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Preface

I

n the field of bead studies, Indo-Pacific
(IP) glass beads have become
synonymous to the village of
Papanaidupet. The production technology of
this tiny bead was ahead of its time. First
invented in South India around the 5th
century BCE and then spread to the rest of
the Pacific, the IP beads have a dominant
presence in the bead world for the last two
thousand and five hundred years.
From having multiple production centres
and a wide geographic and temporal spread,
the IP beads came to be a one centre at one
place phenomenon. The only IP bead
industry which continued to produce beads
in the traditional way till 2012 was at
Papanaidupet, Chittoor district, Andhra
Pradesh, India. This cottage industry
retained the answers to many archaeological
puzzles relating to glass in general and glass
beads in particular.
It is unfortunate that since 2014 there has
been no production of glass beads at
Papanaidupet. The evidences from there are
on the verge of disappearance, bringing an
end to a golden era in glass and glass bead
history. During 2007-2012 only two furnaces
were functional and during 2013-2014
workers lighted the furnace not regularly
but only when they got the bulk orders. On
the other hand only 20 years before, there

used to be about 20 furnaces working day
and night.
The present work discusses the origin
and dispersal of IP beads, their technological
innovations, the reasons for the continuation
of this 2500 years old bead making tradition,
the history of Papanaidupet and a detailed
and exhaustive recording of the IP bead
production cycle. It traces the people
involved in this cycle, maps the entire village
vis-à-vis the bead industry, and examines
what signatures it leave behind once
abandoned for the archaeologists.
Introduction

In comparison to archaeological material
such as pottery or metals, the occurrence of
glass in ancient sites is of a very low
frequency. Glass was never produced on a
very large scale, or over as wide an area as
other materials. This is because it required
an advanced technological skill to generate
and maintain the required temperature in
the furnace for long periods. Though the
origin of glass is obscure, the New Kingdom
Egypt (1550-1070 BCE), the Roman period
(27 BCE ñ 393 CE ), and the era of Islamic
dominance in the Mediterranean (c. 6001400 CE ) are generally considered the
greatest phases of ancient glass making and
ancient glass bead production.
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Technical sophistication of bead
manufacturing often mirrors the general
technological level of the society. As the
focus of the scientists has been on glass
technology and not on beads per se, the
chronology of its production technological
evolution are not known. Glass bead
production requires a unique technique
secondary to the production of glass itself.
In most cases this comprises reworking of
already manufactured glass. Owing to its
small dimensions, beauty, durability and
versatility, glass beads once produced at a
place travels far and wide. Many a time the
same glass bead is used for more than a
generation as heirloom. Thus it is an
important marker of trade and an object to
be studied in its spatio-temporal context.
Use of blowpipe which revolutionized the
use of glass in the West is well known.
However, a technological leap in glass

technology in the Indian subcontinent that
predated this invention has not got its due
credit. About 2500 years ago, the Indians
figured out how to pass air through a 3 mm
diameter tube of glass measuring about 10
metres or more. These are then broken
manually to pull out more length. They are
cut and rounded into seed/IP beads. Since
that time these beads have been traded to
more places than any other glass product.
Evidences suggest that the IP beads travelled
by both land and sea. They are found in
coastal and riverside settlements, as well as
in the hinterland. They are used and found
in archaeological contexts in large numbers.
They are strung in various styles for personal
adornment as well as for house decoration.
From very early on they have been used on
clothes and shoes world over. They are also
a symbol of marital status for women in most
parts of South India and Deccan region.

Indo-Pacific Regions

x | Mapping the Indo-Pacific Beads vis-à-vis Papanaidupet

