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Preface

In M arch 1964, m y friend Seppo Koskenniemi, o f IB M , 

offered to do the programming for a study o f the enigmatic 
Indus script, which had interested me ever since I read John 
Chadwick’ s fascinating book T h e  decip h erm en t o f  L in e a r  B .  

M y  brother Sim o Parpola (now Professor o f Assyriology at 
the U niversity o f Helsinki) immediately joined the team 
which took up the Indus script as a hobby. (Five years later we 
learnt that a Soviet team had, independently o f us, also 
embarked upon a computer-assisted study o f the Indus script 
in 1964.)

In  1968, after finishing m y doctoral thesis on ancient 
Indian ritual texts, I moved from Helsinki to Copenhagen to 
take up an appointment at the Scandinavian Institute ofA sian 
Studies (S IA S ). I was now in a position to review some 
aspects o f our Indus studies. T h e draft was read by Sim o as 
well as by  m y teacher, Professor Pentti Aalto. Their 
comments prompted me to try to read some Indus signs, and, 
as the approach seemed to lead to sensible results, I wanted to 
publish a prelim inary report on the findings. T h e  acting 
director o f the S IA S , Professor K risto f Glam ann, encouraged 
the idea and kindly provided me with all necessary facilities. 
T h ree  successive progress reports w ere sent out in 1969.

W ritten in  the first flush of enthusiasm, those reports were 
premature and incautious. T h ey  prompted justified criticism, 
but also support and important advice:

What we shall need is not more possible or even plausible 
interpretations of signs based upon this theory, but the clearest 
possible demonstration that these meanings, and only these 
meanings, are correct. Once this foundation is unshakeable, it 
will be safe to build on it, but we must not be led into admiring a 
house of cards, which, elegant as it seems, will collapse if one 
prop is withdrawn. The authors of thisbooklet have a lot to learn 
about the presentation of their case; but the case itself looks 
extremely promising and we shall await developments with keen 
interest. (Chadwick in Clauson and Chadwick 1969: 207)

Heeding this advice, I have examined various aspects of the 
problem in depth and published both detailed studies and
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short summaries over the past twenty years. This book is the 

first integrated synthesis o f the results. It  proposes specific 
solutions to various problems related to the Indus script and 
its historical context. A t the same time, it is intended to serve 
as a general introduction to the study o f the Indus script, as it 
presents a fairly comprehensive selection of data that will also 
be relevant to any other approach. In  the interests of 
readability, I have left out altogether a number o f side issues 
and less compelling sign interpretations. M oreover, with the 
focus on the decipherment o f the Indus script, the treatment 
o f other relevant but complex issues is briefer than in an 
earlier draft o f this book. Am ong these other topics is the 
correlation o f the archaeological and linguistic models of 

Indian pre- and protohistory (part H I). In  a lengthy paper in 
1988, I discussed the central but very vexed problem o f the 
coming o f the Aryans, synthesizing what was known already 
and proposing a number o f new solutions; the summary given 

in sections 8 .4-5  makes some adjustments in  the light of the 
most recent research and continued deliberation. 
Reconstruction o f the pre-Vedic religion of India is another 
major task, which will be touched on here and there, but a 
systematic and more extensive treatment must be left for 

another book.
T h e  book chiefly reflects m y own work, but its basic ideas 

stem from our early collective work. M y  brother Sim o has 
continually helped me in questions regarding the ancient 
N ear East. T h e original three-man team also collaborated in 
producing the first computerized concordance to the Indus 
script (1973). It was revised and complemented in three 
publications by Seppo’ s brother K im m o Koskenniemi (now 
Professor o f Computer Linguistics at the University of 
Helsinki) and me in 1979-82. M y  observations on the Indus 
script in part II  are m ostly based on these working tools. 
K im m o has also developed further Seppo’ s ideas for a 

computerized analysis o f the Indus inscriptions; these plans 
are now being realized by m y daughter Paivikki Parpola, 
M .S c. Section 6.4 is entirely based on their work and writings.

M an y  other friends too have m ade important 
contributions. F irst I want to acknowledge an old debt that 
goes back to the ‘prehistory’ o f this book. In  1969, while 
working at the S IA S  in Copenhagen, I felt the need o f an 
index to those elements o f compounds that do not occur 
initially but are recorded in the T a m il L e x ic o n , a work 
comprising seven volumes. M y  colleague D r Eric Grinstead 
volunteered to compile such a research tool with the help of 
the computer. D r R . Panneerselvam and D r P .R . 
Subramaniam, both visiting scholars at the S IA S , took part in  

the project along with M rs  Setsuko Bergholdt, and in 1973 D r 
Grinstead handed me a printout o f the completed index. 
(This useful working tool remains unpublished, but I shall try 

to remedy that.)

D r Juha Janhunen gave valuable comments in the early 
phase o f writing this book. T o  D r Bertil Tikkanen I owe 
useful criticism, especially regarding Indian linguistics. He 
also readily agreed to m y request for a survey o f the major 
areal isoglosses in South Asian languages, based on his own 
current research. I had originally planned to include this 
sum m ary in section 9.2, but with much regret I finally 
excluded it as too specialized. T h is comprehensive and 
up-to-date catalogue will nevertheless be accessible to the 
interested reader as D r Tikkanen will publish it shortly 
elsewhere. I am very grateful for being able to include at least 
a map that details the evidence most relevant for the present 
book (fig. 9.3). W ith similar generosity, D r Paul K ent 
Andersen made many substantial amendments to sections 
6 .1—3. D r Dominique Collon provided a commentary on the 
iconography o f a particularly significant Akkadian seal (fig.
8 .4 ).

Special thanks are due to D r Jane R. M cIntosh, D r Andrew 
Robinson and D r M argaret Deith, who have put their 
editorial skills at m y disposal. Andrew in particular doggedly 
commented on draft after draft, and very substantially helped 
to im prove the quality. D r Robert Whiting and M rs  M argaret 
W hiting, M .Ph il., also kindly checked the manuscript and 
suggested amendments, particularly in regard to the Near 
Eastern seals. D r Peter Richards and D r Jessica K u p er o f the 
Cam bridge University Press have helped with advice.

I am very much obliged to M rs V irpi Hameen-Anttila,
B .A ., who has skilfully drawn and redrawn m any maps and 
figures to meet m y wishes. Professor K . A . Ham een-Anttila of 
the Departm ent o f Astronom y, U niversity o f Oulu, computed 
the positions o f the stars for the stellar map in fig. 1 1 .3. 
Pictures taken fo r the C o rp u s o f  In d u s  S e a ls  a n d  In scrip tio n s  (§
4.3), especially by M s Erja Lahdenpera, M r Jy rk i Lyytikkä 
and M r Arto Vuohelainen, have also been used in the 
illustration o f the present book. I am most grateful to all the 
copyright holders for allowing the illustrations to be repro­
duced here. Credits are given on pp. xviii-x ix .

O ver the years and in various ways, m any other friends and 
colleagues have helped me in m y studies o f the Indus script 
and its historical context. I cordially thank them all but can 
mention by name here only a few  whose encouraging interest 
and help have benefited the book: M r H arry Halén, L ie . Ph., 
Professor Jorm a Koivulehto, M r  Petteri Koskikallio, M .A ., 
D r K laus Karttunen and M r  R . Sivalingam  in  Helsinki; M r 
Oppi Untracht in Porvoo; M r Karl-Reinhold Haellquist in 
Copenhagen / Lund; D r F . R . Allchin, D r B. Allchin, 
Professor K . R . Norm an and Professor S ir H . W . B ailey  in 
Cam bridge; D r J .  R . K n o x  and D r J .  E . Reade in London; D r 
A . Ardeleanu-Jansen and D r M . Jan sen  in A achen; Professor 
H . J .  N issen and D r U . Franke-Vogt in Berlin; D r H. Falk  in 
Freiburg; Professor W. Rau in M arburg; Professor J .  
Elfenbein in  M ainz; D r Paul Y ule inBochum ; Professor K . V. 
Zvelebil, Professor H. W. Bodewitz and D r T eun  Goudriaan
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in Utrecht; Professor M . T o si in  Rom e; Professor Pierre 
Am iet and M m e Francine Tissot in Paris; D r V. I. Sarianidi 
in M oscow; Professor C. C. Lam berg-K arlovsky, D r R . 
M eadow and Professor M . W itzel in  Cam bridge, M ass.; 
Professor G . L . Possehl in  Philadelphia; Professor M . B . 
Emeneau and Professor G . F . Dales in  Berkeley; Professor
J .  M . Kenoyer in W isconsin; Professor W. A. Fairservis in 
Poughkeepsie; Professor D. Potts in Sydney; D r. M . Rafique 
M ughal in Lahore; Professor A . H . D ani in Islamabad; 
Professor Sayid G hulam  M ustafa Shah, D r M . Ishtiaq K h an  
and D r Ahmad N abi K h an  in Karachi; D r Shashi Asthana, 
D r R . S. Bisht, D r J .  P . Joshi, D r M . C. Joshi, D r B. M . Pande 
and Professor Rom ila Thapar in D elhi; and M r I . Mahadevan 
in M adras.

It remains for me to express m y gratitude to the institutions 
that have sponsored m y work on the Indus script over the 
years. Here I mention those directly connected with the 
present book. I started writing it in 1982, when I had a six 
months’ senior research fellowship at the Academ y of 
Finland. In 1983, the W ihuri Foundation awarded a grant for

drawing maps and other illustrations; these were revised in 
199 1 with a grant from the Finnish M inistry o f Education. 
T h e writing was interrupted by urgent field research on Vedic 
rituals in  South India in 19 8 3-7 . A  three months’ British 
Academ y exchange fellowship granted by the Academ y of 
Finland enabled me to complete most of the remaining 
chapters at Churchill College and the Faculty of Oriental 
Studies, U niversity of Cam bridge, at the end o f 1987. With 
another senior research fellowship at the Academy ofFinland, 
I was able to concentrate on revising the book in 19 8 9 --0 . T h e 
Academ y o f Finland has further contributed a subvention 
towards the printing o f the illustrations and, together with the 
Finnish M inistry of Education, funds for language revision 
and editing the text. M y  sincere thanks also go to the 
Syndicate o f the Cambridge University Press for publishing 
this book.

M y  fam ily has paid a price for this work, so i f  there is any 
p u n y a  in it, that is hereby transferred to m y w ife M arjatta and 
our daughters Paivikki and Mette.
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P. K . Agrawala (Varanasi): 7.5; I0 .12 ; Roshen Alkazi (New 
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Baghdad (Berlin): 12 .2 ; Editions du Centre National de la 
Recherche Scientifique (Paris): 4 .6g-h ; I0 . 14 - 1 5 ;  12.IO; 13 .7 ; 
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1 . 10 ; 7.20; 12 .3—5 (drawings by R. Bunse); 13 .14 ; Richard N . 

F rye  (Cambridge, M ass.): 1 . 1 ;  Lam ia al Gailani-W err (Lon­
don): 10 .3 ; M arija Gim butas (Los Angeles): 8 .14 ; the Presi­
dent and Fellows of Harvard College: 2.6; Heras Institute of 
Indian H istory and Culture, S t X avier’ s College (Bombay): 
quotations from Heras 1953 in § 4.2; Indian M useum  
(Calcutta): (photographs by Erja Lahdenpera for the Univer­
sity o f Helsinki): 4.4a; 7 .12 ; (photographs by Jy rk i Lyytikka 
for the University of Helsinki): 7.9; Iraq M useum  (Baghdad): 

1.6 ; 8.5a; 10 .4; 14 .22 ; Istituto Italiano per il M edio ed 
Estrem o Oriente (Rome): 8.27; io .2od; 13 .16 h ; Othmar K eel 
(Fribourg): 14.20a; Poul K jæ rum  (Hojbjerg): 1 2 . 1 1 ;  Philip L .  
K o h l (Wellesley): 1 . 16 ; K im m o Koskenniem i (Helsinki): 
6 .10 ; 6 .13—14 ; 6 .16 ; K im m o Koskenniem i and Asko Parpola 
(Helsinki): 4.8; L ibrairie C. K lincksieck (Paris): io .ie ; 10 .5 ; 
i3 .i6 f ; L ibrairie Orientaliste Paul Geuthner (Paris): 14 .15 a ; 
Gosta Liebert (Savsjo): 14 .4 ; L igabue Collection, Centro 
Studi Ricerche Ligabue (Venice): 14.29; Jy rk i Lyytikka 
(Helsinki): 1.9 ; M acm illan Press L td  (Basingstoke,
Hampshire): 7 .18 ; Richard M eadow (Cambridge, M ass.): 
table 8 .i; M etropolitan M useum  o f  A rt (New York): (Rogers 

Fund, 19 15 )  7.2b; (Norbert Schim m el T ru st, 1989) 8.26; 
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Survey o f India): 10 .2 ; (photographs by Erja Lahdenpera for 
the U niversity o f Helsinki): 4.9a; 6.3; 6.4c—d; 10 .1b ; 1 3 . 1 1 ;  
(photographs b y  Jy rk i Lyytikka for the University o f H el­
sinki): 7 . 1 1 ;  10 .18 ; 12 .9 ; 13 .3 ; 14 .5 ; 14 .23c; Hans J . N issen 

(Berlin): 2 .3 ; Oriental Institute, U niversity of Chicago 
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Paivikki Parpola (Helsinki): 6 .1 1 ;  6 .i5 ; 6 .i7—i8 ; table 6.2; 
Peabody M useum  o f Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard 
U niversity (Cambridge, M ass.): i4 . i7 ;  Stuart Piggott 
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i4 .30 ; D enise Schm andt-Besserat (Austin): 2 . i ;  Fred  Scholz 
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10 .23 ; State M useum  (Lucknow): (photograph by Jy rk i 
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10 .5 ; U niversity M useum , U niversity of Pennsylvania (Phil­
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the text have been drawn by V irpi Hameen-Anttila.
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I  The Indus Civilization and 
its historical context

i . i  P ro b le m s , o b je c tiv e s  an d  stra te g ie s  o f  re se a rch

In  19 2 1 , excavations at H arappa in the Punjab brought to 

light the ruins o f a large brick-built city, and soon an unknown 
civilization was uncovered in and around the Indus Valley. 
T h e  Indus (or Harappan) Civilization, now dated to c.2550— 
1900 BC, collapsed before the composition of the hymns 
collected in the J}gveda-Sam hita, the oldest historical 
document o f India. N o unambiguous information has been 
preserved to tell us the names o f the Indus kings or their 
subjects, the names o f the gods they worshipped, or even what 
language they spoke. T h e  Harappan language and religion 
continue to be among the most vexing problems o f South 
Asian protohistory.

T h e  Indus people used a writing system of their own. 

N early 4,000 specimens of this script survive on stamp seals 
carved in stone, on moulded terracotta and faience amulets, 
on fragments o f pottery and on a few other types o f inscribed 
object. In  addition to writing, the seals and amulets often 
contain iconographic motifs, mostly realistic pictures of 
animals apparently worshipped as sacred, and a few  cultic 
scenes, including anthropomorphic deities and worshippers. 
The preserved texts are all very short (§ 5.3). T h ere is no 
bilingual translating an Indus text into a known script and 

language. In the added absence of historical information on 
the Indus Civilization, it is no wonder the prospects o f a 
successful decipherment have been considered meagre at 
best.

Y et it is necessary to keep on trying to find a solution. T o  be 

convincing, it m ust agree with generally accepted knowledge, 
and the methods by which such a solution has been reached 

must be scientific and open to scrutiny. Reduced to its barest 
essence, the scientific method o f solving a problem consists of 
two operations: ( 1 ) devising theoretically justifiable hypo­
theses and (2) testing them. Contrary to common belief, it is 
not good research strategy to make carefully non-committal 
hypotheses, for these are difficult to test. Guesses that are as
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bold and detailed as possible are not only the easiest kind to 
test but also wield the maximum explanatory power i f  they 
turn out to be right. Excesses are kept under control by the 
simultaneous requirements o f theoretical justification and 
testability: ‘ the question is not to minimize hypotheses but to 

maximize their control’ (Bunge 1967: 287). T his need for 
various kinds o f tests is one reason w hy the Indus script 
should be studied from many different angles.

I turn in the Introduction to a survey o f the present state o f 
knowledge o f the Harappan culture. T h is will define a 

number o f premisses, some o f which have changed 
substantially since the initial discoveries in the 1920s. I shall 
stress the Harappan contacts with ancient Western Asia, 
which provide relevant parallels and potential sources o f 
information on the Harappan culture.

There follows in part I I  a b rief history o f writing and 
decipherment, as applied to other ancient scripts, for the 
benefit o f those readers not acquainted with them. After that 
comes an analysis o f the Indus script, discussing theoretical 
issues and summarizing some results to date. T h e main 
objectives are to chart ways o f defining the type o f writing and 
language represented by the Indus script and discovering the 
meaning o f individual signs.

I come in part H I to the problem o f the Harappan language 
and consider its potential relationship to languages spoken in 
the N ear East and South Asia. M ost o f this section is an 
attempt to correlate the linguistic protohistory with the 
typological and archaeological evidence. T h e aim is to see 
whether any o f the languages known from this area is likely to 
have been spoken by the Harappans.

T h e coming o f the Aryans to India is here considered at 
some length, so as to throw light on the gap between the Indus 
Civilization and the historical period that begins with the 
compilation o f the .ij.gveda around 1200 bc . As we shall see, 
the textual, archaeological and linguistic evidence converges 

to suggest that the Rgvedic Aryans were preceded in India by 
another wave o f Indo-European-speaking invaders, and that 
these earlier ‘A ryans’ (who called themselves Dasa) 
penetrated further to the east than did the Rgvedic Aryans.

Th is inference provides a new  basis on which to 
reconstruct the pre-Vedic religion o f India. Such a 

reconstruction is vital, because we have good reason to expect 
the names o f Harappan deities to be mentioned on Indus 
inscriptions. Personal names, both in the ancient Near East 
and in historical India, often contain gods’ names as their 
building blocks, and the signs on Indus seals probably show 
the names and titles o f their owners. One source for 
reconstructing the Harappan religion is the archaeological 
remains o f the Indus Civilization, especially the motifs o f the 
glyptic and plastic arts whose meaning may be elucidated by 
comparison with Near Eastern material. Another major

The Indus Civilization and its historical context ----------------

source is the Vedic and later Indian texts and living cultic 
practices.

T h e  pre-Vedic religion that emerges anticipates much o f 
the later worship and mythology o f R udra-Siva and the 
Goddess, especially as deities o f war and fertility, with 
parallels in Western Asia. Religious issues particularly 
relevant to the decipherment o f the Indus script will be dealt 
with in this book as the occasion arises, but a more 

comprehensive reconstruction o f the pre-Vedic religion has to 
be left for a separate publication; an outline o f the basic theses 
is available elsewhere (Parpola 1988a).

T h e  book concludes (part IV ) with som e suggested 
readings o f a few Indus signs, and a detailed presentation o f 
the inscriptional, linguistic and religious evidence for them.

1.2  R e d is c o v e ry  o f  a  fo rgo tten  c iv iliz a t io n

T h e Indus Valley has occupied a pivotal position in the early 
cultural history o f the Indian subcontinent. Until colonial 
times, the mountain passes o f the northwest were the gateway 
throu gh which wave after wave o f foreign invaders came. The 
plains o f the Indus were the first area to be annexed to 
dominions in the Iranian plateau or Central Asia. This 
political unification o f the two sides o f the Hindu Kush 
mountains opened the way for widespread cultural exchange 
in both directions. When the invaders extended their rule into 
India, they usually lost contact with their origins and the 
exchange ceased. This historical pattern has repeated itself 
many times, and can be expected to have some validity even in 
prehistory.

When Darius the Great conquered the southern Indus 
Valley around 520 b c , he annexed it to the Persian empire as a 
satrapy called in Old Persian H in d u s  (fig. 1 . 1 ). In Sanskrit or 
Old Indo-Aryan, the language spoken in North India at that 
time, the word s in d h u - means prim arily ‘river’ ; as a proper 
name it refers both to the river Indus and to the southern 
Indus Valley, the modern province o f Sind(h) in Pakistan. 
Through Old Persian, this name immediately passed into the 
language o f the Ionian Greeks, who were also subjects o f the 
Persian empire. Persian H in d u s  became In d ó s  ‘ Indus river’ 
and In d ie  ‘country o f the Indus river and beyond’ .

Both India and its earliest civilization are therefore called 
after the Indus. With its yearly floods this mighty snow-fed 
river, like the N ile and the Euphrates and T igris, made 
possible large-scale cultivation and thereby urbanization. But 
unlike its counterparts in Egypt and M esopotamia, the Indus 
Civilization did not survive until historical times. Flourishing 
from about 2550 b c , it collapsed around 1900 bc  and was soon 
totally forgotten. A ll that remained were the mounds o f 
deserted towns and cities, which even today are up to 30 
metres high.
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F ig . i . i .  The Persian empire under the Achaemenids. After Frye 1966: 286. (‘Daha’ is placed too far to the west, in its later (Parthian 
period) location; for earlier times, see § 8 + )

T h e  earliest documents o f  India, Vedic texts dating from 
c. 1200—500 BC, speak o f ancient ruin mounds (arm a)■ in 
various ways: as widely scattered habitations o f foreign people 
who have gone away to some other country (T B  2,4,6,7—8); as 

haunts o f sorceresses (J}S  1 ,13 3 ,3 ) ; and as find-places of 
potsherds in the wilderness (K S  19 ,5; T S  5 , i ,6,2), located 
along the banks of the rivers Indus ( JB  3,238), Sarasvati (PB 
2 5 ,10 ,16 —18) and DrsadvatI (L S S  10 ,19 ,4 --) . T h e  
settlements o f the Indus Civilization cluster along the old 

beds o f these very rivers. Sent on an excursion by Alexander 
the Great in 326 bc , Aristoboulos, too, ‘found an abandoned 
country, with more than a thousand towns and villages 

deserted after the Indus had changed its course’ (Strabo 

x v , i , i 9 ).
Not until 2,000 years later are the ruin mounds o f the Indus 

V alley mentioned again in historical sources. In  the early 
nineteenth century several Britons travelled in the Indus 

Valley, publishing detailed accounts o f their journeys. T h e 
most noteworthy was that o f the young Scottish officer 
Alexander Burnes, who in 18 3 1  drew the first scientific maps 
o f the Indus and its tributaries. D uring his travels, Burnes

made an excursion to the huge ruin mounds ofH arappa about 
ioo miles to the southwest of Lahore on the dry bed o f the 
river Ravi.

