplus 

Maris Erythraei, Natural History by Pliny the Elder, and 

Geography by Strabo give us useful details about ports, 

trade routes, items, and how people looked at business in 

those times. I have studied these writings carefully to 

understand how trade actually worked. Along with that, the 

study also includes archaeological findings from Indian 

sites such as Arikamedu and Pattanam where many Roman 

objects like coins, amphorae, glass, and fine pottery have 

been found. In the same way, Indian items like pottery, 

beads, textiles, and inscriptions were also discovered at 

Roman ports like Berenike and Myos Hormos. These 

things clearly show that trade was active both ways. The 

Tamil-Brahmi writing found in Egypt and the spread of 

Roman coins in many parts of India also tell us about the 

size and importance of this trade connection. 
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Charting the Course to the East 

The Indian Ocean slowly changed from being just a place 

for local coastal trade to a big route for long-distance sea 

business. This change happened because of many things 

working together — government-supported ports and 

roads, good knowledge of navigation, and already strong 

trade centres in India. All these made the system very 

smooth and regular for many years. The base of this Indo-

Roman trade was actually in Egypt under Roman rule. The 

two main ports, Myos Hormos and Berenice, were very 

important. They were not just small coastal points but the 

main ends of a big supply line that joined the Red Sea to 

the Mediterranean economy. Goods from all over the 

Roman world were first brought to Alexandria, then moved 

up the Nile to Coptos. From there, camels carried them 

through the dry desert to reach the Red Sea ports. The 

Romans made this route strong by keeping the old 

Ptolemaic system of resting stations with water tanks and 

soldiers for safety. Old records found on pottery pieces 

show how valuable items like shipbuilding wood were 

moved with even army guards. Excavations in Myos 

Hormos and Berenice also prove these ports were full of 

activity. Many things like imported goods, old ship parts, 

lead sheets, pitch, and wooden pieces were found. This 

clearly shows that these ports were not only for trade but 

also worked as main places for ship repair and making, 

which helped the sea trade grow for centuries. 

The "Discovery" of Hippalus 

In the early times, the Roman people had already made 

strong roads and ports, which helped in starting sea trade. 

But actually, what opened the Indian Ocean routes was not 

only the Roman system, but the deep understanding of the 

wind that blows there. The old sailors slowly learned how 

to use the monsoon winds, which as we all know, blow 

from the southwest to India in summer and from the 

northeast to Africa in winter. This simple but powerful idea 

changed everything for them. Before that, people used to 

sail near the land, which took very long and was full of 

danger. After they understood the monsoon, they could 

directly cross the sea. Ancient writers like Pliny the Elder 

and the unknown author of Periplus Maris Erythraei 

mentioned one navigator called Hippalus, who is said to 

have found this sea route around the 1st century BCE. 

Many scholars believe that this knowledge may have come 

from Indian or Arabian sailors, but still, it became a big 

turning point in sea travel. With this, ships could reach 

India from the Red Sea in around forty days, and even go 

back within the same year. This made trade faster, safer, 

and more regular. It was not just random voyages 

anymore—it became a proper trade system. When Roman 

ships came to India, they did not find empty beaches. They 

reached busy ports already full of traders and markets. 

These were well-organized emporia that linked the sea 

trade to big kingdoms inside the country. The Periplus 

mentions many such ports, and now archaeologists have 

also found proof of them. On the western coast, there was 

Barbaricum near the Indus River, and a very famous port 

called Barygaza (today’s Bharuch in Gujarat). This port 

was an important link for the Indo-Scythians and 

Satavahanas. More to the south, in Kerala, there was 

Muziris — one of the richest ports known in that time. It 

was ruled by the Chera dynasty, and as we find in both 

Roman writings and Tamil Sangam poems, it was full of 

big foreign ships called Yavana vessels. They came loaded 

with gold and went back with black pepper, which was a 

major product from our land. On the eastern side, near 

Tamil Nadu, there was another port called Arikamedu, 

which is believed to be the same as Poduke mentioned in 

the Periplus. It was an active place for making and selling 

goods, connected not only to Rome but also to Southeast 

Asia. When we look at all this together, we can see how the 

Romans, the monsoon knowledge, and the Indian ports 

made a complete system that joined many parts of the 

world. It was not just trade between two countries; it was 

an early kind of global network. Everything worked in an 

organized way — from the routes and winds to the ports 
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and markets. A famous document called the Muziris 

Papyrus, from the 2nd century CE, even shows how trade 

was done using written contracts, loans, and money 

systems. This shows how advanced that time was, not 

simple exchange of goods as many think. This sea network 

joined different people, cultures, and laws into one big 

working system. In a way, it was the beginning of what we 

now call economic globalization, and it all started with the 

winds of the Indian Ocean and the wisdom of those who 

learned to sail with them. 

