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Abstract: This paper explores the relationship between environment and agrarian structure in early medieval
Kashmir through the Nilamata Purana and the Rajatarangini. It argues that the valley’s transformation from a lake
into fertile land created distinct ecological zones that shaped settlement and cultivation patterns. The
differentiation between alluvial plains and Karewa plateaus influenced cropping systems and irrigation practices.
Agriculture formed the core of the economy, supported by horticulture, saffron cultivation, forest resources, and
cattle wealth. The study demonstrates that these texts preserve valuable ecological and agrarian insights, revealing
the close interdependence between environment and society in early medieval Kashmir.
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1. INTRODUCTION:

The geographical and environmental setting of Kashmir has historically played a decisive role in shaping its
agricultural organisation, economic structure, and social formation. The valley’s distinctive physiography—marked by
its enclosed mountain boundaries, temperate climate, riverine networks, and fertile alluvial deposits—created a unique
ecological unit that supported a highly developed agrarian system. Its natural endowments not only sustained agriculture
and horticulture but also enabled the growth of trade and artisanal industries. Early literary traditions such as the
Nilamata Purana and the Rajatarangini preserve important accounts of Kashmir’s geomorphological formation. These
texts describe the transformation of the region from a vast lake into a habitable valley—an account that modern
geological studies have also substantiated. The fertile plains nourished by the Vitasta (Jhelum) River and the elevated
Karewa plateaus together formed distinct agro-ecological zones that structured land use and agricultural production.
Agriculture remained the backbone of Kashmir’s economy. The cultivation of staple cereals, pulses, oilseeds, and high-
value crops such as saffron and cotton ensured subsistence as well as surplus. Alongside agriculture, horticulture—
particularly grapes, apples, and pomegranates—contributed significantly to economic and cultural life. Flood control
systems, embankments, and irrigation canals were developed to counter seasonal floods and climatic uncertainty.
Moreover, Kashmir’s position along important trans-Himalayan trade routes connected it to Central Asia and beyond,
facilitating the export of wool, saffron, medicinal herbs, and fine handicrafts.

This study explores how environmental conditions shaped agrarian structures in early medieval Kashmir,
demonstrating that ecological adaptation, administrative organisation, and economic resilience were closely interlinked.
To understand how environment shaped agrarian life, it is first necessary to examine the geological formation of the
valley and the evolution of its land system.

2. LAND SYSTEM AND THE FORMATION OF THE VALLEY:

As per the Nilamata Purana, the Kashmir Valley was initially a splendid lake, brimming with sacred and pure
waters.! According to legend, the Kashmir Valley was created through the efforts of Goddess Uma, the divine wife of
Lord Shiva.? It is said that her own body transformed into a boat, upon which the land gradually took shape.® On that
sacred land, a lake took form and became known as Satidesa,* serving as a divine retreat for gods and goddesses.’
According to the legend, during the seventh Manvantara,® the lake’s waters were drained when Lord Ananta, at the
request of Lord Vishnu, created an outlet using his plough.” It is said that Lord Vishnu, along with other deities,
descended to this place to defeat the demon Jalodbhava, who had made the holy lake his invincible refuge.® The Nilamata
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Purana further reveals that after Jalodbhava’s demise, Sage Kashyapa settled humans and Pisacas in the land, allowing
them to live alongside the Nagas, who had been dwelling in the lake since its formation’

The Rajatarangini also refers this legend,'® mentioning that the land we now call Kashmir had existed since the
beginning of the Kalpa'' but was immersed under water for the first six Manvantara periods, earning the name
Satisaras.'> However, a significant change occurred with the arrival of the seventh Manvantara, which corresponds to
Kalhana’s time. The rest of the tale aligns with the Nilamata Purana, describing how, at Rishi Kashyapa’s request, Lord
Vishnu decided to slay the demon Jalodbhava, who had made the lake his unassailable refuge. After the demon was
defeated, Rishi Kashyapa resettled the region, which had previously been covered by water!® and this land eventually
became known as Kashmir. According to geologists, Kashmir was originally a large lake, and the present valley took
shape after the water drained due to geological changes.!*The ancient Kashmiri texts appear to reflect this
transformation, preserving it as part of the region’s collective memory. However, instead of a scientific account, the
event was conveyed through mythological legends.