T h e  ancient ruins ofH arappa had by then already supplied 
the bricks used in building the nearby modern village o f 5,000 
inhabitants. The site was, however, extensive enough to 
furnish ballast for more than ioo miles o f the Punjab railway, 
the stretch between M ultan and Lahore, laid between 1856 
and 1863 by the British engineer William' Brunton.

F ew  British officials were as insensitive to the cultural 
history o f India as Brunton. Serious study had been strongly 
urged as early as i7 7 4  by D r Sam uel Johnson in a letter to 
W arren Hastings. T h e  most significant initiatives were taken 
by Sir W illiam Jones ( 17 4 6 --4 )  o f the Suprem e Court of 
Bengal. Jones founded the Asiatic Society in i784 and 
initiated the translation o f Indian classical literature, the 
study o f the Sanskrit language, and comparative Indo- 
European linguistics. Another remarkable pioneer was Jam es 
Prinsep (179 9 -184 0), an official of the Calcutta M int, who 
studied the coins o f the Indo-Greek kings and the inscriptions 
.of the emperor Asoka. Asoka’ s edicts, carved on rocks and
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F ig . 1 . 2 . The first known Indus seal (b m  189 2-12-10 ,1): (a) in  a 
drawing o f its impression as published by Cunningham (1875: 
pl. 33, 1), and (b) in  a newly made impression.

stone pillars all over his vast empire, are the earliest directly 
preserved historical documents o fln d ia , dating from f.250  b c . 

Prinsep deciphered the two form s o f writing used in these and 
other early monuments, the Brahm l and the KharosthI 
scripts (§§ 2.3 and 4 .1).

General Alexander Cunningham (18 14 -^ 3 )  was in  his 
youth an eager assistant o fPrinsep , but his special hobby was 

studying ruin mounds. Cunningham was able to devote 
him self fo lly  to this task after his retirement in 1 862, first as an 
official and later as the Director o f  the newly founded 
Archaeological Survey o f India. A fter three visits to Harappa 

from 1853 onwards, in  1875 he published a description o f  the 
site, with a map and illustrations o f the few antiquities 
discovered. These included a curious seal, with characters in 
an unfamiliar script (fig. 1.2).

T w o forther seals o f this type were found at Harappa and 
published in 1886 and 19 12 . T h e origin o f the seals intrigued 
S ir John M arshall (1876—1958), Director General o f the 
Archaeological Survey o fln d ia  from 1902. M arshall directed 
D . R . Sahni to begin excavations at Harappa in January 19 2 1. 
M ore seals were immediately discovered, from beneath the 
levels representing the oldest archaeological assemblage 
known in India at that time. R . D. Banerjee discovered similar 
seals in 1922—3 at M ohenjo-daro in  Sind, some 650 kilometres 
to the southwest o f Harappa, while examining the ruin 
mounds surrounding a Buddhist stupa built in the first or 
second century ad .

As soon as M arshall had been able to study the material 
unearthed at Harappa and M ohenjo-daro, he wrote an article 
on it, published in 1924 in T h e I llu s tra te d  L ondon N ew s. T h e 
brick-built cities shattered the belief that India had been 

inhabited only by prim itive savages before the nomadic 
Aryans brought their culture to the subcontinent some time in 
the second millennium bc . B ut how ancient were these cities? 

W hat was their relation to the early  civilizations in other 
countries? What language did their people speak and what did 
they call themselves? Answers could perhaps be found in the 
inscriptions carved on the seals. B ut nobody could read them.

These tantalizing discoveries led to large-scale mass

excavations at the two sites. T h e  digs at Harappa in 19 2 1—5 
were led by Sahni, in 1926—34 by M . S. Vats, those at 
M ohenjo-daro in 1924—3 1 were directed first by  M arshall 
himself, and from 1927 onwards by Ernest M ackay. In  spite 
o f  their defective methods, these excavations still constitute 
the basis o f our knowledge o f the Indus Civilization. But later 
discoveries during the past several decades have constantly 
changed our perceptions o f it.

1 .3  L i fe  in  th e In d u s c ities  an d  v illa g e s

M ore than a thousand settlements o f the Indus Civilization 
have been discovered over an area o f some 1.25  million square 
kilometres, larger than today’s Pakistan or the Egyptian and 
M esopotamian empires o f the third millennium bc  (fig. 1.3). 
W e do not know whether this whole domain was politically 
unified or consisted o f several states, but culturally it was 
surprisingly uniform, though recent research has brought to 
light m any examples o f regional variety too. Cities like 

M ohenjo-daro and Harappa covered more or less a square 
kilometre, housed some 40,000 inhabitants and were among 
the greatest metropolises o f their time. Still untouched sites o f 
almost the same size are Judeirjo-daro in Sind, Lurewala 
T h er and Ganweriwala T h er on the dried-up course o f the 
ancient river Hakra in the desert o f Cholistan and Rakhigarhi 
in  Haryana; indeed, the pattern suggests a regular network o f 
settlements, with major cities at an average distance o f f.250 
kilometres from  each other.

M any Harappan towns and cities shared a common layout 
(fig. 1.4). A n acropolis, the administrative and ritualistic 
centre, was built upon a high platform o f mud and mud-brick. 

L ike  the lower town with living quarters, workshops and 
bazaars, it was surrounded by walls, needed for protection 
against both human and animal aggression and the periodic 
floods o f the Indus. In  smaller towns like Lothal (with about 
2,500 inhabitants), the acropolis and the lower town were 
separated only by a wall (fig. 1.8). T h e buildings and streets 
were carefully orientated according to the cardinal directions

(§ 11 .2 ) .
T h e  famous Great Bath in  the acropolis o f M ohenjo-daro 

was undoubtedly used for religious rites. Built o fbu rn t brick, 
it was made watertight with bitumen. A t each o f the short 
ends, a flight o f steps led into the water, which was drained off 

through an underground outlet under a high corbelled 
archway. T h e basin was surrounded by brick columns 
supporting the roof o f a covered corridor. On three sides there 
were smaller rooms, one containing a well.

Grain was presum ably the basis o f economic transactions, 
as in contemporary Mesopotamia. T axeslev ied  in the form o f 

corn had to be stored. A  building next to the G reat Bath on the 
west, adjoining the wall, may be such a treasury. T h e floor has
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F ig . i . j .  Sites o f the Indus Civilization (Mature Harappan and -  in the northwest -  late K ot Dijian cultures).



The Indus Civilization and its historical context

F ig . 1 .4 .  Layout o f the Indus cities o f  Mohenjo-daro (in Sind) and Harappa (in the Punjab). After Wheeler 1947a: 63, fig. 2.

numerous rectangular masonry platforms which probably 
supported a tim ber floor, with open passages beneath, which 
would have kept the bottom free from ground moisture.

T h e analogous ‘G reat G ranary’ at Harappa is somewhat 
surprisingly situated outside the citadel walls, near the main 
gate on the bank o f the old bed o f  the river R avi. Th is position 
may have been chosen to facilitate transport by boat. Close by, 

there were at least five rows o f  circular platforms, paved with 
burnt brick, for pounding grain on a large scale. In  one o f  the 
central holes o f the 18  surviving platforms, once furnished 
with wooden basins, remains o f burnt wheat and husked 
barley have been identified.

T h e  private houses, too, were mostly built o f expensive 
baked brick. Considerable attention was paid to privacy and 
comfort. N o doors or windows opened on to the broad main 
streets, noisy and dusty with traffic; the entrances were from 
small side lanes. Then, as today in Sind, the focus o f  domestic 
activities was the inner courtyard, surrounded by several 
smaller rooms and stairs leading to the upper storey.

T h e residences o f  well-to-do people had good wells o f their 
own and bathrooms with paved floors. Pottery pipes carried 
waste water to the covered baked-brick drains running along 

the streets. Their soak-pits were undoubtedly emptied 
municipally, like the pottery receptacles outside the house 
walls, into which the dirt from  rubbish-chutes running

through the walls emptied. Harappan water engineering was 
far more advanced than that in many oriental towns today.

D ifferent occupational groups probably had their own 
areas w ithin the city, as in India and Pakistan today. In  
Harappa, remains o f 14  barrack-like houses in two rows, and 
o f 16  furnaces used for metal-working have been found near 
the G reat Granary. Some craftsmen’s workshops have been 
identified, for example those o f a coppersmith and a bead- 
maker in Lothal, a Harappan coastal town in Gujarat. 
Harappan craftsmen were competent, specialized and 
conservative. Their occupations are likely to have been 
hereditary. T h e  mass-produced and standardized objects 
were sometimes quite inefficient, but little effort was made to 
im prove them. F or instance, the Harappans continued to use 
an axe with a flat bronze blade that was tied to the shaft, even 
though they knew from imported examples a much more 
efficient type o f  axe with a hole in the blade for inserting the 
shaft.

T h e millions o f bricks used to construct the cities were 
made in standardized and convenient sizes. T h ey  could each 
be lifted in one hand, and their proportions (i :2:4) are ideal 
for a firm bond. T h e weights, polished cubes o f stone, were 
highly standardized, too. T h e same can be said o f the metal, 
stone and pottery artefacts. Neolithic flint tools were not 
abandoned; on the contrary, cheap chert blades outnumber
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metal implements. Copper, often alloyed with tin or arsenic as 
bronze, was worked into different kinds o f vessels, tools and 
weapons. In addition to metal arms, soldiers and city guards 

probably used slings with clay pellets, as do the hunters of 
present-day Sind.

Copper was also cast by the lost-wax method into 
statuettes, a sensuously modelled nude dancing girl and 

lifelike buffaloes and bulls being the finest examples. 
Num erous terracotta and faience models o f animals (fig. 7 .1 b) 
and humans undoubtedly had a religious significance, like the 
few stone sculptures (fig. 12 .1) . With the exception o f a 
magnificent stone urial ram about 1 metre long that has 
recently come to light, all surviving art objects are on a very 
small scale. M iniature clay carts with solid wheels, and 
pottery whistles and rattles, m ay have been children’ s toys. 
Gam e-pieces and a fragment of a board with squares drawn 

on it attest adult pastimes. T h e most common personal 
ornaments were bangles, rings and beads o f various types, 
made o f faience, shell, terracotta, steatite, gold, etc.

T h e majority o f pots found in Harappan cities are small, 
plain water pitchers produced in great quantities, but not all 
ceramics were so severe. M any vessels were made o f carefully 

prepared clay, often covered with red slip, and painted in 
black. Among the favourite motifs are geometrical figures, like 
intersecting circles or fish scales, naturalistic paintings of 
peacocks, snakes and fig trees, and some more stylized objects 
that are difficult to recognize.

T h e  people in the cities, specializing in arts and crafts, 
trade, religion and administration, were fed from the surplus 

produced by farmers. T h e main plants under cultivation were 
barley and wheat, or (in Gujarat only) rice; different types of 
pea were also grown, and possibly sesamum for oil. A  small 
piece o f woven cotton cloth dyed red with madder attests the 
antiquity of India’ s famous cotton and dyeing industry. T h e 
plough was used, and the flooding o f the Indus m ay have been 
exploited in the same way as today: barley and wheat are 

grown imm ediately after the floods in the autumn and reaped 
in M arch to A pril, while cotton and sesamum are sown at the 
beginning of the floods and harvested at their end.

T h e most important dom estic animals were cattle, sheep 
and goats; but fowls, dogs and probably water buffaloes were 
also kept. Deer, gazelle and wild boar were the main hunted 

game. T h e  tiger and rhinoceros depicted on the Indus seals 
and tablets have been used as an argument for a slightly more 
humid climate in Harappan times than today’s semi-arid one, 
which receives less than 200 mm o f annual rainfall. B ut the 

tiger is still occasionally found in Sind, and Babur, the first of 
the Great M ogul emperors, speaks o f rhinoceros-hunting in 
the Punjab. T h e need for fuel to bake the huge quantity of 
bricks used in building the Harappan cities has been cited as 
another indication o f more luxuriant vegetation. However,

the fuel output o f the present-day riverine forest has been 
shown to be sufficient to satisfy that need.

T h e rivershave certainly changed their coursesm any times 
since the third millennium. T h e system o f the ancient 
Sarasvat'i river (modern Ghaggar) was in Harappan times 
perennial and probably emptied itself into the Indian Ocean 
east o f the Indus, which by Vedic times it no longer did. Large 
numbers o f fish bones found at M ohenjo-daro and Harappa 
prove that fishing, with nets and copper fish-hooks, provided 
an important source o f food. T h e rivers also provided 

irrigation and transport, carrying cedar pine used as timber at 
Harappa down from the- Himalayan foothills and heavy loads 
o f chert from the working sites in the Rohri hills. T h e  rivers 
were indeed vital to the Harappan cities, which were almost 
invariably situated on ancient river-beds, despite the risk of 
floods.

Thus the Harappans could effectively harness the Indus 
with all ■ its economic potential. T h is secured for most 
inhabitants o f the Indus cities a fairly  high standard o f living. 
One feature that is quite unusual for ancient times is the 

relatively even distribution o f this wealth. There is little 

evidence o f extreme poverty or o f extreme luxury.

1.4  C o n ta c ts  w ith  th e N e a r  E a s t

W hen he announced the discovery o f the Indus Civilization, 
S ir Jo h n  M arshall expressed the hope that archaeologists 
working in other countries might suggest clues to its date and 
external contacts. He was not disappointed. Ju st one year 
earlier, in 1923, Ernest M ackay (who was soon to excavate 

M ohenjo-daro) had unearthed a Harappan-type seal with an 
Indus inscription at T e ll Uhaim ir, ancient K ish , under a 
pavement built by  H am m urapi’s son, K ing Sam su-iluna 

( 17 4 9 - 17 12  b c ) (fig. 8.5a). T w o other ‘ Indus seals’ , 
discovered at T ello  and Susa, were published in  1925. B y  
19 32  the number o f  seals found in  the N ear East and supposed 
to be related to the Indus Civilization was 30, and the next 
half-century has added a dozen more. O f the I I seals from 
M esopotamia that can be dated with any degree of certainty, 
nine have been attributed to the Akkadian period (2 334 -2 154  
bc) and two to the time o f the Isin  and Larsa  dynasties 

(nineteenth to eighteeenth century b c ).
Several different types can be distinguished- among the 

‘ Indus seals’ found outside the Indus Valley (ffg. 1.5). One 
could be called ‘native Harappan’ type, because ■ it is like the 
great majority o f the Indus seals found in India and Pakistan, 
consisting o f square  stamp seals with a bipartite high boss on 
the reverse, an inscription in Indus characters, and a 
characteristically Harappan iconographic motif, such as the 
‘unicorn’ bull (fig. 8.5). Such native Harappan-type seals have 
been discovered at several sites in the N ear - East and were
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F ig . i .6 .  Impression o f a cylinder seal (im  14674) from Tell 
Asmar (in Mesopotamia), with Indian animals carved in 
Harappan style: rhinoceros, elephant ■ and gavial (fish-eating 
alligator). ‘Glazed steatite’ , height 3.4 cm. Cf. Frankfort 1955: 
no. 642; Collon 1987: no. 610.

probably transported there from the Indus Valley. Some 
other Indus seals, found in U r, Susa, T e ll Asm ar and T e ll 
as-Sulem a, were undoubtedly locally made, for although they 
bear Indus script and / or iconographic motifs that are dearly 
ofH arappan inspiration, their form agrees with the main type 

o f Mesopotamian seals: they are cy lin d ers , rolled over wet clay 
rather than pressed upon it (fig. 1.6). However, most o f the , 
foreign-style Indus seals found in the N ear East are round  

stamp seals, a type that is rare both in the Indus Valley and in 
M esopotamia. T h ey  come mainly from the coastal city o f U r 
and from the G ulf. T h e iconographic m otif on these round 
seals is the ‘bison feeding from a manger’ (fig. 8.6), a typically 
Harappan motif, but not nearly as common in the Indus 
V alley  as the ‘unicorn’ bull.

Som e of the round seals excavated at U r were o f a type not 
known at all from the Indus Valley; they had on the reverse a 
low, pierced boss, engraved with one to three parallel lines 
flanked by two dots-in-circles on either side. (An untypical 
G u lf  seal from U r is shown in fig. 10 .7.) T h e mystery o f their 

provenance was solved in the 1950s during Danish 
excavations on the islands o f the G ulf. Over 500 round stamp 
seals have by now been discovered on Failaka and Bahrain, 

which have turned out to be centres o f a previously unknown 
‘D ilm un Civilization’ . One o f the Indus seals found at 

Bahrain was associated with a small cuneiform tablet 
containing three Am orite proper names (§ 8.2), datable on the 
grounds o f the forms and combinations of its signs to 
f.20 50-19 00  BC.

In th e  early 1960s one ‘G u lf  seal’ (fig. 1 .7) was discovered at 
Lothal in Gujarat. Among other finds from this Harappan 
coastal site is a water-basin measuring 2 19  x  37 metres and 4.5 

metres deep, built o f baked brick and situated immediately 
beside the acropolis (fig. 1.8). One interpretation sees it as a

Contacts with the Near East

F ig . i . j .  A  typical G u lf seal (L-123) discovered at Lothal (in 
Gujarat): (a) obverse, (b) impression, (c) reverse.

dockyard, where ships could find harbour sheltered from the 
strong tide; another as a fresh-water reservoir.

Im m ediately adjoining the water-basin in the acropolis of 

Lothal is a ‘warehouse’ with a floor area o f 1,930  square 
metres (fig. 1.8). Its ground-plan resembles that o f the 
‘granaries’ o f Harappa and Mohenjo-daro and originally 
comprised 64 cubes of mud-brick, separated from each other 
b y  m etre-wide brick-paved passages. T h e superstructure, 
built partly o f timber, partly of mud, has burnt down. Among 
the ashes on the floor were found nearly a hundred clay tags, 
bearing impressions o f native Indus seals on one side and of 

packing materials (bamboo, reeds, mattings, woven cloth and 
twisted cords) on the other (figs. 7 .16 - 17 ) .

Lothal, situated some 700 kilometres southeast of 
M ohenjo-daro, has been termed a ‘gateway settlement’ . It  
functioned not only as an outpost for sea trade but also as an 
exchange point between the Harappans and the hunter- 
gatherers o f Gujarat, who collected raw materials for them. 
W hole and partly sawn elephant tusks were discovered at a 
workshop in Lothal. T h e trading network o f the Harappans 

must have extended as far as South India, for northern 
Karnataka is the most likely source o f  their fuchsite: a vase 
made o f this rare mineral was found at Mohenjo-daro.

B u t chief among the raw  materials procured from 
Saurashtra and Gujarat are various kinds o f semi-precious 
stones, especially agate and carnelian. Beads were 
manufactured on an extensive scale at Lothal. A  bead factory 

identified in the lower town yielded many unfinished 
specimens as w ell as drills and other tools, including a stone 
anvil and a furnace. T h e  Harappans had learnt to stain white 
designs on the red carnelian: the pattern was first drawn on 
the stone with soda, and the stone was then heated until the 
alkali entered it, making the pattern permanent. Th is industry 

o f ‘etched’ carnelian has survived at Sehwan in Sind until this 
century. Such ‘etched’ carnelian beads have been found in the 
Royal Cemetery of U r, dating from f.250 0 -2334  BC; they 
constitute the earliest evidence o f trade contacts between 
M esopotamia and the Indus Civilization.

Lothal is not the only Harappan town on the coast o f the 
Indian Ocean. Trading outposts identified in Pakistani 
M akran (up to Sutkagen-dor near the border of Iran) bridge
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F ig . I .8 .  Layout of the Indus town of Lothal (in Gujarat). After Rao 1979: 1, pl. 38.

the distance to the G u lf  and M esopotamia (fig. I .3). In  19 81 
an Indus inscription on a large potsherd was discovered at 
R a 's  al-Junayz in Oman (fig. 1.5). T h at the Harappans were a 
seafaring people is suggested also by representations o f ships, 
both in  terracotta models found at Lothal, and on Indus seals 
and sealings from M ohenjo-daro (figs. 1 .9 -10 ) .

1.5  T h e  la n d  o f  M e lu h h a

T h e discoveries o f the G u lf  culture and Lothal directed 
attention to the cuneiform references to sea trade. Three 
foreign countries were the main participants in this trade from 
the twenty-fourth to the nineteenth century bc : Dilmun,

M agan and M eluhha. T h e  fixed order o f reference to these 

countries is usually understood to reflect their respective 
locations. T h e following identifications are now widely 
agreed:

D ilm un=the G u lf culture, especially the islands o f  Tarut, 
Bahrain and Failaka;

M agan= the Oman peninsula and the Iranian Makran across the 
Gulf;

Meluhha =  the Indo-Iranian borderlands and the Indus 
Civilization.

