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Tamilnadu coast is spotted with several ancient ports. An inland investigation was carried 
out along the southern Tamilnadu coast and found veral primitive ports near Nagarcoil 
and in Rameswaram Island which include Puttan Thurai, Mana Kudi and Ariyagundur. 
The study was carried out at renowned ports at Korkoi, Alagankulam, Tranquebar and 
Poompuhar. Presently, Korkai and Alagankulam are situated far locality while remaining 
ports are situated right on the coasts and partially submerged under the ocean. An attempt 
has been made by the researcher to understand the present state of art of the ancient ports 
and conceivable reasons for shoreline changes at few places on the southern Tamilnadu 
coast. 
KEYWORDS: Tamilnadu, Ancient Ports, Submerged, Shoreline Changes. 
Introduction 
 
Introduction: A noteworthy volume of work has been carried on ancient oceanic 
activities of Tamilnadu, which is lined by the Bay of Bengal Sea from the east and India 
Ocean from the south. Entire Tamilnadu coast is spotted with several ancient ports. One 
of the wealthiest ancient literatures, generally known as Sangam literature preserved in 
Tamilnadu, gives an ample historical account on oceanic trade and commerce prior to the 
Christian era. The Sangam literature mentions about colonies of foreign traders at 
Poompuhar which was one of the important prehistoric Cholacapital port town. Greek 
merchants in Tamil India were known as Yavanas (Pillay, 1968:114). The references of 
Tamil literature are exceptionally very much supported by archeological finding at 
number of coastal sites where a large number of Roman coins (Sewell, 1904) and 
different artifacts of Mediterranean origin have been exposed.  
 
Around early medieval period when Buddhism was on prevalent, Tamilnadu played a 
significant part in oceanic relations with Southeast Asian countries. Presently, the ancient 
port towns are found either exceptionally far in neighborhood or submerged in the ocean. 
To have an appropriate location of these sites in respect to the distance from the ocean 
and to asses the amount of destruction of an archeological site by the ocean, a coastal 
investigation was carried out in southern Tamilnadu coast. Hence an attempt has been 
made by the researcher to understand the state of art and the findings from the ancient 
seaports and conceivable reasons for their decline. 
 
A number of archaeological sites belonging to Sangam Period (3rd Century BC to 3rd 
Century AD) are located along the coast of Tamilnadu and they had maritime relations 
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with Roman World. In order to seek the possibility of extension of marine archaeological 
explorations of Tamilnadu coast, Poompuhar, Tranquebar, Alagankulam, Periyapattanam, 
Korkai, Puttan Thurai, Mana Kudi, Rameswaram Island, Ariyagundurplaces were 
selected and second hand information was collected. 

 
Figure 1 Ancient portlocated along the coast of Tamilnadu 

Source: Retrieved from google maps 
 

Poompuhar  
 
Poompuhar a standout amongst the most prominent ancient Chola port played an 
essential part in maritime history of Tamilnadu specially, during Sangam period. 
Poompuhar or Kaveripoompattinam is situated at the point where the river Kaveri joins 
the Bay of Bengal. Sangam period texts such as Silappatikaram, Pattinapalai and later 
ones including Manimekhalai, Ahananaru distinctively depicts Poompuhar as the capital 
port city of the Early Cholas. The Manimekhalai references that the Chola King had lost 
his son and in his great grief he forgot to celebrate the annual Indra festival. This 
incensed the goddess Manimekhalai who caused the city to be swallowed by the ocean. 
In spite of the fact that the reference is just to an extraordinary occurrence, it might be 
taken as an echo of some actual sea erosion of high tsunami that lashed the city. 
 
Land unearthing’s at Poompuhar brought to light two structures which have been 
portrayed as Warves (Rao, 1987, Athiyaman, 1991) possible on ancient channel of river 
Kaveri. However, the discoveries from offshore investigation recommend that a part of 
residence has been submerged in the sea at least at 8 m water depth. In the event that it is 
so then ancient shoreline might be situated about far offshore (Sundaresh et. al.1997) and 
these structure will be around 8 - 10 m above msl during Sangam period and therefore, 
appears to be used as an inlet for storing  water in a mud bank store instead of the dock. 
Marine archeological investigations have been carried out around Poompuhar region and 
the observations made on the coastal monuments and other discoveries are exposed 
below. 