A Balance Sheet of Empires 

The Indo-Roman maritime trade was very special and also 

a bit unequal in many ways. The Roman Empire, which 

was very rich and full of luxury-loving people, had a big 

craze for the beautiful things coming from the East. India, 

on the other hand, was the main supplier of such goods, and 

in return we mostly got gold and silver from them. This 

exchange made both sides connected for a long time, but it 

also showed how India gave more in quality goods while 

Rome mostly sent money and a few items. From India, the 

goods that went to Rome were mostly luxury things, small 

in size but very costly. The Roman elite wanted such things 

to show their status and taste. Among all these, spices were 

the most famous. Especially black pepper from the 

Malabar Coast—it was said in those days that pepper was 

worth its weight in gold. There are even records like the 

Muziris Papyrus showing huge loads of pepper being 

shipped. Other spices like cinnamon, malabathrum, and 

nard were also exported. These were used for perfumes and 

medicines in Rome. Indian textiles also played a big part. 

Our cottons, fine muslins, and even silk cloths (which 

sometimes came from China through India) were loved for 

their beauty and bright colours. Many Roman women from 

high society were fond of Indian fabrics and clothes. Then 

came the trade in precious materials. India was known for 

gems like diamonds and sapphires, and pearls from the 

Gulf of Mannar were very popular. These pearls came from 

the Pandya region. Ivory from elephants was also sent to 

Rome, and even an Indian ivory statue was found in 

Pompeii after the Vesuvius eruption. Things like tortoise 

shell were used for decoration, and sometimes even wild 

animals like tigers, elephants, and snakes were sent to 

Rome for their grand shows and processions. In return, the 

Romans mostly sent gold and silver coins. These coins, 

known as aurei and denarii, are still found in large numbers 

in South India, especially in the lands of the Chera, Chola, 

and Pandya kingdoms. Many people melted them for local 

use, and in some places they were even used as money. 

Other than coins, some Roman goods also came to India. 

Fine Italian wine was one, which the rich Indians enjoyed. 

Archaeologists have found the wine jars called amphorae 

in sites like Arikamedu, and even Tamil poems talk about 

it. They also sent glass items, red pottery called Arretine 

ware, and metals like lead, tin, and copper. Coral was 

another thing they sent from the Mediterranean, and in 

India it was believed to have good and protective powers. 

As one Roman writer, Pliny the Elder, said, coral was as 

precious to Indian men as pearls were to Roman women. 

Prosperity and Predicament 

The long and steady sea trade between ancient Rome and 

India brought big changes for both sides, though in very 

different ways. In India, the coming of Roman money and 

goods created a time of fast economic growth and helped 

many rulers to grow stronger. For Rome, this same trade 

led to a lot of talk about luxury, moral values, and how such 

spending might affect their empire’s economy. In ancient 

India, especially in the Deccan and southern parts, this 

trade became a very strong reason for prosperity. The 

Satavahana kings in the Deccan and the Tamil rulers like 

the Cheras, Pandyas, and Cholas got a lot of wealth from 

Roman gold and silver. This can still be seen through 

archaeological findings like new urban centres, port cities, 

coins, and beautiful handmade goods such as fine textiles 

and glass beads. The Roman connection did not start 
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everything new but rather joined with India’s already 

active local trade system. The money from coastal ports 

moved deep inside the country, improving the life and 

income of many towns and villages. Many merchants and 

rich people also used their earnings for religious donations. 