Dilm un (see also § 8.2) must have been nearest to M eso­
potamia, for it is usually mentioned first, most frequently and
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The land o f Meluhha

F ig . 1 .9 .  The Harappan ships (fig. 1. io) were very similar to the traditional houseboats (Sindhi g'ündî or beri) with a rectangular cabin 
(Sindhi tharo) used today on the Indus by the aboriginal Sindhi tribe o f fishermen and sailors called Mohana. It is the name of this tribe 
that figures in the name of M oh enjo-daro  (spelt also M oh an -jo -daro  in the 1920s) ‘the mound [situated in the area] of the Mohanas’ . The 
widely current interpretation of the name as ‘the mound of the dead’, Sindhi M oen -jo -daro , appears to be a misunderstanding.

as a trading emporium which supplied goods from more 
distant lands. Recently D ilm un has been found mentioned in 
the archaic texts o f U ruk I I I ,  dated to f.3200 BC. T h e name 
occurs in several contexts tentatively interpreted as follows: 
‘ tax collector o fD ilm u n ’, ‘D ilm un axe’ , ‘one bale o f  D ilm un 
garments’ and ‘prince o f the good Dilm un-house (or temple)’ . 
Archaeological and textual evidence has suggested that until 
f.2400 BC Dilm un was the island o fT aru t and the nearby coast 
of the eastern Arabian mainland. Between f.2400 and 1 500 BC, 
the expanded ‘Dilm un Civilization’ would have stretched 
from Failaka island in the north to Bahrain island in the south, 
with Bahrain as its centre (fig. 1.5 ). During the latter h alf o f 
the second millennium BC, D ilm un seems to have become 
displaced northwards, its centre shifting to Failaka island.

M agan is quoted especially as the source o f copper, and 
recent excavations and surveys have shown Oman to be the 
largest known site o f copper production in the third 
millennium BC. M agan is supposed to designate Oman in the

third and early second millennium BC, and southeastern Iran 
as well around the m iddle of the second millennium. T h e 
name M a g a n  / M a k a n  / M a k k a n  may be etymologically 
related to the place-name M a k r a n .  this early Islam ic spelling 
goes back to Old Persian M a k a ,  one o f the satrapies o f the 
Achaemenid empire (fig. 1 . 1 ) . Greek authors place the people 
called M a k a i  in Oman and on the opposite coast o f Karm ania 
in Iran. A n  item o f trade supporting this identification is ‘the 
m esu  wood o f M agan’, which, according to the trilingual 
inscriptions o f Darius the Great, was imported from 
northwest India (Gandara) and eastern Iran (Karm ana) and 
called y a k a -  in Old Persian: in  modern Iranian the cognate 
word J a g  denotes sissoo (D a lb erg ia  sissoo Roxburgh), a large 

tree growing in the mountains o f Oman, southern Iran and 
Pakistan.

M eluhha is mentioned in cuneiform sources for the first 
time when one o f the most famous rulers o f M esopotamian 
history, Sargon o f Akkad (2334—2279 bc), the founder o f the
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Akkadian dynasty, boasts in  one o f his inscriptions: ‘ Ships 
from M elu!Jha, ships from M agan (and) ships from D ilm un 
he [i.e. Sargon] made lay anchor at the harbour o f Akkad.’ 

T h e order o f  enumerating the countries is  exceptional. 
Apparently the m ost distant country was mentioned first to 
impress the reader.

A  historical text relates how almost the whole world 
rebelled against Sargon’ s grandson, N arâm -Sïn  (2254—22 18  
b c ), towards the end o fh is  rule. A  newly identified fragment 
o f this text, published in 1976, enumerates the names of 
mutinous kings, among them ‘ [. . .]ibra, man ofM elu!J!Ja ’ , in a 
passage where all geographical names refer to places east of 

Mesopotamia.
Gudea, the Sum erian king o f Lagash in 2 14 4 -2 12 4  b c , 

states in his inscriptions that ‘the M elu!J!Jans came from their 
country’ and supplied usü wood, gold dust, carnelian and 
other luxury items for the construction o f the main temple in 
G udea’ s capital. T h e  M elu!J!Jans seem to have stayed in 
Lagash and established a colony there, for a village called 
M elu!Jha existed near the city for at least 35 years (2 10 5 -2 0 7 1 
bc) in the time of the T h ird  D ynasty o f U r.

L iterary texts dating from  c.2000 BC contain interesting 
information on M elu!JlJa. A  composition called ‘Enki and the 
world order’ describes how the wise water-god Enki moves 

around organizing the world, decreeing the fate o f different 
countries. T h e  participants in the sea trade figure 
prominently; their ships are mentioned in verses 124—30. But 
the most noteworthy passage is in verses 2 19 -3 5 :

He crossed to the land (kur) of Meluhha.
Enki, the king o f the Sweet-Water Ocean, decrees its fate: 
‘Black land (kur), your trees will be large trees, 
they will be mesu-groves of the highland (kur), 

their thrones will be set in royal palaces.
Your reeds will be large reeds,
they will be reeds of the highland (kur),

heroes work them as weapons in the battlefields.
Your bulls will be large bulls,
they will be the bulls of the highland (kur),

their roar will be the roar o f the bulls of the highland 
(kur).

The great laws (me) of the gods will be perfected for you.
All dar-birds (i.e. fowls) of the highland (kur) [wear] 

carnelian beards; 
your birds will be Aaia-birds, 
their cries will fill the royal palaces.

Your silver will be gold, your copper will be bronze-tin.
Land (kur), everything you have will [increase], 
your people will [multiply],

your male will go after his fellow male like a bull.’
(trans. based on Kramer 196L  178, and Kramer and Maier

1989: 46f.)

F ig .  1 . 1 0 .  A  Harappan ship with a rectangular cabin (cf. fig. 
1.9), with birds aboard. A  later Buddhist story Qâtaka no. 339) 
relates how ‘some [Indian] merchants came to the kingdom of 
B â v e r u  [ =  B â b ilu  in Babylonian], bringing on board ship with 
them a direction-crow’. Such a crow was released i f  the sailors 
wandered too far towards the open sea from the coast; by flying 
towards the land, the bird would show the right direction. One 
side o f a moulded terracotta amulet in the form of a triangular 
prism from Mohenjo-daro (M-1429). Length 4.6 cm. (For the 
two other sides, see figs. io .ic  and 12.7.)

T h e word ‘highland’ (kur), occurring m any times in  this 
passage, usually refers to the Iranian plateau and to the 
foreign countries east o f Mesopotamia. T h e expression ■ ‘black 
country’ (k u r-g i6) may mean ‘country o f dark soil’ or ‘country 
o f dark-skinned people’ . It  recurs as an attribute o f M eluhha 
in the text called ‘Curse over Akkad’ (lines 48-9): ‘In the days 
o fN arâm -Sîn  . . .  ships kept bringing goods to Sum er . . .  T h e 
M elu!Jhans, the men of the black country, brought to him all 
kinds o f exotic wares.’

T h e divine h a ia -b ir d  (J h a -ia m“l ‘ ") whose sound is  to  be 
heard in the royal palaces could be the peacock. T h e  Buddhist 
Baveru-Jataka speaks of Indian merchants who ‘came to the 
kingdom o f B a v e r u  [fig. 1 .10 ]  [and] brought a royal peacock 
which they had trained to scream at the snapping o f the 
fingers and to dance at the clapping of the hands’ ; the 

Babylonians bought it for a thousand gold coins, and paid the 
royal peacock high honour. T h is Indian parallel may date 
from the Achaem enid times, because the name B a v e r u  for 
Babylonian B â b ilu  may owe its r  to Old Persian B â b iru .

T h e cuneiform text called ‘Enki and N in!Jursag’ (lines 3-5) 
says: ‘M ay  the land of M elu!J!Ja bring to you tempting 
precious carnelian, sissoo wood ofM agan, fine sea-wood (and) 

large boats.’ T h e meaning ‘ carnelian’ for n“ 4 g u g  ( =  Akkadian 
sâm tu, lit. ‘red stone’ ) is considered as certain; we have seen 
that ‘ etched’ carnelian beads o f Harappan origin had found 
their way to U r  already in E arly  Dynastic times. The 
‘ sea-wood’ imported from M elu!J!Ja for making chairs and 
dagger sheaths in the times o f the Th ird  D ynasty o fU r  was in 
all likelihood the very hard wood o f the mangrove tree 
growing on the coast o f east Baluchistan and Sind.

Ivory  was also among the products o f M eluhha. A fter the 
end o f the Isin-Larsa dynasty around 1760 BC, ivory was nfr 
longer imported via the G ulf. N or is the name o f M eluhha 
mentioned again before the fifteenth century BC, when it 
started to denote the new source o f ivory, N ubia or Ethiopia,
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unknown to Mesopotamians in the third millennium BC. T h e 
texts now speak o f ‘ black men o f M eluhha’ .

1.6  R is e  an d  fa l l  o f  th e  H a ra p p a n  cu ltu re

W hen the discovery o f the Indus Civilization was first 

announced, Assyriologists drew attention to a number of 
traits that it seemed to share with early M esopotamia. I t  was 
quickly recognized, however, that the resemblances are 
mainly general features o f urbanization, while numerous 
differences establish the independent character o f the Indus 

Civilization.
A t M ohenjo-daro m any attempts to reach the lowest levels 

in order to establish the origins o f the city have been 
frustrated by the high water-table, which has risen several 
metres during the past millennia. B ut at A m ri an older culture 
stratified under the Harappan layers was recognized by N . G. 
M ajum dar as early as 19 2 9 .  Sim ilar sites have since been 
located in increasing numbers (fig. 1 .13) .

Recent work has clearly shown that the Indus Civilization 
grew out o f earlier local cultures, and that these represent an 
essentially indigenous development. M ost important have 
been the French excavations carried out under the direction of 
Jean-François Jarrige since 19 7 4  at M ehrgarh and Nausharo 
on the K achi plain, along the route to the Bolan Pass that leads 
from western Sind to the highlands o f Baluchistan and 

beyond (fig. 1 . 1 1  ) . These excavations have for the first time 
created an unbroken cultural sequence from the end o f the 
eighth to the beginning o f the second millennium BC (table

i . i ).
W hile summarizing the cultural evolution in  the Greater 

Indus Valley on this basis, we shall naturally pay attention to 
contacts with the external world. These, too, have been 
adequately charted only from the past few decades’ 

explorations and excavations in the Iranian plateau and in 
Central Asia. Acquaintance with the archaeological back­
ground o f the Indus Civilization is indispensable not only for 
attempts at defining the linguistic prehistory o f the Greater 
Indus Valley (chapter 8). W e have to be aware that certain of 
the cultural traits o f the Harappans have a long prehistory. 
T h e dates given here (i.e. in  this chapter and in table 1 . 1 )  have 
been calibrated to the traditional N ear Eastern chronology. 
References to the M esopotamian periods help to correlate the 
events in Indus V alley  with those ofW estern Asia (table 1 . 1  ).

N e o lith ic  p e r io d

T h e  earliest level o f M ehrgarh (IA , c jo o o - 6 0 0 0  b c ) was 

aceramic. Sm all houses with a quadrangular plan and several 
rooms were built of air-dried mud-brick. Naked six-row 
barley and other indigenous grains including bread wheat

were harvested on a large scale with sickles whose flint blades 
were fixed in place with bitumen. Both wild and partially 

domesticated varieties of cereals have been identified. T h e 
animal bones discovered belong m ainly to hunted wild 
species, but herding o f sheep, goats and above all cattle (zebu) 
had started by the end o f the aceramic period. Sm all human 
figurines were made o f unbaked clay. T h e  burials were made 
in simple pits dug in cemetery areas. T h e  grave goods 
comprise young goats, ground stone axes and ornaments. 
Necklaces made o f  marine shells, lapis lazuli and turquoise 
attest contacts with the Arabian Sea and Afghanistan. 
Sim ilarities o f a general nature connect these earliest farming 
communities o f Baluchistan with those o f the Zagros region 
and northern Iran.

The earliest layers o fK ili  Ghul M uhammad (K G M , 1,500 
metres above sea-level) appear to represent this same phase. 
T h is  would mean that sedentary life was started simult­
aneously in the highlands and the plains (M ehrgarh is 150 
metres above sea-level).

The second major phase o f M ehrgarh ( IB - I I A , c.6000- 
5000 b c ) is also Neolithic. It  is characterized by a limited 
amount o f pottery, handmade from rough clay with plenty of 
straw, very similar to the earliest pottery o f the N ear East and 
the Iranian plateau. Baskets coated with (local) bitumen were 
also used. T h e site now covered several hectares and included 
large granaries (compartmented storage buildings with 
remnants o f charred grain), which remained a characteristic 
cultural trait until the end o f period I I I .  Ju jube and date were 
also cultivated now. Rem ains o f domesticated animals, 
especially bovids, greatly outnumber the bones o f wild 
animals. Besides the human figurines already present in  the 

earlier phase, there are also clay statuettes o f the zebu from 
6000 bc  onwards. Conceptions o f the afterlife must have 
changed, for the dead were now buried without any grave 
goods.

C h a lc o lith ic  p e r io d

T h e  next major phase at M ehrgarh ( I I B - I I I ,  ^5000-3600 b c ) 
is Chalcolithic. Th ere is now evidence for copper-smelting. 
A wls, knife blades and hooks were made o f metal. A  bow  drill 
was used in specialized lapidary workshops. M ehrgarh 
covered dozens o f hectares in period I I I .  Som e sort of 
irrigation undoubtedly existed, required by the cotton 
cultivation evidenced by large amounts o f cotton seeds. T h e 
pottery, now wheel-thrown, was plain at first. From  about 
4000 b c , ceramics were painted with geometric and soon also 
with animal motifs, evolving into complex friezes. T h e  rather 
homogeneous K G M  I I —I I I  / Togau A  W are is known not 
only from the K ach i plain but also from m any sites in 
Baluchistan (the highland plateaux as well as the valleys of 
K alat, Qp.etta, Zhob and Loralai) and from the lowest levels of
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F ig . I  j I .  Traffic routes and archaeological sites in the Indo-Iranian borderlands. Mehrgarh on the Kachi plain occupies a position 
that is strategic from the point of view ofintercourse between the Iranian plateau / Central Asia and the Indus Valley. After Jansen et al. 
199i : 99, pl. 84.
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M undigak in southern Afghanistan. This suggests the 
seasonal migration that has remained the basis o f the economy 
in this area, with summers spent in the mountains and winters 
on the alluvial plains (fig. 9 .2 ) .

M obility is seen also in  the affinities o f  painted pottery 
motifs between Baluchistan, southern Turkm enistan 
(Namazga 11—111)' and northern Iran (Sialk style). T h e 
technical excellence o f the Baluchistan pottery and its local 
antecedents precludes the earlier assumed hypothesis o f a 

colonization from the northwest, but these areas evidently 
maintained commercial relations and perhaps shared a 
common ideology.

E a r ly  H a r a p p a n  p e r io d

D uring the next phase (M ehrgarh IV —V, c.3600-3200 b c ) 
there is evidence for the construction ofirrigation canals. Th is 
enabled the extension o f agricultural activities beyond the 

floodplain, and m any new sites came into existence 
throughout the Greater Indus Valley. T h is proliferation of 

settlements was accompanied by social changes as well. 
Communal granaries disappear, while large storage jars 
appear in more compact house units that seem to have 
belonged to families. Potter’ s marks appear at m any sites (fig. 

4 . 1 ) ,  also suggesting private ownership (§ 2 . 1 ) .  Round and 
rectangular stamp seals, made o f stone, terracotta and bone 
and bearing geom etrical motifs, point to development in 
administration. Advances were made in all the crafts, 
including m etallurgy and pottery. T h e fine polychrome K echi 
Beg style is diagnostic o f Baluchistan ceramics in this period.

Around 3600 b c , population pressure drove farmers from 

Baluchistan to the Indus Valley, the marshes and jungles of 
which had been less attractive before the fourth millennium. 
Vessels o f a developed variety o f the K G M  / Togau Ware, 
undoubtedly coming from the southern parts o f the K ach i 
plain, occur beside local handmade bichrome pottery at Am ri, 
one o f the first villages on the Indus plain.

In the following phase (M ehrgarh V I - V I I ,  Nausharo I, 
A m ri I I , lower layers o f  K o t D iji, c .3 2 0 0 - 2 6 0 0  b c ) the 
development continued and trade increased. There are more 
stamp seals, not only round and rectangular but o f  many 

different forms; their motifs are mainly geometric, but one 
depicts five seated human figures, two others (one 
compartmented copper seal) zebus. T h e potters o f M ehrgarh 
mastered the technique o f air reduction and produced 
high-quality luxury ceramics, such as the Quetta Ware, the 
polychrome N al W are (fig. 1 0 .2 0  o—p), and the Faiz 
M ohammad W are (fig. 10 .2oa—b); Quetta W are has 
geometrical, the other two also plant and animal motifs.

A ll these ceramics are important in  documenting the 
connections between the Greater Indus Valley and the 
Iranian plateau and Central Asia at this time. Technological 
analyses have proved that Faiz M oham m ad ceramics

produced in centralized workshops on the K achi plain were 
exported to sites in  the Quetta Valley (Damb Sadaat, Faiz 
M ohammad), to M undigak (II—I I I )  in southern Afghanistan, 
and in small numbers even to Shahr-i Sokhta (I) in Iranian 
Seistan, where local imitations were made (fig. i0.2od). On 
the other hand, Em ir Ware, which predominates' on the 
western margins o f the Indo-Iranian borderlands from Oman 

and M akran via Kerm an to Seistan, was produced at Shar-i 
Sokhta and Bam pur and exported to M undigak and possibly 
even K alat in Pakistani Baluchistan. T h e  geometric 
decorations o f Qp.etta W are have close parallels both in 
Seistan (Shahr-i Sokhta I) and in southern Turkm enistan 
(Geoksyur and Namazga I I I ) , where, however, the pottery is 
handmade.

Such  interregional similarities, which comprise also human 
and animal figurines, stamp seals, beads, and other things, are 
now thought to result from an intensive caravan trade that was 
at its peak c.3000 bc . T h is trade benefited the intermediaries. 
Shahr-i Sokhta in Seistan became a great city o f 100 hectares. 

Clay tablets with Proto-Elam ite script have been found at this 
site (fig. 2 .6 ) . T h is shows that Shahr-i Sokhta was associated 

with the Proto-Elam ite Civilization that had its centre at Susa 

in western Iran, but extended its influence w idely over the 
Iranian plateau (fig. 1 . 1 2 ) .  Lapis lazuli mined in Afghanistan

• plates wV-»tr<. 'f'rofo-E.larnih.
A administrative 1a'bl<ls 
b*v* Pc.an .found

B WnC.i.' in̂ îpKr.ns I-Jave. 
bien found

F ig . 1 . 1 2 .  Archaeological sites of Elam, c.3000-2000 bc . 
Redrawn after Carter and Stolper 1984.
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T able i . i . C hronologies an d  c u ltu ra lp er io d s  o f  the ancient N e a r  E a s t  (M e s o p o ta m ia )  an d  the In d u s  V a lle y  (th e  K a c h i  p la in )  an d  the 

tim es o f  ap p ea ra n ce  o f  the d iffe re n t scrip ts  used in  a n d  a ro u n d  these regions

History of writing
(1-s =  logo-syllabic; s =  syllabic; a =  alphabetic)

Cultural periods
Years bc in (southern) Mesopotamia

Brahmi (a)

Greek alphabet (a)

Ugaritic cuneiform (a) 
Hittite hieroglyphic (s) 
Linear B (s)
Semitic alphabet (a)

Linear A (s)
Minoan hieroglyphic

Linear Elamite (s) 
Eblaite cuneiform (s)

Indus script

Egyptian hieroglyphs (1-s)
Proto-Elamite (1-s)

Archaic Sumerian (1-s)
(bullae with tokens and seal impressions) 
(cylinder seals in the Near East)
(stamp seals and potter’s marks in Baluchistan)

(stamp seals in the Near East)
(tokens in the Near East from c.8000)

100
200
300
400
500
600
700
800
900

1000
IIOO
1200
1300
1400
1500
1600
1700
1800
1900
2000
2100
2200
2300
2400
2500
2600
2700
2800
2900
3000
3100
3200
3300
3400
3500
3600
3700
3800
3900
4000
4100
4200
4300
4400
4500
4600
4700
4800
4900
5000
5100
5200
5300
5400
5500
5600
5700

HELLENISTIC C.330—

ACHAEMENID c.539~330

NEO-BABYLONIAN C.626-539

NEO-ASSYRIAN C.I000- 6 l 2

Ism II
c.1155-1026

Kassites 
c.1730—1155

MIDDLE BABYLONIAN 

C.1600—I000

Hammurapi dynasty 
c.1894-1595 
Isin and Larsa 
c.2017-1763

OLD BABYLONIAN 
C.2000—1600

Ur III C.2II2—2004 NEO-SUMERIAN
Gudea c.2144—2124 c.2154-2000

Sargon c.2334—2279 (o ld) AKKADIAN c.2334—2154

ED III B: Royal Tombs of Ur I 
c.2500—2334
ED III  A C.2600—2500 EARLY DYNASTIC
ED  II c.2750—2600 c.2900-2334
ED  I c.2900—2750

Uruk III  
c.3100—2900

JEMDET NASR
C.3100—2900

Uruk IV 
c.3500—3100

URUK C.3700-3100

'UBAID C.4400-3700

HALAF C.5000—4400 
(northern Mesopotamia)

HASSUNA-SAMARRA
C.5700—5000

(northern Mesopotamia)
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Table i .i . (conti)

Archaeological sequence
in the Kachi plain Years b c  Cultural periods
(MR =  Mehrgarh; NS =  Nausharo)

Dur Khan II  f.600-300

Dur Khan I c.8oo-6oo

Pirak II I  f.1400—800

Pirak II f.1600—1400

Pirak I f.1800—1600

M R V III NS II I  f.1900—1800

NS II B f.2300-1900

NS II A f.2550—2300

NS ID
M R V II C = NS IC
M R V II B = NS IB
M R V II A = NS IA

M R VI f.3200—3000

M R V f.3300-3200

M R IV  3600-3300

M R III  r.4500-3600

M R IIB  3000-4500

M R IIA  3 5 0 0 —5000

M R IB f.6000—5500

i00
200
300
400
500
600
700
800
900

1000
IIOO
i200
i300
i400
i500
1600
1700
1800
i900
2000
2100
2200
2300
2400
2500
2600
2700
2800
2900
3000
3i00
3200
3300
3400
3500
3600
3700
3800
3900
4000
4i00
4200
4300
4400
4500
4600
4700
4800
4900
5000
5i00
5200
5300
5400
5500
5600
5700

MAURYAN C.322-183

IRON AGE C.II00-

POST HARAPPAN 
C.1800/1400—II00 
LATE HARAPPAN 
C.I900—1800/1400

Intermediate
C.2300-1900 MATURE HARAPPAN

E a rly ------------ r.2550-1900
r.2550—2300

transition r.2600-2550

Kot Dijian
r.3200-2550 EARLY HARAPPAN

3600-2550

CHALCOLITHIC 3000-3600

POTTERY NEOLITHIC 
f.6000—5000

IQ
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@ A.P, k V. H.-.A..

