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Roman-Inspired Portraits on Coins and Clay Bullae from Odisha

Shreemanti Laha

he reciprocal relationship of trade,

exchange, and cultural interaction
between the ancient Graeco-Romans and
Indians is an important part of Indian
maritime history. On the eastern seaboard,
Odisha has a plethora of evidence of Indian
commercial (both direct and indirect)
contact with the Western world, China, and
South-East Asia. Besides other artefacts,
numismatic evidence and bullae play an
extremely important role in understanding
the nature of trade and exchange.

Explorations and excavations in

Odisha have brought to light numerous
archaeological findings from ports,
exchanges, and trade centres, Fig.1. Sila
Tripati and Rudraprasad Behrain their
research have pointed out evidences of
such cultural interactions. This evidence include terracotta Roman bullae with Roman portraits,
lamps, amphorae shreds, and rouletted ware unearthed from excavated sites like Sisupalgarh,
Manikpatna, Palur, Radhanagarand Talapada on the eastern coast (Tripati 2015).
Sisupalgarh (20°13'30 north, and 85°51'30 east), is one of the
most prominent early historic urban centres, and is located
about 1.5 miles to the south-east of the temple city and the
capital of Odisha, Bhubaneswar. One gold coin with pendant
hole and suspension loop is quite significant and attracts our
attention among thirty-one coins from the site, Fig.2.

Fig.1: Map of ancient ports with Roman artefacts, Odisha

Fig.2: Gold hybrid pendant, Sisupalgarh. Courtesy: Lal

Obverse: King standing to left with peaked helmet and suit of male, making an offering with the
right hand over altar; long spear in the left hand.

Legend: /Ma] [hara] ja- ra [ja] dhasa Dhamadamadhara [sa]

Reverse: Head of Augustus

Legend: HAIEAL ZNAI

Size: 82”

Weight: 5.20 gm

The condition of the coin pendant is fairly good. What is interesting is that on one side the imitation
coin has a Kushana device and on the other, it has a Roman prototype bearing the head of a male

Jiiana Pravaha 165 Research Journal No. XXVIII



resembling the portrait of Augustus. It was used as a pendant as it has two holes. It was carefully
minted to keep the alignment of both the obverse and the reverse in a 12 o'clock position. Hence, the
Kushana prototype of the king conducting a sacrifice at an altar is also properly aligned to have the
standing king in the correct position when worn as a pendant. What is intriguing is the addition of the
suspension loop which is not a common feature in the Indian subcontinent; rather, South-East Asian
pendants commonly depict such suspension loops. Thus, this oblong coil of gold wire for suspension
may be considered a typical South-East Asian feature.

This coin-pendant was first reported in the Sisupalgarh excavation report by B.B. Lal who
correctly identified it as a hybrid coin with Kushana and Roman devices on either side. However, he
considers the Kushana side as the obverse and the Roman side as the reverse, but we are not sure
about it. Lal also mentions 'the weight of the gold coin'is 5.20 gm (Lal 1949, 64- 66). But we should
remember that this weight also includes the tubular loop attached to the pendant.

The main reason for mentioning this coin pendant as Roman-inspired is its hybridity. One side
ofitimitates a Roman bust which can be identified as inspired by Augustus's coinage but the legend here
is gibberish. The other side of the coin is a prototype of a Kushana device with a Brahmi legend. The
attempt to read the Brahmi legend on the Kushana-inspired side is futile as it is a meaningless copy of
the original legend. A.S. Altekar mentions that the combination of the Kushana motif and Roman bust is
unique. In this case, we have to remember that Kujala Kadphises issued coins imitating Roman bust
inspired Augustus' bust on the obverse and a deity on the reverse (Khan and Ullah 2023, 164). We should
also consider a very famous hybrid Roman / Kushan pendant from Pakistan, displayed in the gallery of
the British Museum, as an example of a Romano-Kushan hybrid, Fig.3. The obverse features the

portrait head coin designs of Constantine
l the Great, whereas the reverse
1 interestingly depicts the figure of the
Goddess Ardochsho, holding a
Cornucopia (British Museum, OR.5200).
Though not all scholars agree that the
pendant is a Kushano-Roman hybrid.
According to Emilia Smagur and Joe
Cribb, the Sisupalgarh pendant is a hybrid
of Roman on one side and representation of
Mars on the other side (Smagur 2022, 171-
172).
Although the pendant from Sisupalgarh
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. 8 was mentioned by B. B. Lal and Altekar as
Fig.3: Constantine I: Ardochsho hybrid coin pendant from British Museum gallery. a coin. its function was not that of an
2

Courtesy: British Museum: Photo clicked by author . . . .
official medium of exchange. First, it was a

pendant and second, it was a strange hybrid creation. Brigitte Borell discusses such hybrid pendants
from South-East Asia. One of the pendants from southern India, Fig.4, has a similar pendant hole and a
suspension loop, however, the pendant holes have been purposefully closed.