This assumption is further reinforced by other references in the Nilamata Purana. It mentions that in earlier
times, people could inhabit the valley only during the six-month summer period. However, over time, they began
residing there throughout the year, which was attributed to a climatic shift brought about by the blessings of Lord Vishnu.
This suggests that even after the valley emerged following drainage; the climate remained harshly cold, making it
suitable for habitation only during the summer months. However, later geological changes led to milder winters,
allowing people to live there all year round. According to the legend, Rishi Kashyapa invited several divine goddesses
to enter the valley in the form of water streams. The most significant among them is the Vitasta (Jhelum), which is
thought to be the earthly manifestation of Goddess Uma, who was linked to the ancient lake. Similarly, the river Visoka
is regarded as a representation of Goddess Lakshmi.'> After the valley became suitable for habitation, its varied physical
landscape gave rise to distinct ecological zones that shaped agricultural practices and productivity.

3. PHYSIOGRAPHY AND AGRO-ECOLOGICAL ZONES:

The presence of Karewa formations strongly supports the lake-origin theory.'® These elevated plateaus of

lacustrine sediment stand in contrast to the fertile alluvial plains created by the Vitasta and its tributaries.
Thus, land in Kashmir can broadly be divided into:

o Alluvial plains — fertile, low-lying tracts along the Vitasta.

o Karewa plateaus (Udars) — elevated formations composed of ancient lake deposits.
The Vitasta River remains navigable throughout its course within the valley. In ancient times, floods were a frequent
occurrence in Kashmir, as mentioned multiple times by Kalhana.'® As a result, building embankments along the river
became essential.!” One such plan to control floods and utilize water for agriculture was introduced by Suyyaduring
Avantivarman’s reign.'® The land along the river is the lowest-lying, making it the most fertile and suitable for
cultivation in the valley. The hilly regions of the valley feature elevated plateaus known as Udars or Karewas. These
Udars are mostly concentrated in the southwest part of the valley, stretching primarily from Shopian to Baramulla.
The Udars, with their relatively poor soil quality, are less productive than the fertile plains of the valley, primarily
because irrigation facilities are not available in these areas. In ancient times, when the valley's population was likely
much higher than today, all available land, including the Karewas, was intensively cultivated.?’ To support this, a well-
organized irrigation system was established, making these elevated areas suitable for agriculture and, therefore, highly
valuable. This suggests that during the early and early medieval periods, the land now referred to as upper terrain was
better maintained and more actively used for farming.

Bates provides a vivid description of the Udars in his writings. He explains that the upper plateau, rising about
two to three hundred feet, often appears as isolated land masses stretching several miles in length and width, although
they are commonly connected to the base of the hills. In the past, much of this elevated land was irrigated, but today, it
mostly remains dry and uncultivated. The lower areas, on the other hand, frequently experience flooding, and even now,
the region between the city and the great lake remains a vast marshland, barely distinguishable from the lake itself. The
slopes between the flat plains and the forested hills are a mix of cultivated fields, grazing lands, and dense forests of
cedar, pine, and fir, with the forests being the dominant feature.?! These physiographic divisions were not merely
geographical distinctions; they structured patterns of cultivation, irrigation, and cropping systems.

4. AGRICULTURAL LAND AND CROPPING SYSTEM:

The Literary sources indicate that cultivation for agricultural purposes was feasible only during the summer
months.”> Due to the prevailing climatic conditions, the valley's crop production was limited to a single season each
year. Consequently, historical records mention various classifications of agricultural land based on the types of produce
grown in the region.? Firstly, there are references to land that could be irrigated and land where irrigation was not
feasible.?* The Nilamata Purana describes the land of Kashmir as highly fertile, capable of yielding all types of grains
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without relying on rainfall, and free from the threat of famines.? However, this seems to be an exaggeration, as historical
records do mention instances of famine.?® Nonetheless, the fertility of the land remains unquestionable.

As mentioned earlier, literary sources indicate that the entire valley had the potential to produce all kinds of
food grains and vegetables, with the exception of crops like saffron. However, if we accept this statement in a broad
sense, classifying land based on its agricultural yield would not be feasible. A more analytical examination reveals that
specific regions of the valley were known for particular types of produce. For instance, saffron was primarily cultivated
in Padampura. It is noteworthy that in Kashmir, both Rabi (winter) and Kharif (summer) crops were cultivated within a
single growing period, spanning from March to November. As a result, the agricultural system in the valley was
technically classified as ekfasli (single-crop farming).?’