F ig . 1 . 1 3 .  Sites and cultural complexes of the Early Harappan phase in the Greater Indus Valley. Mainly based on Mughal 1990b and 
Wright 1984: fig. 3 .1.
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was one o f the main attractions o f these distant places for the 

Proto-Elam ites. M undigak, which was closer to Baluchistan, 
also prospered and became a walled town with monumental 
architecture. In  the Indus Valley, one o f the earliest towns 
was Rahm an D heri in the Gom al Valley, on the route to 
Seistan and Central Asia. Built c.3300 BC, it anticipates the 

Indus cities with its walls and streets laid out on a grid pattern.

In  the Indus Valley, population increased greatly and many 
new sites were founded (fig. 1 .13 ) . Communications and trade 
developed, resulting in  a surprising degree o f cultural 
uniform ity over a very wide area. T h e ceramic style most 
widespread in the Indus Valley is K o t D ijian  Ware, 

characterized by globular vessels with a wide black band 
painted around the neck. Such pottery was found in the 1950s 
in the early levels o fK o t  D iji near M ohenjo-daro (fig. 14. 19a). 
Related to K o t D ijian  is Sothi W are, found along the 
Ghaggar-H akra river and known especially from Kalibangan
I. In  southern Sind, Am rian W are predominates.

This last phase has appropriately been called Early 
Harappan, because in m any respects it prefigures the 
following Indus Civilization or M ature Harappan phase. 

Com m on features include towns along rivers, built with 
m ud-brick walls on stone foundations, citadels and 
monumental architecture; standardization o f brick sizes 
(usually 30 x  20 x  10 centimetres, not yet in the ratio I :2:4); 
bullock carts (in terracotta models); stamp seals; animal and 
(fem ale and male) human figurines; triangular terracotta 
‘cakes’ (heated in fire and put into pots to cook liquids); and 
mass-production o f plain pottery.

M . Rafique M ughal, who coined the term ‘Early Harappan’ 
in 1970, has recently suggested extending it to include the 
preceding phase, so that it would cover approximately the 

time 3600—2550 BC. (The earlier term ‘pre-H arappan’, still 

used by some scholars, is misleading as it suggests 
discontinuity, like pre-A ryan vs. Aryan.)

T ra n sitio n

T h e  Early Harappan period closes with a transitional phase 
(Nausharo ID , A m ri I I IA , f.2600—2550 bc). Radiocarbon 
dates from m any sites suggest that the transitional phase 
leading to M ature Harappan was very short. A t Nausharo, the 
ongoing excavations o f the ID  phase have revealed impressive 

architecture on massive foundations and rooms full of 
ceramics in  situ . T h ere is a great deal o f (locally produced) K o t 
D ijian  pottery, some decorated with the ‘fish scale’ and 
‘concentric circle’ motifs, which remain among the hallmarks 
o f the succeeding M ature Harappan period. Diagnostic o f this 
phase are big dishes with ‘radiating elongated leaves’ . T h e 
vessels painted with animals tethered to trees (fig. 1 .14 )  are 
interesting not only as prototypes o f the later K u lli W are of 
southern Baluchistan (fig. 1 .15 ) , but also because they

F ig .  1 . 1 4 .  Three zebu bulls tethered to different trees. M otif 
painted in black directly on the reddish-buff ware characteristic 
of the transitional ID  period from Nausharo (structure II locus 
4), f.2600—2550 b c . After Jarrige 1988b: 188, fig. 4.4.

Fig. I  .15 . F ig  tree and, in  front o f  it, a humped bull tied to a 
stand (sacrificial stake?), which resembles the ‘cult object’ 
associated with the ‘unicorn’ bull in the Indus seals. The triangle 
between the bull’s horns has a parallel in the triangular inlay on 
the forehead of some bull statuettes from the ancient Near East 
(the significance of this mark is discussed in § 14.4). Fragment of 
a black-painted coarse red ware of the K u lli style from Mehi, 
second half of the third millennium bc . After Possehl 1986: 46, 
fig. 18 (M ehi 11.4.5), based on Stein 19 3 1: pl. 30.

prefigure the principal iconographic motifs in the Indus seals. 
It is noteworthy that the tree to which the animal is tied is in 
the K u lli vessels replaced by a stand rather similar to the 
mysterious ‘ cult object’ in front o f the ‘unicorn’ in the Indus 
seals (fig. 8.5). Perhaps it is a sacrificial post, like that to which 
the victims are tied in the Vedic and Hindu rituals (§ 12 .2).

Considering the dramatic changes with which the following 
M ature Harappan period opens, something crucial must have 

taken place around this time that triggered the process o f full 
urbanization and led to the creation of the Indus Civilization. 
W hat was it? M ost probably the adoption of water transport
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and a concomitant shift in the orientation and volume of 
trade. T w o major changes in the external contacts o f the 
Harappans happened simultaneously during the transitional 
phase. On the one hand, previously flourishing overland 
connections with Seistan and Central Asia withered, with a 
consequent collapse o f sites (such as Rahman Dheri, 
M undigak and Shahr-i Sokhta) along these trade routes. On 
the other hand, maritim e contacts were established with the 
G u lf  region for the first time. Goods almost certainly o f 

H arappan manufacture (‘etched’ carnelian beads, including 
the long, barrel-shaped beads which are technically difficult to 
produce) reached Mesopotamia towards the end o f the Early 
Dynastic I I I  period.

A  parallel reorientation o f foreign trade took place also in 

M esopotamia about the same time. From  that time on, the 
Sumerians imported raw material by sea from the G u lf, rather 
than by land from the Iranian plateau. T h e  overland routes on 
the western side o f the Iranian plateau were apparently 
controlled by the successors o f the Proto-Elam ites. Th eir 
sphere ofinfluence seems to be reflected by the distribution of 
the luxury steatite (or chlorite) vessels carved in the so-called 

‘intercultural style’ : they have been found all over the ancient 
N ear East, including one in the lower levels o f M ohenjo-daro 

(fig. 1 .16 )  and also Nausharo ID . T h e only workshop for their 
manufacture identified with certainty so far is at Tepe Yahya 

in southeastern Iran.

M a t u re  H a r a p p a n  p e r io d

T h e  term ‘ Indus Civilization’ is nowadays understood to 
cover three major subphases. In  the narrow sense it is 
synonymous with M ature Harappan, subdivided into E arly  
M ature H arappan and Intermediate Harappan phases, while 

in a broader sense it encompasses also a third, Late Harappan 
or Post-Urban phase.

T h e  E arly  Mature Harappan phase (Nausharo I I A  =  Am ri 
I I IA , f.2550—2300 b c ) represents the climax of the Harappan 
culture. A s we have already described this zenith in some 
detail (§ 1.3 ), only a few aspects, important from the 
diachronic and interregional point o f view, will be highlighted 
here. A t Nausharo, a substantial new settlement was built on a 
new site, with m ighty walls and an impressive gate. Drains 
made ofbaked brick, typical Indus seals (with the Indus script 
and the ‘unicorn’ m otif) and standardized weights make their 
first appearance. Everything, however, speaks for an 
unbroken cultural continuity from the preceding phase.

T h e  founding ofM ohenjo-daro at th istim e gives us an idea 

o f the scale o f the communal projects. Its ‘ citadel’ stands on a 
huge m ud-brick platform which measures 400 x  200 x  7 
metres. M ichael Jansen (in press) estimates that this artificial 
foundation must have taken several years to construct even 
assuming that some 15,000—20,000 people were working on it.

H e thinks that it was possible to build big cities in the 
floodplain only because the adoption of naval transport 
enabled sufficient amounts o f grain and other necessary 
materials from long distances to be imported, and because the 
organization o f the society could cope at state level. Jansen 
considers the superb water engineering one o f the most 
important innovations o f this phase. I t  is exemplified by the 
ring-wells, ingeniously constructed with tapering bricks that 
made them stronger than the Rom an wells (square in section). 
With 60 wells encountered in excavations that may cover only 
i o  per cent o f the total area, M ohenjo-daro had perhaps a 
greater density o f wells than any other city has ever had.

T h e Indus Civilization resulted in a surprisingly uniform 
culture almost everywhere in the Greater Indus Valley, 

including much o f Baluchistan. A  significant change in 
com parison to the extent o f the K o t D ijian culture in the Early 
Harappan period, in other respects largely identical with that 
o f the Indus Civilization, is the expansion towards the coastal 
areas to include both M akran and Gujarat. T h is is clearly a 
consequence o f the new orientation towards sea trade, and 
contrasts with the situation in the northernmost Indus Valley, 
which remained K o t D ijian even during the M ature 
Harappan period. However, northern Afghanistan with its 
lapis lazuli mines interested the Indus people sufficiently for 
them to found a small outpost (Shortughai) there. Otherwise 

their activity in this direction seems to have been rather 
limited, even i f  some M ature Harappan material (ivory 
game-pieces and dice and two Indus-type stamp seals at A ltin 
Tepe) has been found in Central Asia from late Namazga V  
contexts (^ .2 10 ^ 19 0 0  b c ).

On the other hand, clear evidence o f a Harappan presence 
in Oman comes from R a 's  al Junayz in the form of 
H arappan-type black-and-red pottery with such motifs as the 
pipal leaf and the peacock (6 per cent o f the total assemblage, 
which is mostly of Omani origin) and two Indus graffiti, a 

square copper stamp with ‘unicorn’ and Indus script, ivory 
combs with concentric circles, and ‘etched’ carnelian beads. 
In 1987, remains o f typically Harappan large storage jars were 
discovered at W adi Asimah in the Oman mountains, a 
considerable distance from the seashore.

A t several sites, e.g. Nausharo and K ot D iji, the town o f the 
transitional phase was burnt down and destroyed with all its 
artefacts when the Mature Harappan settlement was founded. 

While the once popular idea o f a conquest by foreign invaders 
bringing the idea of urbanization from the N ear East into the 
Indus Valley has been conclusively rejected, one m ay still ask 
to what extent the entirely internal transition from E arly  to 
M ature Harappan culture was a peaceful one. T h e  change was 
very abrupt over a wide area and it is difficult to see what could 
have persuaded people to burn down their own towns in many 
places i f  it did not happen by force. In  any case it is clear that
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(a)

(b)

F ig . 1 . 1 6 .  Distribution o f ‘intercultural-style’ carved steatite vessels, r.2500 b c : (a) vessels with representational designs; (b) vessels 
with non-representational designs. After Kohl 1979: 1, 60 -1, figs. 1-2 .

23



The Indus Civilization and its historical context

the Indus Civilization was based on systematic planning and 
that it was strongly centralized. Relatively few weapons have 
been found, but some support for m ilitaristic ideology is 

provided by the cylinder seal from K alibangan (see fig. 14.25) 

and the finely made bronze statuette o fa  man with a spear and 
a ‘double bun’ hairstyle that has recently been located among 
the unpublished finds from Chanhujo-daro by M ark 
Kenoyer.

Some degree o f militarism and the concomitant worship of 
war deities may be postulated even on the basis of other, 

better known city  civilizations. In  a comparative analysis of 
the ancient cultures o f Peru, M esoamerica, M esopotamia, 
Egypt and China, Ju lian  H. Steward developed the theory o f 
the multilinear evolution o f hum an culture. Stew ard’ s 

premiss was that, under a given set of environmental and 
technological conditions, the structure and fonction o f most 
other aspects o f culture are likely to vary w ithin a fairly  
lim ited range. W ith the em ergence o f new levels of 
organization as his criterion, Steward distinguished between 
several successive eras in the evolution o f the early irrigation 
civilizations: ‘era o f incipient agriculture’ , ‘ formative era’ , ‘era 
o f regional florescence’ and ‘era of conquest’ . H is aim was ' ‘to 
suggest cause-and-effect relationships between the cultural 

phenomena o f the successive eras and to formulate as basic 
regularities those relationships which are common to all areas’ 

(Steward 1955: 187). Stew ard’ s pioneering classic is naturally 
outdated in m any respects now. In  the study o f the Harappan 

culture, the fonctional analyses by the archaeological 
specialists o f the area are certainly much more reliable. But 
because the preserved archaeological evidence is lacunary and 
textual evidence is virtually lacking, the comparative 

perspective can provide usefol insights, and here we may still 
have something to learn from Steward.

T h e following Intermediate Harappan phase (Nausharo 

I I B - I I I ,  A m ri I I IB ,  f.2300—1900 b c ) appears to have been far 
less innovative and dynamic than the E arly  M ature phase. 
T h e impression agrees with Steward’ s characterization o f his 
‘era o f conquest’ :

In this era, all aspects of culture were increasingly regimented at 
the expense of creative effort . . .  Laws were codified, learning was 
systematized (astronomy, theology, mathematics, medicine, 
writing), art became standardized, and goods were mass- 
produced by specialists. (Steward 1955: 204f.)

In  the absence o f  tangible evidence for them (see, however, 
§ I I  .2), it is not surprising that astronomy, mathematics, 
medicine and law find little mention in studies o f the Indus 
Civilization.Yet they have played an important role in all early 
civilizations (see also § 4 .1 ).

Unfortunately the large-scale excavations ofM ohenjo-daro 
and Harappa ignored the true stratification o f the sites.
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Knowledge o f the internal development o f the Indus 
Civilization has therefore long remained somewhat imprecise. 

The excavations o f George F. Dales at M ohenjo-daro in 
19 6 4-5  and the excavations he has been directing at Harappa 
since 1986 together with J .  M . Kenoyer are, however, 
im proving our understanding o f these important sites. 
Another m ajor undertaking that is contributing significantly 
to this aim is the Research Project M ohenjo-Daro directed by 
M ichael Jansen o f the Technical U niversity o f Aachen from 
1979 onwards. T h is project has completed an extensive 
photographic documentation of the finds and the site 
(including surveys from hot-air balloons), carried out more 
than 600 deep drillings and a surface survey o f more than a 
hundred hectares in  collaboration with the Istituto Italiano 
per il M edio ed Estrem o Oriente (Rome); the unpublished 
excavation diaries have been computerized, and the building 
plans are being fed into the computer.

L a t e  H a r a p p a n  p e r io d

T h e uppermost level o f M ohenjo-daro (c.i 900—1800 b c , 
corresponding to Am ri I I I C  and the last phase o f Chanhujo- 
daro) consists o f poorly constructed huts made o f used and 
often broken bricks. K iln s  were built in the m iddle o f streets. 

Although the artefacts are typically Harappan, the standard of 
workmanship is lower than before. Painted pottery, for 
example, was largely replaced by plain wares. F inely  carved 
steatite seals with Indus script and animal motifs to a great 
extent gave way to seals bearing nothing but geometrical 

motifs such as the swastika. Ju st beneath the surface, many 
groups o f unburied skeletons have been found. B y  f.1800  bc 
M ohenjo-daro was abandoned.

What happened? M any explanations have been offered. 

The Harappans may have been over-exploiting their 
environment and causing gradual deterioration. Irrigation, 
for example, m ay have caused the fields to become saline. 
D rastic changes in the course of the river may have left some 
areas under water. Several layers o f silt at M ohenjo-daro do 
testify to a series of floods. I f  vast areas became uncultivable, 
food shortages would eventually have made city life 
impossible and led to a social and political crisis. T h e 
squatter-like huts on top o f quite habitable houses filled with 
rubble and dirt have been interpreted as a desperate attempt 
to raise the occupational level above the height o f floodwater. 
W aterlogging in its turn would have brought various diseases. 
A  recent study o f the unburied skeletons in M ohenjo-daro 

suggests death from malaria.
F inally, the weakened cities would have been easy victims 

for raiders. W e shall return to the much-debated question o fa  
foreign invasion later (§§ 8.4—5). A t this point it is sufficient to 

note that the recent excavations in the K achi plain (M ehrgarh 
period V I I I ,  Sibri, Nausharo I I I )  and Quetta have provided
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F ig . i . i j .  Late and Post-Harappan cultures in the Indo-Iranian borderlands and the northwestern parts of the Indian subcontinent c. 1900-1400 bc . Based 
on various sources including M ughal 1990b and Yule 1985b.
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evidence for the arrival o f immigrants from Central Asia. An 
entire cultural complex, intrusive in Baluchistan and the 
Indus Valley, is now in  evidence, with close parallels in 
Bactria and M argiana, and further off in Seistan and Kerm an 
and in southern Turkm enistan and northern Iran.

While some o f these immigrants obviously settled in the 
Kachi plain, some o f them proceeded further to Sind and 
elsewhere in the Indian subcontinent. T h e y  could not have 

been very numerous, but sufficiently so for their arrival and 
integration into the Harappan population to make a 
difference.

T h e  Late  Harappan period marks a cultural fragmentation 
in the Greater Indus Valley. T h e  interconnections between 
the different Harappan areas break down. T h is  is exemplified 
by the fact that not a single example o f the mass-produced 
‘ goblets’ with pointed ends typical of late M ohenjo-daro has

been found at Nausharo I I I  in the K ach i plain. T h e  relative 
cultural uniform ity of the M ature Harappan phase is 
gradually replaced by a variety o f distinct regional cultures 
(see fig. 1 .17 ) . T h e  traditions of the Indus Civilization 
continue without a break, but are transformed by some 
intrusive traits. T h e  processes o f city life, such as centralized 
government, with the collection o f taxes and organization of 
trade, gradually ceased to function. T h e  thousands of 
countryside villages, however, persisted, although there was 
an increase in nomadism: the number o f habitation sites 
decreased and that o f camp sites increased. In  peripheral 
regions, especially in  Gujarat and Maharashtra, M ature 
Harappan traits lingered much longer than in tfie Indus 
Valley (§§ 4 .i and 9.4), until the unevenly distributed Late 
Harappan cultures (f.19 0 0 -150 0  b c ) gave way to more or less 
clearly Post-Harappan traditions (§ 8.4).
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The Indus script





2 Early  writing systems

2 .1  E v o lu tio n  o f  c o m m u n ic a tio n

T h e invention o f a visual communication system based on the 
representation o f spoken language by conventional marks of 
some durability has enabled accurate storage o f information 
and this in its turn eventually advanced technology. 
Inventions usually represent responses to particular needs 
and tend to result from gradual im provem ents upon previous 
achievements. T h is is certainly true of writing. T h e  following 
b rie f outline sets the early scripts in a proper time perspective 
and explains the specific background o f the oldest writing 
system, which will be discussed in detail. T h e  sketch is 
restricted to the concrete archaeological evidence.

Though writing is one of our most powerful tools, it 
remains secondary to, and dependent on, that superb 
communication system which is common to the whole o f the 
human race, language. In  the absence o f modern technology, 
spoken language is transitory and restricted to short distances. 
H um an memory, too, sets limits to the conveyance of 
information in verbal form. These difficulties m ay be 
overcome by putting the message into a more durable form. 
This can be done by assigning a symbolic meaning to concrete 
objects or by means o f drawing, engraving or painting 
pictures or marks. T h e  earliest evidence for such activities is 
preserved in sculptures and wall paintings more than 20,000 
years old. Sim ilarly, incisions on Palaeolithic bone artefacts 
are assumed to have served for reckoning time. These 
markings are grouped in recurring sequences that coincide 
with the number of days in successive phases of the moon.

Neolithic potter’ s marks (see § 4 .1)  suggest that the 
communal ownership that is assumed to have prevailed in 
earlier times started giving way to private property (§ i .6). In 
Western Asia, between the eighth and the late fourth 
millennium BC, debts were recorded with an increasingly 
complex accounting system that utilized small, standardized 
clay tokens. Large numbers of such tokens have been found at 
some Neolithic sites ( 1 , 15 3  at Jarm o). A t T e ll Abada o f the
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'U baid period levels (fifth millennium b c ), day tokens have 
been recovered from the temple. Here altogether 90 tokens o f 
various shapes and sizes were placed in 1 1  pottery vessels. It  
appears that the temple administration had at their disposal a 
large supply o f tokens, whose different sizes and shapes 
(including spheres, discs, cones, biconoids, ovoids, cylinders 
and pyramids) represented the various commodities o f daily 
life in different quantities (‘one bushel o f grain’ , ‘one jar o f 
oil’ , etc.). When a person brought goods to the temple, a 
number o f tokens corresponding to their value were placed in 
a vessel representing his account as a reminder o f what he had 

paid.
T h e distribution o f about 800 tokens discovered at U ruk, 

dating between c.4000 and 3200 bc , testifies to the 
development o f such accounting: until 3500 bc  the tokens are 
relatively few and comprise only simple types, while by 3200 
bc  there are about 250 different kinds o f token, divisible into 
16 basic types. Quite a few tokens bear incised or punched 
markings, some o f which survive in the archaic Sum erian 
script. I f  these markings may be equated with the script, then 
a small clay disc with a cross on it stands for ■ sheep, and one 
with parallel lines across it for wool (fig. 2. I ).