Online International Interdiscipli

 

 w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N  2 2 4 9

 
A brick structure of 1.2 m height
zone of Poompuhar. Based on the brick 
roughly early century of the Christian p
shows a human habitation followed by a land ward migration 
1993). Four brick structures
Kaveri mouth situated at 60m to
stand in north south direction
22x 13 x 6 cm proposing Danish period (17
and at Vanagiri were 
fresh water. The Masalamani 
presently under danger of obliteration. Around half of the structure has just been 
devastated and submerged in the ocean. The 
lintels and pillars. This is a clear 
the most recent 900 years.

Figure 2  Poompuhar:  11000 years old port  
rings Exposed in the intertidal zone at Poompuhar
 
Source: Retrieved from google image

Tranquebar / Tarangambadi

The earliest habitation   in Tranquebar goes back to
and proceeded till today. 
period during low tides and sell
wave action on the coastal section. 
 
A Siva temple of Chola period is presently the 
sea has already destroyed more than 50% and likely to surround the entire temple in 
future. This temple was also built with bricks and stones. Even during low tide about 
25% of the temple remains in the sea and this is yet another instance of an advancing 
shoreline. The remains of Dutch fort have been submerged in the sea
m far from the present day shoreline. This is 
wells of Danish period can be seen at the zone. Also a few different structures can be
seen during low tide.There are also evidences in Tranquebar about the de
modern houses due to what encroachment of the sea in the recent past.
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A brick structure of 1.2 m height, 1.2m width and 4 m length discovered
. Based on the brick size (36 x 18 x 6 cm) this structure dates to 

roughly early century of the Christian period. The present area (intertidal zone) clearly 
habitation followed by a land ward migration of the

1993). Four brick structures with a width of 3.4 m are noticeable in low tide zone off 
Kaveri mouth situated at 60m toward the ocean and at lm water depth. These structures 
stand in north south direction in a line with an aggregate length of 25 m. The b

oposing Danish period (17th century AD). The ring
and at Vanagiri were noticed during low tide. These ring-wells were 

Masalamani temple at Vanagiri dated approximately to 
under danger of obliteration. Around half of the structure has just been 

devastated and submerged in the ocean. The temple was built with brick walls, stone 
lintels and pillars. This is a clear proof to demonstrate the progress of 
the most recent 900 years. 

Figure 2  Poompuhar:  11000 years old port  Figure 3 Terracotta ring well with three 
in the intertidal zone at Poompuhar 

urce: Retrieved from google image 

/ Tarangambadi 

earliest habitation   in Tranquebar goes back to later Chola period (ninth century AD) 
and proceeded till today. Local people gather the coins of Chola, Dutch and Danish 

low tides and sell them.Probably these coins are being extracted by the 
wave action on the coastal section.  

temple of Chola period is presently the potential target of Tranquebar 
sea has already destroyed more than 50% and likely to surround the entire temple in 
future. This temple was also built with bricks and stones. Even during low tide about 
25% of the temple remains in the sea and this is yet another instance of an advancing 
shoreline. The remains of Dutch fort have been submerged in the sea
m far from the present day shoreline. This is partly exposed during low tide. Two brick 

of Danish period can be seen at the zone. Also a few different structures can be
There are also evidences in Tranquebar about the de

modern houses due to what encroachment of the sea in the recent past.
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There are also evidences in Tranquebar about the destruction of 
modern houses due to what encroachment of the sea in the recent past. 
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A mid seventeenth century 
Museum at Tranquebar. It demonstrates a total a
shoreline. Careful investigations of the map recommend
was well protected by a seaward fort wall, and (ii) the Siva temple was sufficiently land 
ward within the fort wall. 
least 50 m far from the fort wall and temple situated
shoreline. This insight
around 300 m in the last 
year. 
 

