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Lothal and the Maritime Networks of the
Harappan World
Craft production, coastal exchange and the contested function of a monumental basin
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Direct answer. Lothal was aHarappan settlement in Gujarat with specialised crafts and
clear participation in long-distance exchange. Its large brick basin is plausibly connected
to water management and may have served as a tidal dock, but its exact function and
navigable relationship to ancient channels remain debated. Maritime Harappan trade is
secure at the regional scale even if one structure’s label is contested.

Contents

1



INDUSVALLEY.ORG RESEARCH PAPER SEPTEMBER 2026

1 Scope and method

This review combines the excavation interpretation, UNESCO’s heritage summary, published
critiques and recent palaeochannel research. Direct archaeological observations are separated
from functional reconstructions and wider trade models.

2 Landscape and occupational sequence

Lothal occupied a flood-prone alluvial setting connected historically to the Bhogavo-Sabarmati
system and Gulf of Khambhat. Third-millennium BCE occupation, flooding and rebuilding cre-
ated a changing settlement whose water access cannot be inferred from the modern landscape
alone.

3 Urban and craft evidence

Fortification, drains, wells, streets and raised structures show planned investment. Bead work-
shops, shell, faience, metals and imported raw materials document skilled manufacture and
interregional procurement. Standard weights and seals embed the town in broader Harappan
systems.

4 The basin as archaeological evidence

The large brick-lined basin is indisputably engineered for water. Rao’s dockyardmodel explains
its scale, walling and proposed inlet and outlet in an estuarine setting. Competing reservoir
interpretations emphasise uncertainty over navigable depth, channel position and hydraulic
operation.

5 Reconstructing ancient connectivity

Remote sensing and geomorphology have renewed study of palaeochannels between the Sabar-
mati system, Nal corridor and Lothal. Suchmodels can establish plausible routes and landscape
change, but need dated sedimentary evidence to demonstrate that a channel was navigable dur-
ing each occupation phase.

6 Trade networks and external evidence

Indus materials in the Persian Gulf and Mesopotamia, textual references to Meluhha, and
shared commodities support maritime exchange independent of Lothal’s basin. The network
included multiple coastal and inland nodes, intermediaries and mixed land-sea routes.
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7 Interpretive limits

Archaeology cannot yet specify vessel traffic, harbour throughput, ownership, prices or Lothal’s
rank among ports. The terms dockyard and warehouse are useful hypotheses when presented
with their evidentiary basis and alternatives.

8 Evidence assessment

Strong Harappan occupation, specialised bead production, standardised
weights and participation in interregional exchange.

Probable The monumental basin managed water and was connected to an
estuarine landscape.

Contested Regular use of the basin as a tidal dock and the exact operation of
its channels and spillways.

Unresolved Lothal’s traffic volume, political administration and rank within
the wider maritime network.

9 Conclusion

Lothal’s strongest story is the integration of landscape, craft and exchange. Its workshops and
standardised artefacts establish its economic connectivity, while the basin records ambitious
hydraulic engineering. Calling the basin a dock remains plausible, but the regional evidence for
Harappan seafaring does not depend on treating that interpretation as certain.
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