T h e evolution o f hierarchical society and irrigation 
agriculture produced surplus wealth and encouraged arts and 
crafts as well as local and long-distance trade. Transactions 
were increasingly performed through intermediaries, and the 

parties involved had to be accurately identified even when 
they were not present. Precautions against fraud also became 

necessary. The earliest stamp seals invented to satisfy this 
need date from c.5500 bc  (Hassuna II in northern 
Mesopotamia); they were used for impressing identification 
marks upon wet clay and for sealing bales o f goods by this 
means. Around 3500 bc  stamp seals were replaced by cylinder 
seals, used to seal large surfaces. Occasional impressions o f 
more than one seal suggest the use o f witnesses.

Starting with U ruk IV a and Susa 18 (c.3300 b c ), about 300 
hollowclay balls have been discovered at nine sites distributed 
in Iran, Iraq, Syria, Israel and Saudi Arabia. Some o f these 
fist-sized bullae have been sawn open or X -rayed to reveal 
assortments o f clay tokens inside. W ith four exceptions, all the 
clay envelopes have carried impressions o f cylinder seals on 
their outsides. Since so many bullae have been found intact, 
they were clearly kept in archives as records o f transactions: 
tokens could not be added or taken away by stealth. But once 
the bullae had been closed and sealed, the number and type o f 
the clay tokens inside could not be checked without breaking 
the envelope. Therefore, markings corresponding in shape 
and number to the tokens inside were made on the outer 
surface, in addition to the seal impressions.

T h e  bullae were soon replaced by small clay tablets bearing 
impressions o f seals and nothing other than repeated symbols

!
!

!

!

F ig . 2 . I .  A comparison of discoid clay tokens and archaic 
Sumerian pictograms from Uruk. After Schmandt-Besserat 
1978: 56.

arranged in rows. These numerical marks (deep and shallow 
circles, long and short wedges, ovals and triangles) thus 
replaced the tokens as signs o f the commodities and amounts. 
Around 200 such ‘numerical tablets’ have been discovered 
from temples and private houses at ten sites scattered along 
the main trade routes in Iran, Iraq and Syria. T h ey  were 
quickly followed by more developed tablets, in which archaic 
pictograms accompany numerical signs.

A t Uruk in southern Mesopotamia complex tokens and 
bullae are found in stratum IV  (c.3300-3100  b c ), but not in 
stratum I I I  (c.3100-2900 b c ). T h e bullae are accompanied by 
tablets bearing numbers only, as well as by tablets with 
pictograms. T h is method o f communication was quickly 
adopted at Susa in Elam, where a parallel development can be 
observed. Here two ‘numerical tablets’ were found together 
with a bulla filled with tokens in a bowl in level 18 (c.3300 b c ). 
In level 17  (c.3200 bc) the bullae disappear, but the tablets 
continue. In  level 16 (c.3100 b c ) they are replaced by tablets 
bearing Proto-Elamite pictograms (fig. 2.2).

to
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Level 1 6
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F ig . 2 .2 .  Numerical markings in successive layers at Susa, r.3300-2900 bc . Level 18: (a) bullae with tokens and numerical markings, 
and (b) tablets with numerical markings. Level i t  tablets with numerical markings. Level 16: tablets with numerical markings and 
Proto-Elamite script. After Vallat 1986: 337, fig. 1.

2.2 T h e  S u m e ria n  w r it in g  sy ste m

T h e  archaic Sum erian script is the oldest writing system in 
the world. Sum erian is the name o f the language spoken by 

the people who lived in the alluvial plains of the lower 
Euphrates and T igris at least from the U ruk I I I  period 
onwards, but very probably also in  the U ruk IV  period and 
even earlier (§ 8 .1). N o other language is known to be cognate 
to Sum erian, yet we know what Sum erian may have sounded 
like. T h is is possible because the Semitic-speaking scribes o f 
later times found difficulty in understanding Sum erian, ‘ the

monastic Latin  o f the ancient N ear East’ , and compiled 
extensive sign lists, lexicons and grammars as well as 
translations. T h e  existence o f these bilingual documents alone 
has given modern scholars access to the Sum erian language.

M ost experts now believe that the Sum erian script has 
grown out o f the system o f clay envelopes containing tokens o f 
debt, and out o f the ‘numerical tablets’ replacing that system 
(§ 2. I ). Som e of the numerical tablets are perforated, 

suggesting that they were strung on to goods for transport. 
O nly possessors of seals were able to send goods in this w ay,
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F ig . 2 .3 . A n archaic Sumerian economic tablet from Uruk I I I
2. The fragmentary text probably reads: ‘Tw o sheep (delivered 
to, or received from) the house (i.e. temple) of the goddess 
Inanna (or, [the gods] An and Inanna)’ . After Nissen 1986a: 330,

fig. 6.

and the recipient had to recognize the seal and know its  owner. 
T h e  recipient was aware o f the nature o f the goods delivered, 
and was chiefly concerned about getting the correct amount. 
T h e prim itive tablets satisfied that need. T h e  small and often 
perforated tags could also be stored.

B ut once the transaction was completed, the significance o f 
the numbers was. difficult to remember. T h is  earliest type o f 
tablet was therefore soon replaced by a m ore sophisticated 
one. Added to the numbers is a pictogram or two, occasionally 

a few  more. One such sign corresponds to the earlier token or 
its impression and expressed the commodity, while another 
sign replaces the earlier seal impression, indicating who or 
which institution was responsible (fig. 2.3).

T h e  scribes had discovered that they could greatly expand 
the range o f written symbols and make them more explicit by 
drawing pictures w ith a pointed stylus. Iconic signs (from 
G reek  eikon ‘picture’), which represent things or actions 
pictorially, may be termed ‘pictograms’ . Pictograms have the 
potential to express an ‘idea’ visually, through their ‘ iconicity’ 
or similarity with the objects depicted. Signs that represent a 
meaning in this way may be termed ‘ ideograms’; in principle, 
they can be vaguely understood independently o f any 
particular language, in contrast to ‘phonograms’ or phonetic 
signs, which express a meaning through the sound o f the 
respective words in a specific language.

Some o f the archaic Sum erian signs are unmistakable 

pictures of natural objects. F or example, the sign > 4 ^  
represents ‘fish’ . But even when it is used ideographically, a 
sign does not necessarily denote the prim ary meaning o f its 
picture (‘fish’ might also mean ‘water’ , or the ‘ god o f water’ , as 
in Sum erian art; see §10.2). A  characteristic part may 
represent the whole: Ni7  (female organ) means ‘woman’ , and 

(frontal view o f a bull’ s head with horns but no other 
details) means ‘bull’ . Others, like ffi ‘sheep’ , whose shape is 
completely unrecognizable, seem to derive directly from the 
early tokens (fig. 2 .1) . So in practice even the ‘reading’ of 
ideograms requires acquaintance with culture-specific 
conventions.

T h e need to summarize individual transactions or accounts

Fig. 2.4. An archaic Sumerian tablet from Uruk detailing on 
one side economic transactions summarized on the other side: ‘ 54 
oxen and cows’ . After Falkenstein 1936: pl. 3 1 ,  no. 339; cf. Gelb 
1963: 64.

in collective records that register subtotals and grand totals 
(fig. 2.4) caused the tablets to become bigger as early as the 
U ruk IV  period. T o  avoid confusion in interpretation, the 

signs were divided into groups separated by straight lines. 
Horizontal rows were subdivided by vertical lines into 
compartments, each containing one entry; the rows were read 

from right to left, so that most pictograms face to the right, 
pointing towards the beginning o f the text.

T h e  great majority (f.85 per cent) o f the m ore than 4,200 
archaic texts now known are such economic accounts. T h ey  
come from U ruk I V - I I I  and from Jem det Nasr, 
contemporaneous with U ruk I I I  (f.3 100 —2900 bc ). Later 
texts still counted as archaic Sum erian come from Early 
D ynastic I levels (f.2900-2600 b c ) at U r and from Early 

D ynastic I I - I I I  levels (f.2600—2400 b c ) at Fara and other 
sites.

T h e urge for greater ease, rapidity and efficiency in writing 
brought about a transformation o f the archaic Sum erian script 
around the beginning o f the Jem det N asr ( =  U ruk I I I )  period 
(f.3100-2900  b c ). Curved lines are difficult to draw neatly and 
quickly on wet clay, so the signs became angular: they were 
made by a few  strokes of a stylus with a triangular tip, the 
shape o f which gave the signs a wedge-like or ‘ cuneiform’ 
appearance. T h e cuneiform sign for ‘bull’ is ,
corresponding to the archaic sign.:P.>. T h e pictorial meaning 
o f the cuneiform signs would be difficult to discern, were it 
not clear from the shape o f the early pictograms.

M any archaic pictograms could be equated with their later 
cuneiform counterparts by means o f lexicographic texts 
existing in earlier and later versions. Lexical lists, used in 
scribal schools and for reference, enumerate, for exam ple, all 
known plants or animals. In  their contents as well as in their 
arrangement, the lexical texts o f the U ruk I V - I I I  period 
(comprising about 15  per cent o f the entire material) are 
virtually identical with the lexical lists o f  the E arly  D ynastic

I I - I I I  period (f.2600—2400 b c ) which can be read and
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understood. Another factor that made an essential 
contribution to the understanding o f the archaic texts is that 
certain kinds o f text, e.g. the yearly inventories o f cattle herds, 
were made according to the same form ula, which was later 

followed in cuneiform.
T h e ‘bull’ sign illustrates another reason why the signs 

become unrecognizable, namely that they were turned 90° 
anticlockwise. This seems to have happened in the following 

way. A s the size of the tablet continued to grow, it eventually 
became too large for the scribe to hold in the left hand (at an 

angle o f 45° to the body). T h e tablet had to be laid on the 
table. It was rotated 45° so that the direction o f the rows 
became vertical, read from top to bottom, and the orientation 
of the signs changed.

In  its formative stage, the Sum erian script is thought to 
have had some 1,200 distinct signs ( =  graphemes). In  the 
latest sign list by M . W. Green and Hans J .  Nissen (1987), the 
number is 771 +  58 (numerals), with a further 28 in the 
supplementary list by Robert K . Englund (1987). Graphic 
variants ( =  allographs) are common, since different scribes 
had different ways o f drawing the same sign, but an effort to 
restrain variation was clearly made.

As with the Chinese script and the later varieties of 
cuneiform, a wide discrepancy between theory and practice 

exists: the number o f signs in use depends on both the kind o f 
text and the scribe. M any o f the archaic signs are attested only 
in lexical lists. Elimination o f rare signs was one o f the ways in 
which the extensive repertory o f signs was gradually reduced, 
so that it became easier to learn and use. Another was to 
conflate two or more signs that were graphically and semanti­

cally close to each other, e.g. ‘fire’ and ^ M l ‘torch’ .
Reduction in  the number o f  signs had to be compensated 

for by devising ways to meet the need to express new 
concepts. A  sign could be modified by the addition of a 
diacritic: for example, hatchings inside the pictogram ‘ jar’ 
may indicate the contents, ‘beer’ .

T h e prim ary meaning o f  a sign could be extended to 
include connotations of the object represented. T h us the sign 

ku r  depicting ‘mountains’ , and meaning prim arily 

‘mountains, mountain region’ , also denotes ‘foreign country’ 
(because the mountains around the plains o f M esopotamia 
were inhabited by foreign people) and ‘(captured) inhabitant 
o f a foreign country, slave’ . T h e pictogram o f a leg, 11,,  stands 
for the verbs d u  / g in  ‘ to go’ , gu b  ‘ to stand’ and tum  ‘to carry 
o ff’ . One sign can thus have several phonetic values: this is 
polyphony. (On the other hand, several signs can have the 
same phonetic value but different meanings: this is polysemy. 

In  transcription, different signs sharing one and the same 
pronunciation are distinguished by subscript numbers. T h e  
list begins with the most common signs, and the first three, 
e.g. t u „  tu 2, tu ,, m ay also be written tu, tu , tù.)

T w o  signs could be combined to form a ligature (from 
L atin  lig a re  ‘to tie together’ ) with a new meaning: ' 7  gem e

‘ slave girl’ . T h is  method was especially used to express verbal 
and abstract notions (e.g. ‘head’ +  ‘bread’ =  ‘to eat’ ). 
Originally, there were several ways toindicate a ligature, such 
as connecting lines between the joined signs; later, one sign 
was usually written inside the other.

Abstract concepts, foreign proper names and grammatical 
elements are difficult to express pictographically. Recourse 
was made to a homophone with a second meaning that was 
easy to draw. A n early example o f this ‘phonographic’ use in 
the texts o f the U ruk I I I  period is the pictogram g i  ‘reed’ , 
apparently meaning the verb g i  ‘ to return, reim burse’ , since it 
is used in parallel with the sign b a  ‘ to divide, give’ in 
documents mentioning numerical amounts. T h is  way o f 
expressing the phonetic shape of a word or syllable is known 
as rebus (Latin  ‘by  means o f things’ ).

Rebus writing thus makes use o f  homophones, that is, 
words pronounced alike but having a different meaning. 
(Retained historical spellings keep apart the written form s o f 
m any homophones in modern English and show that in earlier 
phases o f the language these words were not pronounced 
alike, e.g. r ite , w rite , r ig h t, w rig h t. Those homophones which 
have a different meaning but are both pronounced and written 
alike, such as can  ‘be able to’ and can  ‘metal container’ , are 
called homonyms.) There are Sum erian myths based on 
homophones (§ 7. 1 ), and it is virtually certain that punning 
was cultivated by ancient M esopotamians in their oral 

literature long before they used it in writing. Along with other 
stylistic devices such as rhyme and alliteration, punning is 
found in oral literature all over the world, including the 
traditions o f prim itive hunter-gatherers.

A  rebus pun is not always exact. T o  take an English 
example, the sound o f the word b e l ie f  could be approximated 
by depicting a bee and a le a f, but the vowel in the first 

syllable would not be rendered exactly. In  Sumerian, the 
script keeps the different phonemes strictly apart, but some 
signs had morphophonemic and allophonic latitude (mu /IJu, 

m i /l]i, etc.).
T h e rebus principle was a crucial step in  the phonetization 

o f the Sum erian script. T h e phonetization was a lengthy 
process in  which the graphic signs became systematically 
correlated to the acoustic signs o f the language. T h e 
prehistoric tokens and the earliest pictograms that replaced 
them referred to physical objects and numbers. T h ey  had 
counterparts in the spoken language, namely the sounds of 
words naming those objects and numbers. But in the 
beginning, the order of the written signs was fortuitous and 
did not follow a linguistic pattern; it took centuries before 
they were arranged in orderly lines and in an appropriate 

syntactic sequence.
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For a long time, written documents remained simple 
shorthand-like memorandums, in which only indispensable 
‘ catchwords’ (i.e., word stems, usually monosyllabic roots, 
which carry the main weight o f information) were written 
down. Such signs, which express a complete word, are called 
logograms, ‘word signs’ . Gram m atical morphemes seem to be 
entirely absent from the earliest documents. Some uncertain 
examples o f the genitive and dative suffixes can be quoted 
from the early archaic texts, but even these were usually 
omitted, though later they were always written.

T h e functionally manifold use o f signs (phonetic as well as 
ideographic in both a prim ary and a semantically extended 
meaning) had a major disadvantage — am biguity — when 
grammatical affixes were not marked and the order o f the 
signs was haphazard. T o  overcome this, the Sum erians 
started attaching semantic determinatives to some signs with 
multiple meanings. These classifiers were sim ply aids to 
reading, with no phonetic counterpart in speech. Am ong the 
earliest determinatives used in this way is the picture for star, 
* ,  prefixed to names o f divinities perhaps as early as the 

U ruk IV  period, but certainly by the U ruk  I I I  period. In  such 
a context its sound d in g ir  (meaning ‘god’) would not have 
been pronounced. A t this time started being used as the 
determinative o f place-names.

Later, every word belonging to any o f the following classes 
— men, women, gods, mammals, birds, fishes, trees, plants, 
wood, leather, stones, rivers, towns, countries, amongst 
others — had, as a rule, its determinative. Its position was 
initially free, but in  the E arly  • D ynastic I I —I I I  period 
(f.2600-2400 b c ) it became fixed: the determinative o f city 
names, u ru , is placed before the name, for instance, but 
the determinative o f places (other than city, country or river), 
< |^  k i, is placed after. T h e scribe could refer to 
comprehensive lexical lists that catalogue every known word 
written with a given determinative.

Phonetic indicators, too, were added, on the same principle 
as semantic determinatives: not to alter the pronunciation o f a 
sign but to distinguish the various meanings o f a sign with a 
single sound. For example, in ^  ^ 4=  U -uga, the sign *  U 

m erely indicates that from the various possible ways of 
reading the following sign the reader should choose that 
which begins with the sound u, i.e. u ga . Sim ilarly, in Jg g jj 
alim -m a , the sign ma approximates the final sound (m) of 
the preceding sign. One possible example o f this device from 
the U ruk IV  period is the sign @ men ‘ crown’, where the 
ligatured picture o f a th r o n e ,^ , stands for the word en ‘lord’ , 
and might have functioned as a phonetic determinative. But 

th is ligature can also be interpreted as a compound o f

El gci +  en =  g a en  g en .

In  the twenty-sixth century, Sum erian writing still

expressed only those elements o f a phrase that were 
indispensable for its comprehension. T h is can be illustrated 
by comparing the form o f a recurrent phrase in  the Early 
D ynastic texts from Fara with its expression in later ‘ classical’ 
Sum erian

de n -k i is im u d  g ù  d é

de n -k i-k e 4 disim u d -ra  gù  m u -u n -n a -d é -e

‘god Enki (lit. Lord  [en] Ground [k i]) calls (lit. emits [de] 

call [gu]) to Isim u’

In  the early version, the text consists almost entirely o f 
logograms or word signs; the only other sign type is the 
determinative o f divine names, d in g ir  (abbreviated in 
transliteration with superscribed d) . O nly the roots are 
written; the subject and dative suffixes as well as the verbal 
affixes are all omitted. T h e Sum erian reader, acquainted with 
the content either from its context (in an economic text) or 
from  oral tradition (in a literary text), could presumably 
supply the m issing elements without difficulty. In  the later 
version, syllabic signs (underlined) are mixed with logograms 
to record all the elements of the spoken language.

The distinction between logograms and syllabic signs is 
theoretically useful, but difficult to maintain in practice. It 
m ust be stressed that m an y signs were both logographic and 

syllabic. T h ey  were also pictographic, early on. B ut as the 
signs lost their pictorial form , their ideographic use became 
less important than their phonetic use. T h is  development of 
syllabic signs constituted another vital step in the process o f 
the phonetization o f the script. It  increased the phonetic 
correspondence between the written symbols and their 
meaning and compensated for the decrease in the visual 
correspondence caused by the development o f pictograms 
into abstract cuneiform signs.

Thus written signs were transformed from pictograms to 
groups o f individually meaningless phonetic symbols. 
Logogram s started being replaced by syllabic spellings (e.g.

g a  - a r 3 fo r  earlier g a ’a r  ‘ cheese’ ). Syllabic
spelling reduced the range o f graphemes in the writing 
system, but increased the number o f signs required to write a 
given message. T h e logograms, on the other hand, are a 
convenient shorthand. Cuneiform is thought to have 
remained a logo-syllabic script as a compromise between 
these two conflicting ways o f writing that affect its 

expressiveness and efficiency.

2.3 C re a tio n  o f  s y lla b ic  a n d  a lp h a b e tic  sc rip ts

A k k a d ia n  cuneiform

T h e  Akkadians, a Sem itic-speaking people (§ 8.2), had for a 
long time been close neighbours o f the Sumerians. T h ey  
eventually infiltrated and took over Sum er, and after a long
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Table 2. r . P ercen tages o f  logogram s, sy lla b ic  signs a n d  

determ in a tives in S u m e ria n  a n d  A k k a d ia n  texts

Sign types Sumerian texts Akkadian texts

Logograms 6 0 .3 -4 2 .8 6 5- 3-5
Syllabic signs 3 6 .4 -5 4 .3 8 5 .( --g 5 .7
Determinatives 3 . i - 2 .9 7.6 -O .7

After Civil 19 7 3 ’- 26.

period o f  bilingualism, Sum erian as a spoken language died 
out by around 1900 bc . T h e cuneiform script, which the 
Akkadians had adopted around 2500 bc  or earlier, continued 
in use. T h e adoption o f a script created for one spoken 

language by a completely dissimilar language brought about 
some mismatch between spoken and written Akkadian. For 
example, cuneiform does not systematically distinguish 
between the voiced, voiceless and emphatic quality o f the 
Akkadian consonants, because these phonetic oppositions did 
not exist in Sumerian. Th us the Sum erian sign ig has the
values ig , ik  and iq  in Akkadian. A t the same time, the 
cuneiform signs acquired new values, and the proportion of 
phonetically used signs increased considerably (table 2 . 1 ) .  

T h e writing system thus changed from chiefly logographic to 
chiefly syllabic, with a trend towards consistent spelling. In 
theearly first millennium b c , an Assyrian scribe could manage 
fairly well with just 120  graphemes.

L in e a r  E la m ite

In an ideal syllabic writing system each sign has, in principle, 
just one phonetic value. Among the earliest known ‘ syllabic’ 
scripts is Linear Elamite, known from only 19 inscriptions 
belonging to the twenty-third century bc  (fig. 2 .5 ) . Its 
decipherment is incomplete, but it seems likely that the script 
was created by Puzur (alias Kutik)-InsuSinak ( c .2 2 6 0 - 2 2 2 5  

b c ), the last king o f Aw an, who is mentioned in most o f the 
texts: a reaction against the centuries-old cultural (and 
occasionally political) domination o f Elam by Mesopotamia. 
The outward appearance o f Linear Elam ite is similar to that 
o f the old Proto-Elam ite script (fig. 2 .6 ) , used in 3100—2900 
b c , and in its structure close to archaic Sumerian. B ut instead 

o f the hundreds o f signs found in the Proto-Elam ite system, 
the total number o f recorded signs in Linear Elam ite is 10 3, 
out o f  which about one-half can be read with the help o f 
bilinguals. L inear Elam ite is essentially syllabic, with open 
and closed syllables, interspersed by a few logograms. In  
principle, it is based upon a simplification o f Akkadian 
cuneiform, which replaced it after the conquest o f Elam

C.2200 BC.