Due to heavy snowfall in winter, agriculture in Kashmir was practiced only between March and October. The
region, known for its fertile soil and abundant water resources, has traditionally been recognized for its rich agricultural
output, producing enough to sustain its inhabitants. Notably, scholars who have examined Kashmir’s land system believe
that agricultural conditions were more favorable in the early and early medieval periods than in later times.?® The primary
reason was the more efficient irrigation system in ancient times,” which helped mitigate the effects of famines.*
Additionally, due to these favorable conditions, both the population and the number of villages were higher in early and
early medieval Kashmir compared to later periods.’!

It is challenging to determine the agricultural land settlement based on the known administrative divisions of
the valley. However, considering that agriculture was the primary source of state revenue in ancient times, there must
have existed a connection between administrative divisions and land quality from an agricultural perspective. Regarding
Madavarajya (modern-day Maraz) in early and early medieval Kashmir, its exact meaning and origin remain unclear,
though geographically, it refers to the region above Srinagar. On the other hand, some insights can be drawn about
Kramarajya (now Kamraz), which denotes the area below Srinagar. The term itself signifies progress and
development.*? The term Kramarajya seems to indicate regions where agricultural success was driven by substantial
human effort. The name itself implies gradual progress and continuous development, likely due to ongoing
advancements in farming practices. Interestingly, the Baramulla region is comparatively less fertile than the areas south
of Srinagar. Consequently, both in ancient times and today, agriculture in this region demands more care and effort.
Literary sources also indicates that land was often named based on its primary agricultural yield. For example, Pampore,
formerly known as Padampura (Padma also signifying saffron), was particularly famous for saffron cultivation.
Beyond land classification and cropping patterns, the agrarian economy of Kashmir was further strengthened by
diversified production, including horticulture, forest resources, and pastoral wealth.

5. AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION, HORTICULTURE AND SUPPLEMENTARY RURAL ECONOMY:
Rice: Among the various agricultural products, paddy was widely cultivated from ancient times, as it served as the staple
food of the Kashmiri people. The Nilamata Purana frequently mentions different varieties of rice, such as Sali, Kalam,
and Anus,> highlighting its significance. Rice was not only the most cherished food of the people but was also offered
during religious rituals to gods and goddesses.** The importance of rice is evident from the fact that whenever paddy
crops were destroyed by natural calamities, people would lose all hope for their survival. Such references are found
frequently in historical accounts.’> These accounts make it evident that farmers seldom received their paddy harvest
without suffering losses due to natural factors. There was a persistent fear among peasants of their rice crops being
damaged by hailstorms.*®

The significance of paddy farming is evident from the elaborate rituals performed before sowing, which were
considered almost as sacred as traditional sacrifices. According to the Nilamata Purana, the land was prepared only
after consulting an astrologer to determine an auspicious date and time for the process. The cultivation of Rice began in
March or early April and was harvested around September or October.’” The significance of paddy farming is evident
from the elaborate rituals performed before sowing, which were considered almost as sacred as traditional sacrifices.*
According to the Nilamata Purana, the land was prepared only after consulting an astrologer to determine an auspicious
date and time for the process.”® Before ploughing the rice fields, offerings were made to nearly all known gods and
goddesses. This indicates that, as mentioned earlier, the unpredictability of a successful harvest made the people of
Kashmir deeply superstitious, leading them to take every possible measure to ensure a good yield. It is also recorded
that before sowing, the paddy seeds were soaked in water, and gold was briefly placed in it as part of a purification
ritual.*’ The process of husking rice seems to have remained unchanged over time. Before the outer husk was removed,
the rice needed to be properly dried. This practice is mentioned in the Rajatarangini, where a woman is described as
keeping an eye on the rice spread out in the courtyard to dry under the sun.*! The Kuttanimata also refers to the process
of dehusking Sali rice using a pestle.*
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Among the various crops grown in the valley, barley (Yava) was also cultivated. The Nilamata Purana
frequently mentions barley in the context of religious rituals and offerings to deities.* However, unlike paddy, it did not
require special care. While paddy was mostly cultivated on higher mountain slopes,* ancient texts also describe different
preparations made from it, some of which are still popular today.*

Stein writes that barley was consumed in Kashmir mainly by the poorest or in areas where proper meals could
not be prepared.*® However, the Nilamata Purana regards barley as a sacred grain. This suggests that, much like today,
barley was primarily used in religious ceremonies rather than for daily meals. It was considered a light food and was
often advised for those who were unwell.

