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Abstract 

South India occupies a pride of place in the history of India from time in memorial. The Contact between South India and 

South East Asia had a long and strong relation during the course of atleast 2000 years. In this paper, attention is focused on the 

interaction between South India and South East Asian Countries towards their Commercial, Cultural, Architectural, Religious and the 

Aesthetic aspect of life. Countries such as Thailand, Malay Peninsula, Cambodia, Siam, Vietnam and Loas bear the testimony to the 

South Indian Cultural touch. 
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It is intended to incorporate certain 

developments that took place on the domain of 

archaeological discoveries in South India which 

influenced South East Asia during the ancient period. 

The archaeologist in recent years bringing out fresh 

sources which throws more light on the expanding 

historical knowledge. They are from literature, 

inscriptions, archaeology and foreigner‟s accounts. The 

Tamils had attained glory through their rich traditions in 

all walks of life including materials, intellectual and 

aesthetic aspects of life. Along with the Tamils migration 

beyond seas, their rich tradition had also spread to 

different parts of the world including the South East Asian 

Countries in particular. As peninsular part of India, Tamil 

Nadu is situated ideally on the east coast and enjoyed 

comfortable position to sail to different parts of the World. 

At the beginning of the Christian era the 

knowledge of geography about the neighbouring 

countries, their mastery over ship building and navigation 

was really astounding. As a result, the civilization of 

India, particularly the Tamil Culture had begun to spread 

across the Bay of Bengal. Indianised states had 

established themselves in many of the South East Asian 

Countries of Burma, Thailand, Indo-China, Malaysia and 

Indonesia (1). Much of the influence emanated from 

South India, the Tamil components being the most 

important, as it was the cradle of the Dravidian civilization 

ruled by the Pallavas, Cheras, Pandyas and the Cholas 

who continued upto the 13th Century. Their influence 

extended to South East Asia through trade and thereby 

the Tamil Culture spread far beyond the seas. 

The ancient Tamils had established their 

Commercial contact with Overseas Countries mainly 

through sea route. But it is not clearly known when the 

contact began between Tamil Nadu and South East Asia. 

However, it is certain that the relation between South 

India and South East Asia was very active from the 

beginning of the Christian era. The Telengana people 

who were pioneer in ship building started sailing and 

settled at Burma and called themselves as Talaings. 

Following their footsteps, people in the coromandal coast 

left for Burma as traders. It is believed that Burma was 

the first Country to be visited by the Tamil merchant for 

their commercial ventures. This is supported by 

Ptolemy‟s reference on fleet voyage to Chryse, which 

was certainly Burma (2).  

The Malay Peninsula attracted the Indian 

traders to their Island long before the Christian era. 

Strategically it lies at a equidistance between India and 

China and its port was Takkola which was a known 

market for tin and perfumes (3). The Indian traders from 

Malay could proceed both by land route or sea route to 

reach Siam, Cambodia, Annam and even beyond the 

East. But the sea route was more popular as it was 

shorter and safer to the transshipment of their 

merchandise to Sumatra (4). As a result of their contact 
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the languages of Malay, Javanese and Thai contain a 

wide range of words from Sanskrit and from the language 

of Dravidian Origin. 

Since the early centuries of Christian era, 

Sumatra had maritime commercial contact with Tamil 

Nadu. Silapathikaram the celebrated Sangam literature 

throw light on the import of aloes wood, sandal wood, 

cinnamon from the Java Island (5). The trade routes 

starting from Java and Takkola joined near Singapore 

and from there the two routes proceed towards Campa 

(Annam) and Kamboja (Cambodia). By the first century 

A.D. strong Indian contact was established with Siam. 

From the above references it is clearly proved that by the 

beginning of the Christian era an active commercial and 

cultural intercourse was established by India with South 

East Asian Countries. 

The Hons of Burma and Malay Peninsula is the 

earliest known people in their history. They were the first 

to come into contact with India, particularly with the 

ancient maritime traders of Tamil nadu. This is reflected 

from the Pallava inscription found on a pillar at Lophburi 

in Thailand. Another inscription throws light on the 

prevalence of Theravada sect of Buddhism in Burma, 

which was undoubtedly influenced by the Buddhist centre 

at Kanchipuram under the commentator Dharmapala (7). 

Such contacts continued even during the medieval 

period. The presence of a considerable number of Tamil 

Merchants is attested by the well known Grantha – tamil 

inscription of Pagan. It also attests the existence of a 

Vishnu temple built by the Nanadesi merchants. 

Sanskrit inscriptions of South Indian characters 

of the 5th and 6th centuries A.D. have been discovered on 

the statues of Hindu deities at Srideb in Siam (Thailand) 

which is similar to the later forms of Pallava art of the 

time of Mahendravarman and his successors (8). 