F ig . 2 .5 . T h e Linear Elamite portion of a bilingual inscription 
ofPuzur-InsuSinak, the last Elamite king of the dynasty o f Awan 
( c .2 2 6 0 -2 2 2 5  bc). The Akkadian portion of the inscription reads 
‘To the god InSuSinak, his lord, Puzur-InsuSinak, Governor of 
Susa, Regent of the land of Elam, son of S imbiShuk, dedicated a 
bolt of bronze (and) cedar-wood.’ The two identical sequences of 
four signs in the first two columns (1 7 - 1 0  and II 5 -8 )  were read 
su-si-n a-a k  by F. Bork in 1905, immediately after the text had 
been published by V. Scheil in 1905. After Vallat 1986: 3 4 1 ,  fig. 

3 -

E g y p tia n  h iero glyp h s

B y  contrast to the relatively simple pictograms o f archaic 
Sumerian, the Egyptian hieroglyphs (literally, ‘sacred 
carvings’) are elaborate, following the conventions o f 
Egyptian art. T h eir monumental forms were conserved for 
almost three and a h alf millennia, from c.3000 bc  to AD 400. 
However, a cursive form called ‘hieratic’ developed as early as 
the F irst D ynasty for writing texts with a reed pen on papyrus 
scrolls. Around 700 b c , hieratic was replaced by a more 
rapidly written variant called ‘demotic’ , in which pictorial 
forms are unrecognizable. These three scripts were used to 
write the now extinct Egyptian language, which belonged to 
the Afroasiatic fam ily and was distantly related to the Semitic 
languages (§ 8 .2 ). T h e latest form o f Egyptian, called Coptic, 
died out as a living language in the sixteenth century ad , but 
survives in the Coptic Church. Written in the Greek alphabet, 
Coptic has served as the key to Pharaonic Egyptian (§ 3. I ).

In an astonishingly short time, the early hieroglyphs 
developed into a folly-fledged writing system. There are

35



Early writing systems

(a)

(b)

F ig . 2 .6 . (a) A  computer drawing of a Proto-Elamite tablet
from Tepe Yahya (t y  1) and (b) its transliteration. After 
Damerow and Englund 1989: 33, fig. 8.

reasons to suspect Sum erian influence on the birth o f  writing 
in Egypt. A  superbly carved flint knife from Gebel el-'A raq in 
U pper Egypt depicts on its handle a man in Sum erian dress 

conquering two lions (fig. 14.8), a common M esopotamian 
m otif (figs. 14 .9 -10 ) , and (on the reverse) a naval battle in 
which Sum erian-type ships defeat Egyptian ships. Some 
pottery and seals found in U pper Egypt are clearly imports 
from Sum er. These finds immediately predate the F irst 
D ynasty o f Egypt, which started f.3000 BC.

T h e earliest examples of Egyptian writing are on votive 
stone palettes, used for grinding pigments for eye-paint. 

H istorical scenes, which can be understood by those 
acquainted with Egyptian culture and its artistic conventions, 
have been carved on the palettes. Hieroglyphs have been 
added here and there in these pictures, enabling particular 
persons and places to be identified.

In  the fo lly  developed Egyptian script, semantic 
determinatives were quite regularly added after phonetically

written sign sequences. F or instance, in writing ‘the
sun-god R c’ (c stands for the pharyngeal fricative, a ‘weak’ 
consonant produced in the throat, called ca in  in  Arabic), two 
determinatives are used: ^  ‘god’ (the picture is o f a person in 
a seated posture, which expresseshonorificstatus) and 0  ‘sun’ 
(which by extension also m eans ‘day’). T h e first two signs 
write the Egyptian word r c ‘ sun’ phonetically: the sign <==> 
depicts ‘mouth’ =  r  in Egyptian, and the sign .»—n 

‘forearm’ =  <. In this example, ‘god’ indicates the class of 
concepts to which the word belongs. About a hundred such 
classifying determinatives were used, and in M iddle Egyptian 
only the commonest words lack one. ‘Sun ’ in  the above 
example determines the specific meaning o f the word. T h e 
ideographic use o f a pictogram was often indicated by an 
optional short stroke, in which case phonetic signs could be 
omitted: ®  means ‘ sun’ or ‘day’ .

T h e ancient Egyptian language had vowels, as every 

language does, but in the original hieroglyphic writing system 
the vowels were ignored. Only the consonantal root (which 
stays constant in the inflection o f Afroasiatic languages) was 
written. B ut in Late Egyptian, known as Coptic, which was 
written with the alphabetic Greek script, all vowels are 
written. T h u s the hieroglyph , transcribed m n, may stand 
for any o f the following Coptic sound sequences: m an, m in, 

m en, m un, m on, m in e, m ine  and m no. Here the root consists of 
two consonants, m  and n. M ost hieroglyphs represent roots 
with two or three consonants, but a small number, 24 signs in 
all, stand for roots with just one consonant. These 
uniconsonantal signs form the so-called ‘hieroglyphic 
alphabet’ .

W est S em itic  a lp h a b et

T h e  complexities o f the Egyptian  w riting system could be 
ignored by Egyptian-trained W est Sem itic scribes when they 
devised a writing system for their own language. Taking over 
the idea o f one-consonant signs, they created a consonantal 
alphabet. T h is took place probably towards the end o f the 
H yksos rule ( f.17 3 0 -15 8 0  bc), when Sinai and Syria were 
inhabited by West Semitic-speaking peoples and were part of 
Low er Egypt. In  this process, the number of graphemes 
needed in writing was radically reduced to only 22. M any (but 
not all) signs o f the West Sem itic alphabet resemble Egyptian 
hieroglyphs (these similarities are not restricted to the 
one-consonant signs); their phonetic values, however, are 
different (fig. 2.7). It  seems that the Egyptian model and the 
principle o f acrophony (‘A  as in apple’) underlie the creation 
o f the Sem itic alphabet. Thus the hieroglyphic sign n is a 
picture of water (nt in Egyptian), but in the Sem itic script 
5 , ""1 stands for m, because the Semitic word for ‘water’ , m w, 

begins with m.

T h e W est Sem itic alphabet, documented in  longer
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inscriptions from c. iooo bc, is supposed to have been invented 
in the second quarter o f the second millennium bc , perhaps in 
Canaan. T h e earliest extant examples are about three dozen 

short texts in the Proto-Sinaitic alphabet (c. fifteenth century 
bc ) and a few short texts in the Canaanite Linear alphabet (c. 
thirteenth century bc ) . T h e  alphabetic script discovered at 
U garit in northern Syria consists o f 30 cuneiform signs and 
probably dates from the fourteenth century bc . It  is thought 
that the U garitic scribes, who were accustomed to writing the 
cuneiform script, devised this script in imitation o f  the 
slightly earlier Proto-Canaanite alphabet.

T h e consonantal alphabet suited the writing o f  Semitic 
languages tolerably well, so it is still used for this purpose. 
T h e vowels are usually ignored, as in Egyptian, but in 
ambiguous cases long vowels are occasionally indicated by 

means o f the ‘weak’ consonants like semivowels or laryngeals, 
for instance b y  w riting j  instead o f  'b to express / 'b i  / ‘m y 
father’ . T h is  device was invented when Northwest Semitic 
languages lost short vowels in the final position: the form 
/ 'a b ija  / ‘o f m y father’ , written 'b j, was reduced to / 'a b ij /, 

which in pronunciation converged with / 'bi / ‘m y father’ .

G re e k  a lp h abet

F u lly  alphabetic w riting came into being when the Greeks 
adopted the Phoenician alphabet around 110 0 —800 bc  and 
while doing so regularized the marking o f  the vowels, because 

the consonantal alphabet was too ambiguous for the Greek 
language. T h e writing o f  long vowels became the rule, and 
short vowels also started to be written. Since there was no 
consonant like the Semitic laryngeal 'a lep h  in the G reek 
language, the sign for 'a lep h  (renamed a lp h a  by the Greeks), 
along with other superfluous consonant signs, came to be used 
exclusively for writing a vowel (fig. 2 .7 ) .

In d ia n  a lphabets

T h e Semitic i consonantal alphabet is the model for the Indian 
alphabets too. T w o  different adaptations o f the Semitic 
consonantal alphabet are used in the earliest directly 
preserved historical documents o f India, Asoka’ s inscriptions 
dated c .2 5 0  bc  (§§ 1 . 2 ,  8.3). One, known (in Sanskrit) as 
Kharosthi, is restricted to northwest India; it is based on the 
Aram aic script used by clerks all over the Achaemenid 
empire, which extended from the N ile  to the Indus c.520—330 
b c . T h e other, called Brahm i (Brahm!), is ultimately based on 
the West Sem itic alphabet, and seems to have been adopted 

sometime after c.6 00  b c , probably via sea trade. A ll the 
modern Indian scripts go back to Brahm i. T h e greater 
number o f  phonemes in Indian languages demanded the 
creation o f many new conronant signs, and led to considerable 
modifications. T h e  correspondences suffice, however, to 
establish the Semitic origin, and the shapes o f Brahm ! tha  and

sa even narrow the date o f adoption to between 600 and 2 5 0  bc 
(fig. 2 .7 ) .  T h e  vowels are systematically marked in the Indian 
scripts, too, but by a rather complicated method (§ 4 . 1 ) .

W riting developed in  stages over a long period in  the ancient 
N ear East. In  the system o fd eb t tokens (c.8000—3100  bc), the 
individual tokens had a conventional meaning, but no 
systematic relationship prevailed between them and the signs 
o f  spoken language. W riting came into being with the 
phonetization o f  some pictograms in archaic Sum erian 
(c .330 0 —3 1 0 0  bc ) through the rebus principle. Som e signs o f 
this earliest phase can still be understood ideographically, 

independently o f the spoken language. T h e system m ay be 
characterized as ‘logographic’ , since it m ainly expresses 
lexical units o f the language, i.e. ‘words’ . B ut as some 

grammatical morphemes are occasionally expressed too, 
especially in the later stage o f the development o f Sumerian 
writing (c.3100—2500 bc ), it may be better to call the system 
‘morphem ic’ , the lexical roots being also morphemes. T h e use 
o f phonetic signs in various contexts (particularly affixes, 
abstract words and foreign names), mixed with logograms, 
also legitimizes the widely used term ‘ logo-syllabic’ . T h e 
script still requires a relatively large number o f signs and an 
apparatus o f semantic and phonetic determinatives.

With the increased marking o f  grammatical affixes in 
classical cuneiform (from c .2 5 0 0  Bc onwards), many script 
signs regularly begin to denote syllables. Cuneiform, 

however, remains a mixed ‘logo-syllabic’ writing system. 
W ith their m uch smaller number o f logograms, the recently 
discovered Eblaite cuneiform o f Syria  (twenty-fourth century 
bc), L inear Elam ite ( c .2 3 5 0  bc) and the Aegean scripts (from 

c .2 0 0 0  Bc) are more distinctly ‘ syllabic’ . When West Sem itic 
scribes, devising a new script for their own language, 
drastically simplified the model provided by the Egyptian 

logo-syllabic script, ‘phonemic’ writing came into being; with 
the fe ll marking o f vowels, the Greeks completed this 
invention.

T h e  evolution o f writing from  logographic to morphemic / 

logo-syllabic to syllabic to alphabetic writing systems displays 
increasing phonetization in representing linguistic units 
(table 5 .2 ) . T h e  alphabetic stage has never been reached 
immediately unless cultural contact (through colonization, for 
instance) has offered a short cut. In  this evolution, the number 
o f graphemes has become smaller and the capacity to 
represent speech has increased. T h e  greater the reduction o f 
the number o f  graphemes, the easier writing became to learn 
and use. A t the same time, the shape o f the graphemes tended 
to change from elaborate pictograms to more abstract symbols 
to radically simplified signs.

This progressive development has its inner logic, based as 
it is on successive improvements upon earlier systems. But the
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systematizations have been the result o f improvisation rather 
than consciously planned. None o f the ancient scripts is 
purely ‘ logographic’ , ‘morphem ic’ , ‘ syllabic’ or ‘phonemic’ , 
and scripts o f  any one type differ from the others not only in 
outer form but also in structure. B y  definition, a system of 

visual communication can only be called ‘writing’ when it 
represents speech. In  other words, all scripts are partially 
phonetic, and there is no such thing as an ‘ ideographic’ script 
independent o f speech: certainly not Chinese, as some 

imagine. T h e origins o f w riting appear to be similar 
everywhere. T h e  Central Am erican scripts, which have 
evolved independently o f those o f the Old W orld, are o f 
particular interest in this regard. T h eir decipherment has 
properly begun only in  the past few decades, but enough is 
known to be sure that the M ayans and Aztecs, too, used such 
devices as pictography, the rebus principle, syllabic signs and 
determinatives (§ 3.4).

C hinese script

Specific scripts have been created to write specific languages 
and to reflect their structure. T h e  Chinese script came into 
being, probably in the second millennium BC, as a largely 
pictographic and logo-syllabic writing system comparable to 

archaic Sum erian and Egyptian. It  developed into a

morphemic script so well fitted to write the largely 
monosyllabic Chinese language that it has remained in use 
until the present day. Over 80 per cent o f the 9,353 signs listed 
in the first comprehensive Chinese dictionary compiled 
around ad 100 are combinations o f semantic and phonetic 
components, and so are over 90 per cent o f the more than
50,000 signs now in existence. T h e  semantic determinative *  

(originally ^  ‘tree with roots and branches’ ), for example, 
indicates a kind o f tree, a part o f tree, an object made o f wood, 
or an action associated with trees. W hen the phonetic 
complement 'Ii: iin  (originally meaning ‘peace’ : the sign 
depicts ‘a woman under a roof’ ) is added, the resulting 
combined sign represents àn  ‘table’ .

T h e  way in  which these semantic / phonetic combinations 
work is extremely varied and complex, often not following 
either semantic or phonetic rules, but the method has secured 
an effective graphic distinction between the many 
homophonous words o f the Chinese language. T h is is the 
principal reason why the Chinese have been unwilling to 

adopt a syllabic or alphabetic script. T h e frequently 
emphasized effectiveness of the alphabetic script needs some 
qualification: ideographic logograms are making their 
comeback in the communication o f the twentieth century, for 
instance in traffic signs.
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J  Deciphering an unknown 
script

3 .1 E a r ly  b rea k th ro u g h s

T o  attack the problem o f the Indus script one needs to be 
familiar with other decipherments. A  study o f them makes it 
clear that methodologies vary  with the circumstances and 
available materials. A t the same tim e, both successful and 
unsuccessful attempts at deciphering ancient scripts have 
demonstrated that there are some rules and principles that 

cannot be ignored.
Proper names occurring in  bilingual inscriptions have most 

often provided the crucial key to a decipherment. In  17 14 , an 
appropriate methodology was for the first time outlined by 
G . W. von Leibnitz: '

In Palmyra and elsewhere in Syria and its neighbouring countries 
there exist many ancient double inscriptions, written partly in 
Greek and partly in the language and characters of the local 
people. These ought to be copied with the greatest care from the 
original stones. It might then prove possible to assemble the 
alphabet, and eventually to discover the nature of the language. 
For we have the Greek version, and there occur proper names, 
whose pronunciation must have been approximately the same in 
the native language as in the Greek. (Leibnitz in a letter of 17 14 , 
cited in Pope 1975: 95)

E g y p t ia n  h iero glyp h s

T h e  seventeenth- and eighteenth-century rescue and study o f 
Coptic manuscripts prepared th ew ay for the decipherment o f 
Egyptian hieroglyphs, making the language o f ancient Egypt 
accessible through its latest, but already extinct, form. In 
1799, the year after N apoleon’s invasion o fEgyp t, his soldiers 
discovered at Rosetta a stone bearing an inscription from the 
year 196 bc, written in three different scripts, Greek, demotic 
and hieroglyphic, and in two languages, Greek and Egyptian. 
Partially successful attempts to decipher the two unknown 
Egyptian scripts were made by A .I . Silvestre de Sacy, J. D . 
A kerblad and Thom as Young.

In  I 802, de Sacy tried toidentify the proper names with the 
help o f their approximate locations and repetitions in the
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F ig . 3 . 1 .  Cartouches of Ptolemy and Cleopatra: the Egyptian 
hieroglyphs and their transliterations (with repetitions shown in 
bold).

Greek version. H e further reasoned that i f  any letter occurred 
twice or more in the Greek spelling o f a name, it might do so in 

the Egyptian spelling too. N ine years later de Sacy observed 
that the Chinese had to write foreign proper names with 

phonetic signs, and that they used to mark such instances 
specifically. Therefore, the circular line around a group of 
hieroglyphs in the Rosetta Stone might have a similar 
function. Such ‘cartouches’ were known from obelisks, too, 
and they had been thought to contain proper names o f kings 
or gods (fig. 3. I ).

Decipherment was achieved by Jean-François Cham - 
pollion (179 0 -18 32), who had prepared him self for this task 
from the age o f i 1 .  F or a long time, he supposed (like 
everybody else) that the hieroglyphs represented ideas, not 
sounds. T h is  preconception was mainly due to statements 
made by Graeco-Rom an authors. In  18 2 1 , Champollion 
finally realized that there had to be phonetic elements: the 
hieroglyphic part o f the Rosetta Stone contains about three 
times as many signs as there are words in the corresponding 
Greek version, so a hieroglyphic sign could not stand for a 

single word. H e was then in a position to transcribe the Greek 
names into hieroglyphic and ascribe phonetic values to the 
signs.

Ptolem y’s cartouche was the only one extant on the Rosetta 
Stone, so it did not suffice to cross-check the decipherment. 
B ut in 1822 Champollion was able to see copies o f an obelisk 
with two cartouches, the names ofPtolem y and Cleopatra (fig.
3 .1) . T h e sound values which Champollion obtained from 
these cartouches enabled him to read both foreign and 

Egyptian kings’ names in the cartouches o f other texts. In 
1824, Champollion published his P ré c is  d u  systèm e 

h iéro glyp h iq u e, but this was not generally accepted until much 
later.

C u n eiform

T h e cuneiform script had been completely forgotten even 
earlier than the hieroglyphs and was rediscovered only at the 

beginning o f the seventeenth century. T h e  Spanish

ambassador to the Abbasid court, D on G arcia Silva Figueroa 
( 16 2 0 )  was the first to identify the ruined site o f Takht-i 

Jam shid in Persia with the palace of the Achaemenid king 
D arius in Persepolis; he referred to the ancient description 
given by Diodorus Siculus ( 1 7 , 7 0 —2). D on Garcia also speaks 
o f the m any local inscriptions written in strange triangular but 
long characters that only differed from one another in their 
placing and grouping.

T h e  decipherment o f cuneiform was made possible by the 
careful copies o f trilingual inscriptions at Persepolis 
published by Carsten N iebuhr in 17 7 8 .  N iebuhr recognized 

three different writing systems in these inscriptions, all to be 
read from left to right: he suspected that they represented 
three different languages. T h e first script comprised, 

according to N iebuhr’s count, only 4 2  graphemes; the second 
was somewhat more complex; while the third had a great 
number o f different signs. In  17 9 8 ,  Frederik M ünter (180 1) 
suggested that the three scripts were alphabetic, syllabic and 
ideographic respectively, that each text said the same thing in 
three different developmental stages o f the Persian language: 
Zend, Pehlevi and Parsi. Eventually they w ere discovered to 
have been written in the Old Persian, Neo-Elam ite and 
Neo-Babylonian languages.

As M ünter’ s suggestion implies, the ancient language o f the 

Persians (§ 8 .2)  was partially understood by the end o f the 
nineteenth century. T h is was due to A. H. Anquetil 
D uperron’ s publications, above all his partial translation o f 
Z e n d -A v e s ta , o u vrage  d e  Z o ro a stre  ( 1 7 7 1 ) ,  based on original 
manuscripts and other information that he had collected 
during seven years among the Parsees o f India. Another 
crucial step towards deciphering the cuneiform script was 
taken by Silvestre de Sacy ( 17 9 3 ) ,  who read and translated 
M iddle Persian (Pehlevi) inscriptions o f the Sassanid kings 
(third century ad) with the help of Greek versions o f them. As 
at Persepolis, these texts accompanied sculptured represen­

tations o f kings, and contained royal names and titles, 
including that o f ‘king o f kings’ .

In 18 0 2 ,  Georg Friedrich Grotefend (1775—1853) 
succeeded in  deciphering the simplest o f  the three cuneiform 
scripts. L ike  M ünter, he recognized the often-repeated 
oblique stroke as a word divider. T h e length of the words, up 
to ten signs, and the limited number o f different signs, made it 
likely that the script was alphabetic. M ünter had sought the 
typically Persian title ‘king o f kings’ in a recurring group of 
seven signs. Grotefend recognized that two words were 

required for this title: M ünter’ s word, and a longer form o f the 
same word that followed it. H aving thus identified the word 
for ‘king’ , he concluded that the words preceding it were 
proper names o f kings. Grotefend followed M ünter in 
believing that the Persepolis inscriptions had been left by the 
Achaemenid kings, and that the three most frequently
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occurring signs represented vowels. One o f these, identified 
b yM ünter as a  / e on the basis o f its frequency in Zend Avesta, 
occurred as the second character o f a royal name, and 
Grotefend assumed this to be Darius.