 
Figure 5Partly collapsed Masilamani 

Source: Retrieved from google image

Alagankulam 

A famous ancient port town at Alagankulam is 
on thebank of river Vaiga
is joining with sea which could 
used for plying the boats. No literary references have been noticed 
in Sangam literature or in foreign notices (Kasinathan, 1992). There is a 
(McCrindle, 1885) me
this place. It is said that this town is 
be of Rameswaram area
for a manufacture of muslin
late Roman  period (around  
in Amphorae  jars and  other goods had come here (Raman, 1988). Apart from Pandyan 
and punch marked coins a few 
found here (Kasinathan, 
 
Another important discovery
Gangetic India in early centuries of Christian era (Kasinathan, 1992). Archaeological 
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A mid seventeenth century map of Tranquebar has been exhibited
Museum at Tranquebar. It demonstrates a total arrangement of the town along with 

Careful investigations of the map recommend that, (i) the Tranquebar town 
was well protected by a seaward fort wall, and (ii) the Siva temple was sufficiently land 
ward within the fort wall. It is assessed that during the 17thcentury

m far from the fort wall and temple situated around 250 
insight unequivocally recommends that the shoreline has transgressed 

in the last 300 years encroaching at a normal rate of one meter for every 

Partly collapsed Masilamani Temple found in the intertidal zone at Tranquebar

urce: Retrieved from google image 

port town at Alagankulam is situated about 3 kms from the shoreline 
on thebank of river Vaigai. Presently, a channel which is about two km from ancient site 

sea which could have been near to the site in bygone ag
used for plying the boats. No literary references have been noticed 

ature or in foreign notices (Kasinathan, 1992). There is a 
(McCrindle, 1885) mentioned in Geography of Ptolemy, which could be 

is place. It is said that this town is located around Orgalic Gulf, which is suggested to 
ameswaram area (McCrindle, 1885). It is said that it is lying inland

of muslin adorned with small pearls. It was very active port during the 
period (around  3rd-4th century AD) and Roman ships l

in Amphorae  jars and  other goods had come here (Raman, 1988). Apart from Pandyan 
marked coins a few Roman coins datable between AD 383

found here (Kasinathan, 1992).  

important discoveryof a few fine sherds of NBP suggests its 
India in early centuries of Christian era (Kasinathan, 1992). Archaeological 
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emple found in the intertidal zone at Tranquebar 

3 kms from the shoreline 
Presently, a channel which is about two km from ancient site 

in bygone age must have been 
used for plying the boats. No literary references have been noticed about this town either 

ature or in foreign notices (Kasinathan, 1992). There is a word Argeirou 
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ships laden with their wine 
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gests its contact with 
India in early centuries of Christian era (Kasinathan, 1992). Archaeological 
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excavations at Algankulam yielded a rouletted sherd bearing the figure of the ship on the 
shoulder portion (Kasinathan, 1997). The figure is very similar to that found at Ostia a 
Roman period port. It therefore, suggests that Alagankulam had active trade contacts with 
Roman world and foreign Writers must have noticed it. There are also evidences on the 
exploitation of marine resources. 
 
A mooring stone of sandstone was detected near the shore. It was exposed up to 75 cm 
and two square holes were perceived. Near to shore a British period ware house was 
noticed. The distance between ancient site and present shoreline clearly suggest a very 
little shifting of shoreline. Fisher-men towards the south of Alagankulamwaters 
alsoreported a shipwreck. As per the present location of the site, it is suggested that the 
boats at this place were coming by a river channel, which is existed about 2 km south of 
this site.So far the coastline is concerned there is no noteworthy difference in shoreline in 
most recent 2000 years. 