Pulses: The Nilamata Purana refers to several types of pulses,*” mainly in the context of religious rituals. Among these,
mung was regarded as the best*® and was often sown in rice fields during May.* The mention of other varieties included
Kulatha, Cana, Mothi, Mah(Masa),and Masur.>® The cultivation of these pulses is also evident from later records that
detail the agricultural practices of the valley.”!

Oilseeds: The only two varieties of oilseeds are mentioned, and it seems they were not widely cultivated. Scholars like
Ksemendra indicate that oil was considered a costly commodity in the valley. Available records suggest that sesamum
(tila) was grown, with numerous references to its use found in both the Nilamata Purana and the Rajatarangini®* The
Nilamata Purana primarily recommends sesamum (tila) for Sraddha rituals, sacrifices, and deity worship. It is also
mentioned as a suitable offering for Brahmins, in addition to being consumed by the people.>* This crop was commonly
grown and usually sown in April. According to later records, it did not require manuring, but its yield depended on the
fertility of the soil and a balanced amount of rainfall. Even today, it is valued in Kashmir for its medicinal properties as
an ointment.>* Another oilseed mentioned in the Nilamata Purana is the white variety of mustard.™

Horticulture: Agriculture has continuously been intricately tied with horticulture. Firstly, alongside major crops, people
also cultivated vegetables and other plants. Secondly, fruits and flowers were essential, much like cereal crops, as they
were widely consumed by the people. The valley was no exception to this practice. Vegetables have held great
significance in Kashmir for centuries, and even today, most villagers cultivate small garden plots for their personal
needs. Additionally, they were also offered to the gods as part of religious traditions.’® The available texts do not provide
specific names of the vegetables cultivated in the valley during ancient times. However, the Nilamata Purana uses the
general term Sak to refer to vegetables.’” Since leafy vegetables were consumed in large quantities, it is reasonable to
assume that the valley had a diverse and abundant production of such greens. Even today, the region is known for its
rich variety of high-quality vegetables. Some of the notable ones include cauliflower, carrots, the leaf stalks of pamposh
(nymphaea lotus), and singhara (horned waternut), all of which are commonly used as food items.®

Fruits:

Since ancient times, Kashmir has been renowned for its diverse varieties of fruits,*® with grapes receiving special
attention in cultivation. The southern region was particularly known for producing the finest quality.®® Kalhana even
remarked that grapes, which were rare even in heaven, were abundant in Kashmir.®! The Nilamata Purana also mentions
this.®? In earlier times, grapes were widely grown in Martand, but their cultivation later became limited to areas around
the shores of Dal Lake.®® Apart from grapes, pomegranates were also widely grown in the valley.®* Fruits that are well-
known today, such as apples, pears, walnuts, and strawberries, may have a long history in the region. However, ancient
texts rarely mention specific fruit names, instead using the general term phala (fruit). Additionally, some products had
multiple uses—for instance, saffron was not only consumed but also used in cosmetics and medicine.%

Saffron:

Saffron is the most valued produce of the valley and is referred to as Kumkuma in ancient texts,*® which also
highlight its various uses. It was widely used in puja rituals, a practice frequently mentioned in the Nilamata Purana.”’
Additionally, saffron played a role in medicine®® and was even used to enhance the flavor of wine. Due to its pleasant
fragrance, it served as both a scent and an ingredient in unguents. The Kumkumatilak was well-known across the country,
and beyond these uses, saffron was also valued as a cosmetic. However, saffron cultivation has always been limited to
a specific region. Historical records indicate that it was primarily grown in Padmapura, now known as Pampore,* and
despite advancements in agricultural technology, its production remains confined to this area. This is likely due to the
unique soil requirements necessary for its growth. Current studies suggest that the soil in this region consists of light
ferruginous clay found along the banks of the Jhelum River. As per the Gazetteer, saffron is cultivated on a high plateau
known as Sonarkund, meaning the golden basket. Its cultivation spreads along the right bank of the Jhelum River,
covering the area between the villages of Latapur and Samepur.”