This issue has been discussed by Susmita Basu Majumdar in arecent article (Basu Majumdar
2023, 207-16). She recently argued that the functions of pendant holes and tubular loops were
different, as were their implications. Both Borell (2014, 7-33) and Basu Majumdar are of the opinion
that the use of such suspension loops was specific to South-East Asian pendants. Taking a cue from
Borell and Basu Majumdar, we would like to indicate that the suspension loop in our pendant
indicates Sisupalgarh's linkage with South-East Asia, especially in those areas where such pendants
have been reported.

Besides these coins, a few clay bullae have also been unearthed from the site of Sisupalgarh.
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Here, we will discuss the clay bullae which bear
human portraits (head/bust) on them.

The first clay bulla shows the bust of a
person with very prominent indigenous features;
the headgear is also very distinct, Fig.5. The second
bulla also shows the portrait of a person, and 'ta ra'
in Brahmi script, in the upper-right corner above
the head, but the features of the head seem different
than the first one, Fig.6.The third bulla with a
human bust from the site of Sisupalgarh is unique.
The facial feature here are completely different ] fE A NI N RS AN
from the previous iterations. The headgear and the Fig.4: Roman-inspired pendant from Sisupalgarh
ornaments are also very distinct, Fig.7. Courtesy: Ashutosh Museum, Kolkata
Interestingly, all the bullae from Sisupalgarh are cast from single moulds and have a flat back,
occasionally with finger impressions.

The excavators of Sisupalgarh, consider the bullae with portraits to be “Clay imitations of
Roman coins” (Lal 1949, 101). But if we observe the facial features carefully, these are typically
indigenous and not inspired by Roman busts. Monica L. Smith also agrees that the influence of the
facial features of the bullae can be traced in the bullae and coins with busts by various contemporary
indigenous rulers (Smith 2015, 35-36). In addition, Emilia Smagur opined that the amalgamation of
indigenous elements into the iconography of the Roman coin imitations, copies and and bullae can
also be observed (Smagur 2022, 231-240). Recently, Basu Majumdar detailed a coin from Khlong
Thom, Thailand, which portrays the combination of a Satavahana-inspired bust on one side and a
Roman-inspired bust on the other. Thus, it is a double obverse coin which is unique, though its
function was not that of a coin as Basu Majumdar argues (Basu Majumdar 2023, 209). Other bullae
with human portraits with localized features, have alsobeen unearthed from different archaeological
sites in the subcontinent (Smagur 2018, 4) (Suresh, S. 2004, 14-150).

Another important site, Kankia(Lat. 20°41' Long. 86°11"), locally known as Radhanagar, is
about 90 km to the north of Bhubaneswar, Odisha (Patnaik 2014, 88-97). According to Sunil Kumar
Patnaik, this settlement thrived between c. fourth-third century BCE to c. fourth-fifth century CE,
and again, was sporadically revived from the early medieval period, i.e. from seventh-eighth to the

Fig.5: Sisupalgarh Bulla 1 Fig.6: Sisupalgarh Bulla 2 Fig.7: Sisupalgarh Bulla 3
Courtesy: Lal Courtesy: Lal Courtesy: Lal

thirteenth-fourteenth century CE. Numerous artefacts including approximately fifty coins and many
terracotta bullae, figurines, ornaments, and tablets have been excavated from the site of Radhanagar.
Three bullae from the Kankia excavation are significant for the present context as they bear portraits
on them.
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The first bulla, Fig.8, from the OIMSEAS
Collection of Kankia (Radhanagar) artefacts, is
mentioned as a Roman clay bulla by the
excavators'. Though it is inspired by Roman
coinage, the facial features of the portrait;
especially the eye, has a distinct indigenous form.
In the absence of headgear, a legend, or other
specific features of a Roman bust, it would not to
be prudent to identify it as a Roman bulla. The
present author would like to identify it as a Roman-  Courtesy:http://nmma. e Fbimo ot
inspired local bulla.

We shall now discuss the other two bullae with portraits on them, also unearthed from the site
of Radhanagar. One of them has a clear depiction of a human portrait on it. This bulla can also be
identified, based on features as a Roman-inspired local bulla. The third bulla also has a portrait on it
butis quite corroded.

Odisha probably did not engage in direct maritime contact with the Roman world, but
Numerous artefacts unearthed from excavations and explorations here indicate indirect Roman
contact. This might be due to the participation of local traders in the so-called Indo-Roman trade
(Behra 1998, 954-955). The pendants as well as the imitation coins turned into pendants are unique
and need a fresh assessment and appraisal. Basu Majumdar has pointed towards these being used as
trade tokens by merchants. If so, then this is direct evidence of the involvement of the merchants
from Odisha in the Indo-Roman trade network. One must remember that Odisha was famous for its
elephants, and hence this region would have provided ivory to the Roman traders which was in huge
demand in the Western world. This is a preliminary work to bring together the portrait-type coins and
clay bullae under one umbrella to indicate a common, if not similar functionality of both; however
further work in this area is still needed.

g.8: Radhana]%ar Bulla 1

etail.do?refld=1243422&state=OR

Endnote

! The excavation was started in January 2011 and continued up to June 2013. Prof. S. Pradhan, Prof. K.K. Basa, Prof.
R.N. Singh, Dr. S. Acharya, Sri A.K. Patel & Dr. J.K. Patnaik along with Research scholars of Banaras Hindu University
and Utkal University extended their helping hand during the excavation.
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