Figure 4 Excavations at Alagankulam;Source: Retrieved from google image 

Periyapattanam 

The villagePeriyapattanam is situated about 20 km southeast of Ramanathapuram in 
Tamilnadu.  
The early engraving of tenth century called this as Parakirmapattinam and later as 
Pauthiramanikkapattinam till AD 1199 (Rajan, 1988). The Ceylon chronicle articulates 
that Sri Lankan general Jagathvijayan invaded and caught the fort of Parakirmapattinam 
which had three sustained walls (Aiyangar, 1921). An expansive amount of 
ceramiccollectedduring excavation, which is datable to 13th-14thcentury AD. The coins of 
Chola, Pandya and Madurai were also discovered from this site. The antiquity of place 
endorses that Periapattinam was previously a prospering port especially in the 12th – 14th 
century AD. Recently a stone near to the place Kappalaru was noticed near this place 
(Jaykumar and Athiyaman, 1999) which is situated between present village and ocean. 
The name and geographical component propose that this river probably been once 
connected with the ocean by a channel through which ships must have been navigated to 
this port. The literary evidence and archeological finding demonstrate that this port 
served as animportant trading station of Arabs and Chinese during the medieval period. 
Thepresent location of site and reservoir suggest that a lot of sedimentation has taken 
place in this area, because now there is no connection with sea and it is about 3-4 km 
interior. Small dunes can be noticed all along the coast in this area.  
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Korkai  

This ancient site is situated at the mouth of the Tambraparani. The site is referred in the 
early Tamil Sangam literature and also specified in the notification of the traditional 
geographers as an essential port for pearl fishery. Korkai was an important for pearl 
fishery is confirmed by the find of innumerable pearl oysters in the different levels of the 
site. 
 
Kolkhoi, an emporium portrayed by Ptolemy (McCrindle, 1885 :57) and an emporium of 
the pearl trade, mentioned by the author of the Periplus of  Erythreanean Sea (McCrindle, 
1879), as situated on the seacoast. The site has been recognized with present Korkai 
which is situated 7 kms inland. McCrindle says (1879) that "originally Korkai was 
situated on the sea coast and later the sea regressed and it was not suitable for carrying 
out trade ". Presently, Korkai is situated around 25 km south of Tuticorin and around 7 
km from the shoreline. This was the ancient capital of Pandya King. The detection at the 
site revealed the evidence on the trade between India and Mediterranean countries in 3rd 
century BC to 3rdcentury AD. At present, there is no trace of any channel close-by, which 
connects the site with ocean. In this case shoreline has been retreated and primary reason 
for the same may the sediment deposition 
 
Puttan Thurai  
 
The village is located around 25 km southwest of Nagarcoil town. A church that was built 
in 1901 was made at a place where an ancient temple was existed. In front of the church 
four 
stones forming a square and having one hole deeply buried were noticed.These could be 
either mooring stone or anchor. Here a river is joining at the sea, which could have used 
for plying the boats. Nothing significant was observed here presently.  
 
Rameswaram Island 
 
Northeast shore of the island was studied where the Department of Archeology, 
Government of Tamil Nadu, as of late found an archeological site. They have also 
recouped 10thcentury copper Buddha figures and one stone statue perhaps of little 
earlydate. The archeological site is spread more than 2 km along the coast and badly 
damaged by the ocean. The ocean waves are thrashing the area. A large number of 
potsherds deposits are available in this site for a long period. The location of the site 
recommends that this site must have served as safer harbor in ancient days. The 
revelation of Chinese stoneware recommends trade relations with east. Here a clear 
indication of advancement of shoreline.  
 
Ariyagundur (in Rameswaram Island) 
 
Ancient site is situated around 5 km of northeast of Rameswaram temple. The 
Department of  
Archaeology, Government of Tamilnadu had collected a stone Buddha figure and one 
Bronze Buddha head recently. The site is extending along the shore more than one km 
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and 2 to 3 deposit of human settlement was observed. It is difficult to suggest the earliest 
date of the habitation yet the discovery of Chinese pottery from surface recommends the 
latest habitation of 10th – 11th century AD. The location of the site recommends that it 
could have served an exceptionally safe harbor. The lowest habitation may be far from 
the shore in early period but presently it is touching with sea during high tides, which 
suggest that shoreline moving landward.  
 
Conclusion  

Onshore investigation has recommended a tremendous potential for the submerged 
exploration all along thecoast of Tamilnadu. There are lots of possibilities to find 
archeological destinations submerged in the ocean between Poompuhar and Tranquebar 
and may be ancient shipwrecks in different places. There is a clearindication about the 
advancement of shoreline between Poompuhar and Tranquebar while south-ward the 
shorelinehas relapsed significantly, which led to the neglect of ancient ports. 
Furtherdetailed work at these places will be exceptionally potential formarine 
archaeology. 
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