Another fragmentary Tamil inscription discovered from 

the regions of Takua-Pa in Siam (Thailand) registers the 

digging of the tank called Avani Naranam after 

Nandivarman III ( 826 – 850 A.D.) Pallava by the Chief of 

Nangur and entrusted it under the custody of 

Manikiramattar (Member of the merchant guild) and 

Senamukattar (the residents of the military camp) for its 

maintenance. This place „Nangur‟ has been identified 

with Tirunangur near Shiyali (Sirkali) in the Tanjavur 

District. This clearly brought to light the networks of 

colonies of the multinational organization of Tamil traders 

in different centers of the South East Asian Countries. 

Funam (Vietnam) was one of the oldest 

indianised states. The rulers of Funam tracing their 

descent from the Somavamse line (Lunar Line). The art 

of this early Hindu state of Funam has not survived the 

test of time: However the motifs of Funam art, the Kudu 

and the water spout are definitely of South Indian origin. 

It is also seen that the architecture of the Funam period 

recalls the well known Pallava forms of Pyramidal 

Vimanas on a square base (9). These structures 

demonstrated the spread of the Dravidian culture beyond 

the seas through the maritime trade. 

The similarity of Pallava inscriptions are also 

found in Cambodia, Annam, Borneo and Java. Therefore, 

there must have been a large number of emigration took 

place from the regions of South India (10). A seventh 

century inscriptions of Chitrasena bearing close 

resemblance to the South Indian Pallava inscriptions is 

also found on the Mekong (South Vietnam) river basin. 

Another inscriptions is also found in Laos which throws 

light on the victory of Mahendravarnan Pallava of Kanchi. 

These inscriptions speak about the similar type 

of culture prevailed in South East Asian Countries though 

the two countries separated by several hundred miles 

away from each other. However these inscriptions make 

first direct reference to the rulers of Kanchi. The Pallava 

rulers in the days of Mahendravarman I seem to have 

played an important role in the politics of Cambodia. It is 

equally relevant to mention that Mamallapuram served as 

an important port city through which trade and commerce 

were carried on. Simultaneously Kaveripumpatnam was 

also served a port city under the early cholas. 

Champa, the present Annam played a major 

role in spreading the Indian culture in the South East 

Asia. The earliest inscriptions in Champa is the 

inscriptions of Bhadravarman datable to 350 A.D. The 

personal name of the King and the language of the 

inscriptions are unmistakably derived from South India, 
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where the Pallavas known to have used it. The famous 

ancient Buddhist centers name Amaravathi is also found 

in the Champa. 

Traces of the influence of Tamil Nadu are also 

found in Sumatra. The ancient tamils must have 

established their contact with Sumatra during the first two 

centuries of the Christian era. The presence of some of 

the names such as Coliya (Chola), Pandiya (Pandya), 

Mehiyala (Malayala) and Pelavi (Pallava) remind us the 

ruling dynasties of South India (11). The names mostly 

derived from Sanskrit or Prakrit is result of the spread of 

Buddhism and Hinduism, The names of Kings, Queens, 

Ministers, High Ranking Officers, Military General, Royal 

Gurus (Preceptors) and Teachers, common people and 

donors are common both in India and South East Asia. 

Most of the name in epigraphical records and ancient 

literary works represent a Cross Section of Society (12). 

The impact of Indian influence on the personal 

names can be traced to the early centuries of the 

Christian era as in the case of Kaundinya of Funam 

Empire. This process continued for a long period and 

they are to be seen even today particularly in the 

Buddhist countries like Myanmar, Thailand, Loas, 

Cambidia and Vietnam. The Kings of South – East Asia 

assumed the names of several Hindu Gods or deities as 

in India. These concepts seem to have influenced the 

Kings of South – East Asia Suryavarman (Vishnu Raja) 

of Angkor; Visnuvarman King of Malay (5th Century A.D.) 

and Visnuvardhana King of Singasari. Saiva association 

can be seen in names like Sambuvarman, Rudravarman, 

Isanavarman and Isanamurti Parameswaran (13). 

Though these names are from Sanskrit, it also found in 

South India and particularly in the Tamil Country as a 

common name. The Larger Leyden grant records the 

construction of the Cudamani Vihara in Nagapattinam 

during the rule of Rajaraja I by the Sailendra King of Sri 

Vijaya is an instance of cultural exchange between the 

two countries. 

Conclusion 

  The contact between South India and South 

East Asian Countries had long and strong relations from 

the beginning of the Christian era. The paper clearly 

highlighted commercial and cultural relations between 

South India and the Countries of South East Asia like 

Thailand, Indonesia, Cambodia, Vietnam and Loas. The 

South Indian influence in the areas of Temple 

inscriptions, art, architecture and religion are visibly 

found in the South East Asian Countries. 
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