Buddhist monasteries located on trade routes in western 

Maharashtra received huge gifts from such traders. For 

example, the famous cave temple at Karle was built with 

help from a merchant named Bhutapāla. These monasteries 

became not only spiritual centres but also acted as resting 

places and safe spots for traders, even working as small 

economic hubs in those days. From the Roman side, the 

opinion about this trade was not so positive. Though the 

empire and its traders made big profits, some Roman 

thinkers and leaders felt worried. The historian Pliny the 

Elder, in his book Natural History, complained that India, 

China, and Arabia were taking away around 100 million 

sesterces every year from Rome. He said this was because 

of “our luxuries and our women,” showing how people in 

Rome blamed their own habits for the loss of wealth. Many 

later called this the “drain of specie,” meaning gold and 

silver were leaving Rome and not coming back. But many 

scholars now say Pliny was not only talking about 

economics but also about culture and morals. His words 

show how the old Roman people were afraid that too much 

luxury and foreign taste would spoil their traditional way 

of life. Still, Rome was not helpless. The government 

supported and even benefited from this trade. The goods 

that came through Egypt were taxed heavily, sometimes up 

to 25%, giving huge income to the empire. Also, these 

luxury goods were not useless—they were a part of the 

Roman social system, used by the rich to show power and 

status. So, while gold was flowing out, the empire got back 

value in many other ways, both through taxes and the pride 

of its elite. In the end, the trade with India was not a real 

loss for Rome, but rather a complicated exchange that 

helped both sides grow in their own unique ways. 

The long and active sea trade between India and the Roman 

world was not only about buying and selling goods or gold. 

It also became a strong way to share new ideas, skills, art, 

and even people between both sides. Because of this, a kind 

of cultural mixing happened, which left a deep mark on 

both Indian and Roman societies. We can clearly see this 

from many old findings in archaeology. For example, at 

Arikamedu on the Coromandel Coast, many Roman things 

like amphorae (used for wine), fine red pottery, glass items, 

and lamps have been found. These things show that 

Romans traded a lot with India, and the Indian people, 

especially the rich ones, started using such items as 

symbols of style and high status. But this exchange was not 

just one way. At the Roman port of Berenike near the Red 

Sea, researchers found many Indian objects too. Things 

like Indian-made pottery, cotton cloth with Z-spun thread, 

and thousands of beads were discovered there. The most 

surprising part is that one broken pot had Tamil-Brahmi 

letters written on it, and even a small statue of Buddha was 

found in a temple area of the Egyptian goddess Isis. This 

tells us that Indian traders and travelers actually lived there, 

bringing with them their own language, religion, and 

traditions. Such findings show how people from both 

regions met, shared, and created a connection that still 

remains important in our understanding of ancient India’s 

contact with the outside world. Perhaps one of the most 

beautiful and meaningful examples of cultural mixing in 

our history can be seen in the rise of Gandhara art. This 

style of art grew between the 1st and 5th centuries CE in 

the northwestern part of India, mainly under the Kushan 

Empire. The region was an important point for both sea and 

land trade, so naturally, many cultures met and exchanged 

ideas there. Gandhara art is special because it shows how 

Indian and Greco-Roman styles came together. The artists 

there were among the first to make statues of the Buddha 

in human form. They used ideas from classical Western art 

— for example, the Buddha was shown with calm, Apollo-

like face features, wavy hair, and clothes that looked like a 

Roman toga. Many small details like cherubs, garlands, 
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tritons, centaurs, and vine designs also came from Roman 

art.  

Conclusion 

The sea trade between the Roman Empire and ancient 

India, from around the 1st century BCE to 3rd century CE, 

is one of the most interesting parts of our early history. As 

we all know, the Indian Ocean was not just a side route 

compared to the Silk Road. It was actually the main path 

that connected the two great worlds — Rome and India. 

The Roman control over Egypt, along with their 

understanding of monsoon winds, made the sea journey 

much easier. On the Indian side, our kingdoms had already 

built strong trading systems and ports. Together, all these 

things made a big network of trade that linked people, 

goods, and cultures across long distances. Because of this 

trade, big changes happened in both economies. In our 

country, India became more prosperous during this time. 

Roman gold coins came in large numbers, which helped 

cities grow and money use increase. Rulers like the 

Satavahanas, Cheras, Pandyas, and Cholas became 

stronger because of this wealth. For the Romans, Indian 

goods like spices, pearls, and fine cloth became very 

popular among rich people. The Roman government also 

earned heavy taxes from this trade. But at the same time, 

some Romans started to complain that too much gold was 

going out of their country, and it might spoil their simple 

lifestyle. It was not only trade. There was also a lot of 

cultural sharing between the two sides. Archaeologists 

have found many Roman objects in South India, and Indian 

things have been discovered in Egyptian ports too. This 

shows that people were traveling, not just goods. Because 

of this connection, new art styles appeared. One famous 

example is the Gandhara art, which clearly shows both 

Indian and Western influence. It is a fine example of how 

two great cultures met and created something new that still 

remains a part of our shared history. 
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