A t the beginning o f an inscription the royal name and the 
title following it were likely to be in the nominative, while the 
altered forms o f these words, occurring in the middle o f the 
inscription, represented case endings, probably that o f the 
genitive singular. In  the Sassanid inscriptions read by de 
Sacy, the king states whose son he is. Grotefend could now 

recognize the inscriptional formula to be ‘X , great king, king 
o f kings, son o f Y  (the king)’ . Com paring the descent o f the 
Achaemenid kings known from the Greek historians to the 

names and genealogies o f the different inscriptions (where one 
king’s father lacked the royal title), he could identify ‘Xerxes, 
son o f D arius the king’ , and ‘D arius, son o f Hystaspes (who 
was not a king)’ . T o  establish the sound values o f the 

respective signs, Grotefend referred to Anquetil D uperron’ s 
Zend vocabulary, which gave G u stasp  or G o sh ta sp  for 
Hystaspes and khscheio  for ‘king’ . T h e words Grotefend had 
suggested for ‘king’ and ‘X erxes’ began with the same sign, 
now read as khsch, and closely corresponding to the 
pronunciation o f Greek £. Although only i  2 o f the 29 sound 
values suggested by Grotefend in 18 0 2-3  were correct, and 
m any o f his readings and interpretations raised severe and 
justified criticism, he is considered to be the decipherer of 
cuneiform, because his solution contained internal means of 
validation: some sound values (such as r) allotted to individual 
signs interlocked to form proper names (e.g. those o f Darius 
and Xerxes) and words whose forms were plausible for Old 
Persian, as far as it could be reconstructed from external 
sources. M oreover, he clearly understood the most important 
parts o f the Old Persian inscriptions: their names and titles.

Rasm us Rask  (1787—1832), one o f the founders of 
comparative linguistics, made an important contribution in 

18 23. Correcting the sound values o f some signs, he read the 
genitive plural in the phrase ‘king o f kings’ as -ä n ä m . Its 
identity with the genitive plural in Sanskrit led Rask to infer 
that the two languages were related. T h is discovery led to 
great advances, because it allowed a more accurate 
reconstruction o f Avestan as well as Old Persian. H enry C. 
Rawlinson ( 18 1^ ^ 5 ) ,  the ‘ father o f A ssyriology’, discovered 
the great trilingual rock inscription o f D arius the Great at 
Bîsutûn. A  young officer o f the East India Com pany’ s army, 

who served as military adviser to the Shah o f Persia’ s brother 
in 18 3 3 - - ,  Rawlinson’s knowledge o f Persian and his 

organizational skills were outstanding. H e copied the long 
edict at risk o f his life, suspended by ropes mo metres above 
the ground. H e had heard o f Grotefend’ s decipherment of 
Achaemenid names in cuneiform inscriptions, but had no 
further details. Rawlinson’s analysis o f his newly found texts

repeated Grotefend’ s decipherment and greatly improved 
upon it, translating for the first time 4 14  lines o f Old Persian 
and publishing them in 1846—7.

In  1837  Grotefend identified the ideogram for ‘king’ and 
recognized the single vertical wedge as the determinative of 
proper names in the second, Neo-Elam ite script o f the 
Persepolis inscriptions. T h e values o f its apparently syllabic 

signs could now be partly determined on the basis o f  the Old 
Persian sound values. T h e publication o f the Bîsutûn 
inscription raised the number o f identified proper names from 
about 40 to 90, which sufficed to determine the phonetic value 
o f most signs. T h e absence o f cognate languages known from 
other sources, however, has been a great hindrance in Elam ite 
studies.

T h e  third version o f cuneiform script in the trilingual 
inscriptions, in the Neo-Babylonian language, with over 300 
signs, was o f cardinal importance, for its decipherment 
opened up the understanding o f thousands o f cuneiform 
tablets found in excavations all over W estern Asia from the 
1840s onwards. Once again, the key lay in the proper names o f 
the Old Persian inscriptions. T h e  Sem itic character o f the 
language was suspected by Isidore Löwenstern in 1845 and 
proved beyond doubt by Rawlinson in 18 5 0 - 1 . T h e  multiple 

meanings o f the cuneiform signs caused immense difficulties, 
but these obstacles were overcome by the efforts o f 
Rawlinson, Edw ard H incks and others. Four consistent 
independent interpretations o f a newly discovered cuneiform 
inscription in 1855—7 confirmed the power o f the decipher­
ment. In  the consolidation and expansion o f the results, study 
o f the grammatical, lexical and graphical lists prepared by the 
ancient scribes (§ 2.2) played a decisive role. In  these earliest 
dictionaries, word signs were ordered according to their 
pronunciation, outer form, and meaning.

H it t it e  h ieroglyph s

T h e  Hittite hieroglyphic script, used c. 1400—700 bc  in Syria 
and Anatolia, was most probably invented by th eLu vian s in 
western Anatolia (§ 8.2). A fter the publication o f the first 
hieroglyphic inscriptions in 1872 , A . H . Sayce determined 

that the script was syllabic, although it also contained some 
logograms. H e argued that the length of the words and the 
number o f graphemes tallied with those o f the classical 
Cypriot script, which had recently been deciphered (§ 3.2). He 

was able to reach this conclusion, which was never seriously 
doubted, because the Egyptian, cuneiform and Cypriot 
scripts were already known. Sayce also argued that the 
inventors o f the hieroglyphs were Hittites, known from the 
Bible and other sources to have ruled in Syria, whence the 
inscriptions came. N ew  finds in Anatolia enabled Sayce to 
extend the known boundaries o f the Hittite empire and to

42



L in e a r  B

collect over 100 Hittite proper names, chiefly from cuneiform 

sources.
A  short bilingual seal and rock carvings o f deities at 

Bogazkoy in western Anatolia, with hieroglyphic and 
cuneiform labels, enabled Sayce to identify the de­
terminatives for king, country and god. Such determinatives 

have played a role similar to that o f bilinguals in the 
decipherment o f Hittite hieroglyphs. M any Hittite names of 

individual gods, kings, towns and countries were known from 
external sources, and sign groups standing for such names 
could be identified in the texts with the help o f the 
determinatives. As in  the Egyptian and Old Persian 
decipherments, the control was eventually provided by the 

interlocking o f syllables that happened to occur in several 
different names.

In  1890, J .  M énant remarked that the sign ^  depicting a 
human figure who points to him self with his arm is similar to 
the Egyptian sign lft signifying ‘I ’ , the pronoun of the first 

person singular. Since it occurs at the beginning o f 
inscriptions, these texts could now be assumed to follow the 
well-known pattern o f m any W estern Asiatic royal edicts 

starting ‘I (am) N .N ., the king o f the country (or c it y ) 

N  .N .’ . T h e recognition in 1 892 o f the word divider | ( , which 
unfortunately is often omitted, and o f the mark of 

ideograms, | | (two vertical strokes on either side o f the sign), 
assisted the analysis o f the texts. A fter Piero M eriggi 
(1930: 199) identified the sign for the word ‘son’ , royal 

genealogies could be read.
T h e language o f the Hittites was as unknown as their 

hieroglyphic script until the discovery o f cuneiform tablets in 
1887/8 at T e ll el-Am arna in U pper Egypt. Among these texts 
were two letters sent by l ja tt i  kings from Arzawa in Asia 

M inor to the Pharaoh. T h ey  were written in Akkadian 
cuneiform and could therefore be read phonetically even 
though their language was unknown. J . A. Knudtzon, who 
published the letters in 1902, read into them the stereotyped 
introductory formula known from other letters found at T e ll 
el-Amarna: ‘ I  (the sender) am well, m y house, m y wives (etc.) 
are well. M ay  you (the addressee) be well, may your house, 
your w ives (etc.) be well.’ K nudtzon suggested that the Hittite 
language was Indo-European, because the suffixes -m i and - t i  

evidently meant ‘m y’ and ‘your’ , and e-es-tu ‘may (he / she / it) 
be’ seemed to correspond to Sanskrit astu, Greek isto and 
Latin  esto. Discouraged by severe criticism, however, 

Knudtzon withdrew the suggestion.
T h e  language was identified with certainty after Hugo

W inckler’ s excavations at Bogazkoy in 19 0 6 -7  and 1 9 1 1 - 1 2
had revealed the Hittite state archives, comprising some 

. \ . '
20,000 cuneiform tablets. Bedrich Hrozny, sent to copy these
tablets in 19 14 , expected their language to belong to the
Caucasian fam ily. T h e  reading o f the texts did not cause

serious difficulties, since the values of many signs were 
known: they were Sumerian logograms, with or without 
Hittite suffixes written with syllabic signs, Akkadian words 
and phonetically written Hittite words, with both open and 
closed syllables. T h e logograms, Akkadian words and 
determinatives provided a meaningful context for guessing 
the unknown Hittite elements.

The language turned out to be Indo-European, and 
H rozny could utilize the ‘etymological method’ (i.e. com­
parison with related languages) in interpreting it. H e was not, 
however, quite familiar with Indo-European linguistics, and 
was often misled by wrong etymologies. B ut criticism soon 
established H ittite studies on a secure basis.

The knowledge o f the Hittite language thus gained from 
cuneiform sources was introduced into the decipherment of 
the Hittite hieroglyphs. A fter this had been worked out, the 
decipherment was subsequently confirmed by a long bilingual 
inscription in Phoenician and hieroglyphic Hittite, discovered 

in 1946—7 at Karatepe.

3 .2  L in e a r  B

The earliest Aegean script was probably inspired by Egyptian 

hieroglyphic writing. T h e M inoan ‘hieroglyphic’ came into 
being around 2000 BC with the first palaces o f M iddle M inoan 
I in Crete. It  is mainly known from seals, but a few clay 

accounting documents also exist. L inear A, a descendant of 
this script, was used in Crete and the surrounding islands 

f .18 5 0 -14 5 0  BC. Though both scripts are undeciphered, they 
appear to transcribe the non-Greek language o f the M inoan 
Civilization. Apart from the numerals and metrical signs, a 
few  logograms depicting agricultural commodities, and some 
ligatures, a little under 100 syllabic signs exist in Linear A , all 
apparently representing open syllables like the signs o f its 
descendants, Linear B , Cypro-M inoan and classical Cypriot.

T h e  classical Cypriot script, used in Cyprus between the 
seventh and second centuries b c , was quickly deciphered with 
the aid o f a bilingual published in 18 7 1. George Smith 
demonstrated that the script is not alphabetic but syllabic. 
Starting w ith proper nam es, he worked out phonetic values 
for 18  signs and, applying these to short inscriptions on 
medallions, was able to read in them Greek proper names. 
M oriz Schm idt (1874) revised and systematized Sm ith ’s 
work. H e established that the classical Cypriot syllabic signs 
stand for open syllables only and have five different vowels. 
(T h e  Cypro-M inoan script, known from  Cyprus and Ugarit 
and dated f.15 0 0 -12 0 0  bc , has remained little understood 
until recently and does not concern us here.)

T h e  decipherment o f the Linear B  script in  1952 without 
the help o f any bilingual and without any conception o f the
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underlying language ranks as a great achievement and the 
model o f a methodological approach deserving careful study.

S ir Arthur Evans ( 18 5 1 - 19 4 1) ,  excavating at Knossos in 
Crete in 1900 and 1904, had discovered over 3,000 clay tablets 
in the Linear B  script. Some o f these were published but the 
majority were not made available for study until 1952. T h e 
tablets are all inventories recording numbers o f persons, 
animals and commodities. T h e numerals consist o f strokes 
and circles and follow a decimal system. T h e direction o f 
writing runs from left to right. T h e lines on the tablets usually 
consist o f words written with phonetic signs, followed by one 
or more logograms and numbers. T h e logograms can be 
distinguished from  the phonetic signs by their position (they 
generally stand alone) and by the fact that they are usually 
associated with numbers; moreover, they often depict 
recognizable things. T h e  logograms usually allow the general 
sense o f the tablet to be understood immediately. Some 
variants in the logograms for livestock seem to correspond 
with gender differentiation. T h e phonetically written words 
preceding the ideograms may be related to them, perhaps 
standing for the names o f the objects. T h e words are clearly 
divided by means o f word dividers consisting o f vertical 
strokes. Word length varies from two to seven signs. There 
are about 90 phonetic signs, o f which about 70 are in common 
use. About ten signs are practically identical with signs in 

classical Cypriot. For these reasons, the phonetic signs in all 
likelihood stand for open syllables.

Some o f these fundamental observations and conclusions 
were put forward at the outset by Evans, some by other 
scholars. In  1927 A. E. Cowley tried to find out whether the 
comparable signs in the classical Cypriot script had the same 

phonetic value in Linear B. Enlarging on Cowley’s work in 
1935, Evans discovered ‘good evidence for declension’ in the 
frequent alternation o f the signs El and ?  at the end o f 
otherwise identical sign groups. Evans even noted that two 

signs, followed by the logogram o f ‘maneless horse’ and the 
number 2, could, with the syllabic values o f the Cypriot 
script, be read p o -lo , giving the Greek word for ‘ foal’ (pölö  in 
the dual, which is now known to be the correct reading). But 
he dismissed this as coincidence, because he was convinced 
that Linear B  rendered the non-Greek M inoan language.

Between 1943 and 1950, A lice J .  K ober was able to take 
some quite decisive steps. T h e words in which she defined her 
goal are worth quoting:

Let us face the facts. An unknown language written m an 
unknown script cannot be deciphered, bilingual or no bilingual. 
It is our task to find out what the language was, or what the 
phonetic values of the signs were, and so remove one of the 
unknowns . . .  If, as seems probable, it [i.e. the language ofLinear 
B] was highly inflected language, it should be possible to work 
out some o f the inflection pattern. Once this is done, two

Deciphering an unknown script --------------------------------------
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F ig . 3 .2 .  Noun paradigms in Linear B texts as analysed by 
Alice Kober. After Kober 1948: 97, fig. 8.

possibilities exist. The inflection pattern may prove a clue to the 
language used, or, at any rate, to the language group. In that case 
we have a more or less known language written in an unknown 
script. On the other hand, the inflection pattern will also furnish 
some information about the phonetic relationship o f the signs . . .  
In that case, we would have an unknown language in a more or 
less known script. (Kober 1948: 102)

Kober found evidence for gender distinction in the fact that 
the totals o f women and female animals had a form  different 
from that o f the totals o f men and male animals. Th is 
discovery also confirmed that the gender was marked in the 
logograms by adding marks for the female to the respective 
male ideogram. K ober also discovered systematic para­
digmatic alternation that suggested inflection (fig. 3.2): in 

each word, cases I and I I  ended in two signs, the first suffix 
sign being the same in both cases, while case I I I  ended with 
only one sign, which was different from the first suffix sign o f 
cases I and I I . K ober compared this pattern with partial 
paradigms drawn, just for the sake o f illustration, from Latin  
and M iddle Akkadian:

Latin Middle Akkadian

sg. nom. ser-vu-s pl. nom. S'a-dä-nu
sg. acc. ser-vu -m pl. obl. S'a-dä-ni
sg. dat.-abl. ser-vo sg. nom. Sa-dii

W ritten in a syllabic script o f the Cypriot type, the first suffix 
sign o f cases I and II on the one hand and the only suffix sign 
o f case I I I  on the other were therefore likely to share a 
common consonant but have a different vowel in each word. 
This hypothesis enabled K ober to arrange ten signs into a grid 
according to the internal relationships o f their consonantal 
and vocalic components, although she did not know their 
phonetic values; this grid (fig. 3.3) proved to be ioo per cent 
correct.

Alice K ober died in 1950, but her line o f argument led 
ultimately to the decipherment. It was taken up and 
developed by M ichael Ventris (1922—56), whose ambition it
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Vowel Vowel 
1 2

(!) T
k “7
T f
V >1
S

F ig . 3 .3 .  Alice Kober’s syllabic grid based on variation m 
inflection. After Kober 1948: 98, fig. 10.

had been to decipher the Knossos tablets ever since, at the age 
of 14 , he had heard S ir Arthur Evans talk about the M inoan 
Civilization. From  January 19 5 1 to Ju n e  1952  Ventris 

prepared his famous 20 ‘work notes’ , privately distributed to a 
group of experts.

Ventris’s methodology consisted above all in completing, as 
fully as possible, the syllabic grid started by Alice K ober. In  
addition, he prepared statistical analyses o f  the frequency o f 
each sign in different positions within the words. T h u s he 
could spotthe characters that were almost exclusively limited 
to the initial position and therefore probably stood for pure 
vowels. E very  word beginning with a vowel had to begin with 
a vowel sign, but in the m iddle of a word most vowels are 
preceded by a consonant and will therefore be written with a 
consonant +  vowel sign, as in  the classical Cypriot script. Also 

on the basis o f statistical and distributional analysis, Ventris 
correctlyidentified the postfixed connective particle and some 
prefixes.

Ventris finally used the analogy o f the clay tablets o f the 
same type and age from U garit on the coast o f Syria to guess 

that certain words, regularly repeated after hypothetical 
personal names, were the towns and occupations o f those 
persons. T h e  identification o f words probably standing for as 
yet unknown place-names suggested that they might be 
matched with Cretan place-names known from classical 
sources.

In  one four-sign place-name, Ventris had a pure vowel, 
probably a , at the beginning, while the third sign could, on the 
basis o f classical Cypriot, have been ni. These clues suggested 
the reading a -m i-n i-so  for A m n isos, a harbour town near 
Knossos. Reference to the grid then suggested that i f  these 
values were correct, another word likely to be a place-name 

would read ?o-no-so, which Ventris guessed to be ko- 

no-so =  K n ossos, and ??-?i-so  similarly tu -li-so  =  Tulissos. 

Transferred to the grid, these readings determined the 
phonetic values o f m any other signs through shared

consonantal and vocalic components. When all these phonetic 

values were applied to . the texts, Ventris found he could read 
G reek personal nam es, names o f G reek deities, G reek words 
and G reek inflectional suffixes.

T o  the very end, Ventris had not anticipated finding Greek 
in the texts. (He had thought that the language might be 
related to Etruscan, assumed to have come to Italy  from  Asia 
M inor.) In  fact about one-quarter o f the signs were wrongly 
placed in the grid as it stood at the time o f the breakthrough. 
The essential correctness o f the decipherment was 
nevertheless proved by the power o f the phonetic values in the 
grid to generate consistent and sensible readings o f the texts. 
External corroboration soon came in the form o f new texts 
that had not been available to Ventris and his collaborator 

Joh n  Chadwick, whose expert knowledge o f Greek Ventris 
had wisely drawn upon in the final stage (fig. 3.4).

3.3  E tru sc a n  a n d  th e th eory o f  d e c ip h e rm en t

Etruscan provides a classic example of the difficulties raised 
by texts whose language is not related to any reasonably 

well-known language. T h e  Etruscan language is unknown in 
this sense, although the Etruscan script is well understood. 
T h e  decipherment o f the Etruscan script was not difficult, 
because it is the model for Latin  and other Italic alphabets. 
Annio o f Viterbo (1437—1502) could already rea d  Etruscan 
inscriptions tolerably well, and the last problems of the script 
were sorted out by 1936.

T h e  longest Etruscan text is about 1,300 words. T h e  only 
known example o f a book written on linen cloth (later 
wrapped around a m umm y in Egypt), it deals with Etruscan 
rituals. A ll other texts are epigraphic. Apart from a sacrificial 
calendar with more than 300 words legible, there are half a 
dozen texts o f between 20 and 130  words, and about 10,000 
shorter inscriptions. T h e  m ajority are from  graves, and show 
the name o f the dead person, possibly with an account o f his 
title, age and fam ily relationships. About 30 Etrusco-Latin  
bilinguals are similar short funerary inscriptions. In  addition, 
G reek and Latin  authors have preserved about 60 glosses of 
Etruscan words. Greek names and words taken over into 
Etruscan and Latin  borrowings from Etruscan have yielded 
valuable information about Etruscan phonology. T h e 

discovery in 1964 o f three similar, though not exactly 
matching, texts in Punic and Etruscan on gold plates, 

reporting a temple dedication at Pyrg i, north o f Rome, 
provides a semi-bilingual.

B u t the bulk o f the Etruscan language remains unknown. 
Etruscan bilinguals may translate the words that appear on 
them, but they fail to translate unknown words appearing 
elsewhere. On the Rosetta Stone, by contrast, the understood 
text (in Greek) translates words o f an unknown language (Old
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ti-ri-po-de ai-ke-u ke-re-si-jo we-keTRIPOD 2ti-ri-po e-me po-de o-wo-we TR IPOD  Ui-ri-po ke-re-s i-jo we-ke a-puke

qe-toPITHOS3 di-pame-zo-e qe-to-ro-weJAR1di-pa-e me-zo-e ti-ri-o-we-e J A R  2 di-pa me-wi-jo qe-to-ro..we JAR  1

di-pa m e-wi-jo t i-ri-jo-we J A R  1 d i-p a  me-wi -jo a -n o -w e  J A R  1

Fig. 3 .4 . Tablet p y  Ta 641 in the original Linear B  script and in transliteration. This three-lined clay tablet was discovered at Pylos in 
1952 and made available for study in 1953. It provided a kind of ‘pictorial bilingual’ that proved the correctness of Ventris’s 
decipherment, already accomplished without its help. The Greek words t i-r i-p o -d e  =  tripode ‘two three-legged (cauldrons)’ , 
ti-ri-p o  =  tripos ‘one three-legged (cauldron)’ , t i-r i-o -w e-e  =  triowee ‘two (vessels) with three handles’, t i-r i- jo -w e  =  triowes ‘ one (vessel) 
with three handles’ , qe-to-ro-w e =  fe tr o w e s  ‘one (vessel) with four handles’ , and a-n o-w e =  anowes ‘one (vessel) without handles’ are 
each accompanied by the corresponding ideograms and numbers. After Hooker 1980: 129—32.

Egyptian) that is related to another language (Coptic, 
descended from Old Egyptian) whose vocabulary and 
grammar are known. T h e  systematic relationship between the 
‘unknown’ language and its known relative implies that a 
translation o f one word helps to predict the translation of 
other words in the unknown language.