Forest Products:
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Kutha(Costus): Apart from saffron cultivation, the valley was also known for producing several valuable herbs. Among
them, Kutha (Costus) is frequently mentioned in historical texts, indicating its significance.”! It was distinctly recognised
for its aromatic properties and was likely used for medicinal purposes, as it continues to be today.”? Additionally, it
played a role in religious rituals’® and was also used for purifying wine. Certain pulses, such as masa, matur, and
priyangu, were utilized in the preparation of unguents and cosmetics.”* The Nilamata Purana also references a variety
of medicinal plants,” including herbs like parpata, bhallataka, and vaca.”® Additionally, the Gazetteer of Kashmir
mentions that several medicinal plants grow naturally in different parts of the valley. These include wormwood (terwan),
chiretta, aloes, colocynth, nettle, and Indian hemp.”” The Nilamata Purana and Rajatarangini mention both red and
white varieties of sandalwood,’® which were commonly used as ointments.” Moreover, Kashmir was known for
producing yellow sandalwood, which kings applied as an unguent during the rainy season.®

Cash Crops:

Along with saffron and kutha, cotton also falls into this category. One of the earliest references to cotton appears
in the Kuttanimata, which describes village women gathering cotton from the fields.®! However, most references to
cotton cultivation are from a relatively later period. ®* It is grown, though not extensively, mainly in May and primarily
on Udars since it requires minimal irrigation. The harvest takes place in September and October. Earlier records suggest
that in the past, cotton was produced in significant quantities and was generally of good quality.

Dairy Products:

Agriculture in the region was heavily dependent on cattle, as bullocks were essential for plowing the fields in
earlier times. The same applied to manure, which played a crucial role in farming. The Krsi-Parasara provides a detailed
discussion on manuring and related agricultural practices.®®> Although its guidelines may not be directly applicable to
Kashmir, given that farming methods were largely uniform across the country, its conclusions can be extended to the
valley as well. This suggests that cattle wealth was of great significance in Kashmir. Historical accounts also mention
that meetings of purohita corporations were held in areas designated for cattle, indicating their importance. It can be
inferred that livestock provided an additional source of income for farmers, making it a valuable by-product of
agriculture. There are no direct references to the sale of milk and its products in historical records. However, mentions
exist of their extensive use, both for personal consumption and in religious ceremonies and rituals. Moreover, a later
reference indicates that priests used to sell nirmalya, which strongly suggests that they were also engaged in selling milk
products. Taken together, these diverse elements demonstrate that the agrarian system of early medieval Kashmir was
not narrowly cereal-based but broadly diversified. Agriculture, horticulture, forest produce, cash crops, and cattle wealth
operated in close interdependence, reflecting a sophisticated adaptation to environmental conditions.

6. CONCLUSION:

The agrarian structure of early medieval Kashmir emerged as a product of continuous interaction between
environment and society. The geological transformation of the valley from a lake basin into cultivable land laid the
ecological foundation upon which settlement and agriculture expanded. Distinct agro-ecological zones—such as the
fertile alluvial plains and the Karewa plateaus—shaped patterns of cultivation, irrigation, and regional specialization.
Agriculture in Kashmir was neither primitive nor Single-crop based. It combined cereal production with pulses, oilseeds,
saffron cultivation, horticulture, forest resources, and cattle-based economy. Ritual practices surrounding agriculture
further indicate the psychological and cultural significance of farming within society. Efficient irrigation systems, flood-
control measures, and administrative linkages between land and revenue suggest that the agrarian system was carefully
organised. Even mythological narratives preserved in the Nilamata Purana and historical descriptions in the
Rajatarangini reflect a sophisticated understanding of ecological processes. Therefore, early medieval Kashmir presents
an important example of environmental adaptation and agrarian resilience. The valley’s ecological setting did not merely
influence agriculture—it structured social hierarchy, settlement patterns, ritual culture, and economic exchange.
Environment and agrarian organisation functioned not as separate domains but as mutually reinforcing foundations of
Kashmiri society.
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