
Wine in Ancient India: Unveiling the Past,
Quenching the Thirst for Knowledge
In the annals of history, the story of wine is an intricate tapestry woven
across civilizations. India, with its rich cultural heritage, holds a captivating
chapter in this narrative. Wine, or 'sura' as it was known in ancient times,
has left an enduring imprint on the social, religious, and literary fabric of the
Indian subcontinent.

The Dawn of Viticulture

The origins of winemaking in India can be traced back to the Indus Valley
Civilization, which flourished around 3300-1300 BCE. Archaeological
excavations have unearthed evidence of grape cultivation and wine
production at sites such as Lothal and Dholavira. These finds suggest that
the ancient Indians possessed a sophisticated understanding of viticulture,
the art of cultivating grapes for winemaking.
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The Vedic period (c. 1500-500 BCE) marked a significant era in the
development of wine culture in India. Vedic texts, such as the Rigveda and
Atharvaveda, contain numerous references to intoxicating beverages,
including 'soma', 'surā', and 'madhu'. Soma, a sacred drink prepared from
the juice of the soma plant, held a central role in religious rituals. 'Surā'
referred to a fermented beverage made from various fruits, grains, and
flowers, while 'madhu' denoted a honey-based intoxicating drink.

Diverse Wines of Ancient India

During the classical period (c. 600 BCE-300 CE),India witnessed the
emergence of a wide variety of wines. The Arthashastra, a treatise on
statecraft written by Kautilya in the 4th century BCE, mentions several
types of wines, including 'drakshara', 'madhuka', and 'phala'. 'Drakshara'
was a wine made from grapes, while 'madhuka' was a honey wine. 'Phala'
referred to wines made from fruits such as mangoes, bananas, and
jackfruits.

Wine in Social and Cultural Life

Wine played a significant role in the daily lives of the ancient Indians. It was
consumed at social gatherings, festivals, and religious ceremonies.
Wealthy individuals maintained wine cellars, and wine was often offered to
guests as a mark of hospitality. Wine was also used for medicinal
purposes, as evidenced by ancient medical texts such as the Charaka
Samhita and the Sushruta Samhita.

Literary References and Artistic Depictions

The enduring legacy of wine in ancient India is reflected in its prominence
in literature and art. The epic tales of the Mahabharata and Ramayana



contain vivid descriptions of wine consumption and wine-related customs.
In ancient Indian sculpture and painting, depictions of wine drinking scenes
are common, providing valuable insights into the social and cultural
significance of wine.

Decline and Revival

With the rise of Buddhism and Jainism, which promoted abstinence from
alcohol, wine consumption in India gradually declined. The Islamic
conquest of India in the 12th century further contributed to the decline of
wine culture. However, winemaking traditions persisted in certain regions of
the country, particularly in Southern India.

In recent years, there has been a revival of interest in winemaking in India.
A growing number of wineries are emerging across the country, producing
high-quality wines that draw inspiration from ancient Indian traditions and
techniques. This resurgence is a testament to the enduring appeal of wine
and its deep-rooted connection with Indian history and culture.

Wine in Ancient India is a captivating story of cultural evolution, innovation,
and indulgence. From its humble beginnings in the Indus Valley Civilization
to its significance in Vedic rituals and its diverse varieties in the classical
period, wine has played a multifaceted role in shaping the fabric of Indian
society. Its legacy continues to inspire and fascinate, serving as a reminder
of the rich tapestry of human history and the enduring appeal of this age-
old beverage.
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