G en etic  re latio n sh ip  o f  lan guages

A  short discussion o f the concept o f genetic relationship may 

be o f help to appreciate this im portant point. T h e languages 
o f the world, past and present, are classified genetically into 
various language families. Genetically related languages are 
descended from a common protolanguage. T h eir ultimate 
origin lies in dialects o f an ancient language that have lost 
contact with each other and therefore diverged to such an 

extent that their speakers can no longer (or only defectively) 
understand each other.

In the course o f time, all languages change in their lexicon, 
phonology, morphology and syntax. Phonological changes 
usually start with an assimilation, dissimilation, metathesis or 
some other alteration in a word which occurs with a high 

frequency and in which the changing sound does not have a 
grammatical fonction. T h e sound change then becomes 
systematic and spreads to other words, allowing, however, 
exceptions due to morphological or semantic analogy.

T h e determination o f whether a genetic relationship exists 
between any given langdages or not depends on whether 
systematic correspondences can be established between their 
sound systems. I f  the relationship between the languages

concerned is sufficiently close, the comparative method allows 
reconstruction o f the earlier protolanguage. In  the 
decipherment o f the Linear B  script, for example, knowledge 
o f the reconstructed prehistory o f the Greek language proved 

to be o f vital significance.

But why can Etruscan not be distantly related to some 
known language? It  is true that in some cases it may be 
possible to reconstruct even several successive proto­
languages. T h us Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, French and 
Rom anian form the Romance group o f languages, whose 
protolanguage is Latin ; Latin  in its turn is descended from 
the same Italic protolanguage as the little-known ancient 
languages Venetic, Oscan and Um brian; Italic, finally, is just 
one o f the daughter languages o f Proto-Indo-European.

Som e scholars have argued (but not been able to prove) that 
Proto-Indo-European has similarly branched off from a still 
more ancient protolanguage called ‘Nostratic’ . T h e  Nostratic 
‘phylum ’ would consist o f the following language families, all 
assumed to be genetically related to each other: Indo- 
European (§ 8.4), Afroasiatic (§ 8.2), Uralic, Altaic (assumed 
to comprise the Turkic, M ongolian and Tungusic languages, 

sometimes also Korean and even Japanese), Kartvelian 
(South Caucasian) and D ravidian (§§ 8.3 and 9 .1-6 ). T h e idea 
o f a Nostratic phylum is not improbable in itself; the 
geneticist L . L . Cavalli-Sforza (19 9 1) in fact argues quite 
forcefully that ‘the fam ily tree relating human populations 
corresponds to another relating the languages o f the world. 
B oth  trees im ply a series o f migrations; the biological evidence 
indicates a homeland in A frica.’ It  is the proving o f such a
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distant relationship by linguistic means that seems impossible 
at present. T h e application o f the comparative method 

becomes critical as the distance o f the relationship increases: 
the longer the related languages develop apart from each 
other, the smaller becomes the number o f shared words and 
morphemes that have been inherited from the common 
protolanguage.

Proto-Uralic, spoken perhaps about 8,ooo-6,ooo years ago 

around the Ural mountains, may be the oldest language 
reconstructable with certainty. T h e reconstruction o f Proto- 
U ralic is based on about 140 fairly secure etymologies shared 

by Proto-Finno-U gric (f.4000-3000 b c ) (§ 8.4) and the much 
more recently differentiated Proto-Sam oyedic spoken in 
Siberia. Only a fraction o f these 140 words can be expected to 
be derived from a still earlier protolanguage and to be shared 
by related language families (as assumed by the Nostratic 
hypothesis), and such a number is too small for a reliable 
reconstruction o f systematic sound correspondences.

It is not enough to have well over a hundred similar words 

in two languages or language fam ilies to establish their genetic 
relationship. Amateurs often draw far-reaching conclusions 
on the basis o f superficial phonetic resemblances, but, 
contrary to their expectations, cognate words have often 
diverged so much in distantly related languages that they 
hardly resemble each other: compare, for example, English 
w h eel, Greek kU klos and Sanskrit ca k ra (i, all derived from 
Proto-Inda-European * k wek wlos  (the asterisk indicates that 
the following word is not actually attested but only a 

hypothetical reconstruction). The words on which the 
comparison is based have to fulfil certain requirements. In  
distant relationships, the words on either side m ust be 
reconstructable in the respective protolanguage (which 
implies, among other things, that they are found in several 
languages, preferably as distant from each other as possible, 
and / or in ancient documents) and the reconstructed forms 
should bear a reasonable resemblance to each other in  both 
sound and meaning. O nly i f  these basic requirements are 
fulfilled can one proceed to the all-im portant test and see 
whether the phonemic correspondences are regular.

T h e requirements demanded o f words taken as the basis of 
comparisons aiming at the establishment o f distant relation­
ships have now been further refined. T h ey  may be illustrated 
by the case o f the ‘A ltaic’ languages. Em inent linguists have 
long argued for a genetic relationship between the Turkic, 
M ongolian and M anchu-Tungusic families, but nowadays 
experts think that the extensive similarities are more likely to 
result from long and intensive contacts which have led to 
massive borrowings and structural convergences. Distant 
comparisons, therefore, have to  be limited to core vocabulary 
that is not easily borrowed (grammatical morphemes, kinship 
terms, names for the principal parts o f the body, important

natural phenomena, directions o f space, etc.); cultural 
loanwords as well as onomatopoeic expressions with iconic 
similarity (e.g. cuckoo) must be excluded.

E tru sc a n  (co n tin u ed)

T h e absence o f obviously related languages well known from 
other sources is coupled with another major limitation in 
Etruscan studies: the scantiness and repetitive nature o f the 

written material. M uch o f the vocabulary and morphology of 
the Etruscan language is not used in inscriptions (and thus not 
available for linguistic study), while numerous words and 
forms appear only once, defying interpretation.

Y et it would be a mistake to say that Etruscan is a totally 
unknown language. T h e  number o f plausible hypotheses 
concerning all aspects o f the Etruscan language is currently 
considerable. T h is  became so after the ‘etymological method’ 
was abandoned as the prim ary means o f studying the Etruscan 

language. Y et it still continues to be the favourite method of 
m any dilettantes, who, year after year claim to have ‘ solved 
the Etruscan problem ’ by ‘proving’ that Etruscan is related to 

this or that language. (Etymology remains necessary, of 
course, to sort out loan contacts between Etruscan, Italic 
languages and Greek in particular.)

It  is the ‘ combinatory method’ that has yielded substantial 
results. T h is  requires that the Etruscan language be 
interpreted chiefly in terms o f itself, through a multi-sided 
internal analysis o f the inscriptions, taking into account all 
possible contextual clues. T h e Etruscologist must be 
acquainted with linguistics, philology, history, archaeology, 
art history and religion. W ithin this general methodological 
fram ework an important sideline is the use o f Latin , Oscan, 
Um brian and Greek parallels to interpret specific categories 
o f Etruscan texts. W e have already seen how fruitful the 
exploitation o f stereotype ‘ routines’  has proved in deciphering 
ancient scripts: it is quite warranted to expect similar texts 
within a single cultural milieu to share similar formulae and 
phraseology, even i f  their languages differ. T h is ‘ quasi­
bilingual’ method has been successfully employed in the 
study o f the linen book.

Etruscan studies also provide a good example o f the 
importance o f carefully laid epigraphic foundations in 
decipherment. T h e  revision o f the first volume o f the C o rpu s  

In scrip tio n u m  E tru sca ru m  showed that about 20 per cent o f  the 
material in the old edition had been misread; a number of 
linguistic and philological hypotheses had been based on 
‘ ghost words’ which did not exist at all in reality.

T y p es  o f  decip h erm en t

Expositions o f decipherment of ancient scripts usually 
distinguish three types o f decipherment, according to 
whether the script, the language or both script and language
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are unknown. In order o f increasing difficulty, the scheme 
looks as follows (table 3. 1):

Table 3 .1 . C o n v en tio n a l typ o lo gy  o f  decipherm ents

type script language example(s)

I unknown known Egyptian hieroglyphic
2 known unknown Etruscan

3 unknown unknown Linear B; Indus script

Such a typology o f decipherments is, however, grossly 
over-simplified. In  the first place, the terms ‘known’ and 
‘unknown’ are inexact. M any ‘unknown’ languages have later 
proved to be members o f well-known language families, 
enabling them to be worked out by linguistic methods.

In the case o f type 2, unknown language and known script, 
there are therefore two possibilities: the language can be 
recognized as belonging to a known fam ily and can therefore 
be worked out; or it can be found, like Etruscan, to belong to 
an unknown or little known language family. In  the latter 
case, its whole grammar and lexicon have to be worked out 
from scratch. Experience has shown that this is possible only 
i f  extremely extensive bilinguals are available, as in the case o f 
Sumerian. A  modest number o f bilinguals, as in the case o f 
Etruscan, w ill not take one further than their own coverage. I f  
no bilinguals at all are available and the underlying language is 
an isolated one, a decipherment is absolutely impossible.

Type 3 cannot be deciphered unless painstaking work and a 
few  clues make possible the identification either o f the 
language or o f the script, thus converting it into either type 1 
(as was the case with Linear B) or type 2. In practice the 
methodology to be followed in types I and 3 will be much the 
same, with this important difference: in type 1 efforts can be 
concentrated on matching the script with the known language 
or language group, whereas in type 3, efforts must be 
dissipated in probing various possibilities, and the use o f 
linguistic clues is always accompanied by a very much greater 
range o f uncertainty.

Prospects o f decipherment vary also according to the - type 
o f unknown script. An alphabetic script, with very few 
graphemes and a nearly one-to-one fit with the phonemes o f 
the underlying language, offers the smallest number o f 
possibilities for tentative reading and is therefore the easiest 
type o f script to decipher. Statistical and distributional 
features o f the phonemic and graphemic systems can be 

directly compared.

U g a ritic  cuneiform  a lp h a b et

T ablets written in a previously unknown cuneiform alphabet 
were discovered at U garit in Syria in 1929. W ithin a week one 

o f its decipherers, Hans Bauer ( 18 78 -19 37), a cryptographer

in the F irst World W ar, could determine correctly the 
phonetic values o f half o f the signs. T h e script had to be a 
consonantal alphabet, because there were only 27 (eventually 
30) graphemes, and because the words, separated by single 
vertical strokes, were short (often one or two signs only). 
Bauer first isolated all signs that appeared to represent 
prefixes, suffixes and monosyllabic words. He compared these 
signs with the consonants that served in these functions in 
West Semitic, which he assumed to have been spoken in 
Ugarit. Discrim inating the alternatives on the basis o f 
frequency and distribution, he got partly right, partly wrong 
sound values, which he applied to the texts. Bauer identified 
the introductory preposition as I ‘to ’, and looked for words 
likely to occur, especially m lk  ‘king’ (containing /) and bn 

‘ son’ . Th eir location led to the words bcl  ‘god’ and bclt  

‘ goddess’ , providing a good beginning to the decipherment.

T y p es  o f  decipherm ent (co n tin u ed )

In  a syllabic script, too, the signs usually have just one 
phonetic value, but the relation to the phonemic system is not 
as direct as in the alphabetic script. There are more variables, 
so more material is needed for the determination o f their 
values. Nevertheless, the number o f syllables in a given 
language is much smaller than the number o f words. I f  its 
syllable structure happens to be o f a simple type (as in 
Japanese), the language can be represented quite well with 
relatively few  signs (the Japanese syllabary today consists o f 
46 basic signs and a few  diacritic marks). Compromises have 

been made when languages with a complex syllable structure 
have been written with a syllabic script, so that the number o f 
syllabograms used at one time rarely exceeds 120. Thus the 
signs o f a syllabic script are integrated into a closed system, 
where phonetic interrelationships between the signs can be 
worked out and tabulated, as Kober and Ventris did in their 
grids. When a breakthrough has been achieved in the 
decipherment o f alphabetic and syllabic scripts, it has soon 
been possible to work out the phonetic values o f other signs on 
the basis o f a few initial clues. One important reason for this is 
that the dues are scattered all over phonetically written texts, 
which do not leave too much o f the language unrepresented.

A  logo-syllabic script is much m ore difficult to decipher. 
There is a large num ber o f signs, which do not form such a 
tightly coherent system and which, moreover, generally have 
more than one phonetic and / or semantic value. In  the 
absence o f effective aids, such as extensive bilinguals, native 
lexica or descendants o f the signs with known values , 
complete decipherments o f logo-syllabic writing systems are 
usually impossible. T h e degree o f difficulty depends further 
on the number, length and diversity o f the texts and the extent 
to which there are semantic and phonetic determinatives, 

grammatical elements that have been marked, words written
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phonetically, and the like. T h e degree to which the 
pictograms are stylized is also crucial: recognizable pictures 
give clues to sound values i f  the underlying language is 
known, and to prim ary m eanings even i f  it is not.

3.4 M a y a  h ie ro g ly p h s

T h e  decipherment o f the hieroglyphic script o f the M aya has 
been controversial for a long time, but considerable 
agreement and progress have been achieved during the past 
few decades. T h e M aya script is a complex logo-syllabic 
writing system with no real bilinguals which would provide 
translations. T h e methods used in its decipherment and in 
controlling the decipherment are therefore particularly 

interesting and relevant for the study of the Indus script.
Proto-M ayan speakers had settled in the lowlands of 

Central Am erica by about 1500 BC. T h e social changes that 
took place around 250 bc  transformed forest villages into 
powerful cities possessed o f writing. T h e  script o f the M aya, 

used from the second century b c , was based on the 
hieroglyphic writing that had been developed by their western 
neighbours by f.700 bc. Although the classical M aya 
Civilization collapsed around ad 900, writing continued to be 
used, probably until the seventeenth century. A fter the 
Spanish conquest, however, a great number o f M ayan books 
w ritten on bark-paper were ruthlessly destroyed. Only four 

such manuscripts or codices have survived, but fortunately 
there are more than a thousand inscriptions on beautifully 
carved stone monuments. In  1566 Bishop Diego de Landa 
compiled a work that was to become the ‘Rosetta Stone’ of 
M aya writing. In his R e la c ió n  de las cosas de Y u c a ta n , Landa 
explained the rudiments o f the M aya calendar and ‘the M aya 
alphabet’ , equating certain glyphs with A , B , C , etc. (fig. 3.5).

T h e dearly  recognizable numbers provided the starting- 
point for the first major breakthroughs. Landa explains the 
sophisticated counting system o f the M aya, based on the idea 
of place-value that increases in  multiples o f 20, i.e. 1, 20, 400, 
8000, etc. T h e  num eral signs consist o f a picture o f a shell for 
zero, a dot for one, and a bar for five. Landa drew the symbols 
which the M aya used for their 20 days and their 18 +  1 
months, and also gave the corresponding names in Yucatec 
M aya. But Landa ’ s book became available only after a copy o f 
it had been discovered in M adrid and published together with 
a French translation in 1864 by Charles Etienne Brasseur de 
Bourbourg (18 14 —74). Brasseur did also other great services 
to M aya studies. W hile serving as an Abbé in Guatemala he 

had learned the M aya language, and had already published 
most important pre-conquest M aya texts, the great creation 
epic Popol Vuh (from a manuscript) and the drama Rabinal 
A chi (from an oral source) in 18 6 1—2. In  1869 he was to 

publish the famous M aya Codex he had also discovered in

M aya hieroglyphs

P PP CU KU X  x  u  u  2
c u  X ’u x«. fu fu

F ig .  3.5. Bishop Landa’s ‘Maya alphabet’ (ad 1566). Drawn 
after a facsimile in Houston 1989: 16, fig. 7.

M adrid and to make an unsuccessful attempt to read the 
M aya script as an alphabetic system ofwriting. On the basis o f 
Landa and the D resden Codex, Ernst Förstemann (1823— 
1906) and others could work out the exact structure o f the 
M aya calendar. T h e calendar is based on paired cycles of 
(20 x  13  =  ) 260 days and o f ( (18  x  20) +  (1 x  5) =  ) 365 days. 

A  date is usually expressed by noting its position in both 
cycles. But because each combination repeats itself every 52 
years, the M aya chroniclers also recorded the position o f a 
date in a ‘ long count’, i.e. a great cycle starting in 3 1 1 4  BC and 
ending in ad 20 12 .

T h e Dresden Codex, Förstem ann’s main source, has 
turned out to be an almanac for divination. Each day is linked 

to other days by astronomical calculations, involving the 
eclipses and cycles of Venus. T h eir astrological significance is 
expressed through connected deities and animals, o f which 
there is a great variety.

The parallelism between partly ideographic glyphs and the 
pictorial illustrations which accompany them in the codices 
and monuments has provided ‘pictorial bilinguals’ for the 
decipherment o f the M aya script. Particularly important are 
parallel passages, where one variable element in the text 
corresponds to one variable element in the iconography. In  
this w ay, it has been possible to determine the approximate 
meaning o f quite a number of glyphs. Besides numbers and 
calendrical and astronomical signs, they include compass 
points, colours, deities, animals, plants, artefacts, parts of the 
body, and so on.

Som e 25 M aya  languages are still spoken by about 5 million 
people in the area o f the classical M aya Civilization, enabling 

reconstruction of the Proto-M ayan language. T h is unbroken 
linguistic continuity and the linguistic research carried out 
since colonial times have made a phonetic decipherment 
possible.

T h e breakthrough here was achieved in the 1950s by the 
Soviet scholar Y urij V. Knorozov, who had studied Egyptian 
hieroglyphs and who was later to work on the Indus script too
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F ig . 3 .6 . ‘Turkey’ = k u - t z u  m the third section o f the 
uppermost row on leaf 7a of the Dresden Codex (c. ad 1250). The 
image of the turkey and the double glyph corresponding to it are 
emphasized.

(§4.2). Knorozov assumed that Bishop Landa’s ‘alphabet’ was 
in fact a list o f syllabic signs, whose phonetic values 
correspond to the Spanish names o f the letters involved. For 
example, when Landa had asked ‘W hat is B  (beh) in  your 
writing?’ his native informant would have drawn the M aya 
sign with the phonetic value beh.

Comparative work had equated the picture o f ‘turkey’ with 
a two-glyph word written over it (fig. 3.6). The first glyph is 
Landa ’ s K . In modern Yucatec M aya, ‘turkey’ is k u tz , so 
Knorozov supposed that the K  glyph stands for the syllable 
ku. T h e  second glyph he read as tzu . T h is was the first o f two 
glyphs assumed to mean ‘dog’, while the second was Lan d a ’s 
glyph for L  (fig. 3.7). T h is  agreed w ith the old Yucatec word 
for ‘dog’ , tzu l. M ost M aya words end in consonants, so 
Knorozov assumed, on the basis o f these and some other 
interlocking examples, that the word-final consonants were 
written syllabically by  means o f signs containing the same 
vowel as the word-initial syllable.

K norozov’s interpretations were published in 1952, but at 
that time in Russian only, and not all o f them were by any 
means as convincing as those quoted above. F o r other reasons, 
too, it took more than 25 years before his assumptions about 

the syllabic nature o f the phonetic glyphs and their 
‘synharmony’ became widely accepted. M eanwhile, other 
approaches were developed.

In spite o f progress made in understanding the M aya 
calendar and astronomy, the general purpose o f the 
monuments remained problematic for a long time. Then, in 
1958, Heinrich Berlin  identified ‘emblem glyphs’ standing for 
specific places or their ruling families. T w o  years later, 

Tatiana Proskouriakoff analysed 35 inscriptions which all 
came from a single place and fell architecturally into seven 
groups. She noticed that the time span o f the dates within

Fig. 3-7- ‘D og’ =  tzu-lu in the middle section in the uppermost 
row on leaf 90a of the M adrid Codex. The image of the dog and 
the double glyph corresponding to it are emphasized.

each group never exceeded the average lifetime o f a human 
being, which suggested that the monuments in question had 
been raised within a single reign. One stela in each group 
shows a person seated on a platform, and the inscription 
records two dates, both accompanied by a specific glyph; these 
have been deciphered as denoting ‘birth’ and ‘accession to 
power’ . W ith the identification o f a prefix for female names 
and titles (the face o f a woman), it became possible to pick out 
names o f queens and queen mothers (distinguishable from the 
accompanying dates). K in g  lists could then be compiled, and 
fam ily relationships charted. Subsequent research has shown 
that warfare and rituals are among the other main topics 
recorded in the inscriptions.

One o f  the grave difficulties that has been obstructing the 
decipherment o f the M aya script is the complex composition 
o f its signs, or ‘ glyphs’ , usually square in form , numbering 
750—850 in all. A t least 400 o f them are ‘main signs’ , which 
m ay appear in three variant forms, with no apparent semantic 
difference: besides depicting in considerable detail the ‘head’ 
or the fu l l  figure’ o f a hum an being, animal or deity, a glyph 

m ay have a more abstract ‘ symbolic’ form. In  addition there 
are at least 250 smaller ‘affix signs’ , which m ay be added to 

the main signs, the whole forming a square ‘ glyph block’ . 
Affix signs added on the left side or above the main sign are 
called ‘prefixes’ , those on the right side or below ‘postfixes’ , 
and signs placed inside the main glyph ‘ infixes’ . T h ere is a lot 
o f variation, and constituent signs are extremely difficult to 
recognize with certainty.

In  addition, the same thing may be written in many 
different ways. T h is variation is partly due to the fact that 
words could be written ideographically as well as syllabically. 
Syllabic signs (e.g. ba) could also be added as phonetic
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determinatives to logograms (e.g. the head o f a jaguar =  b a la m  

‘ jaguar’ ). Finally, logograms can also be used as rebuses. T h us 
there are three (nearly) homophonous words in M aya with the 
phonetic shape k a n  / k ä n , meaning ‘ snake’ , ‘ sky’ and ‘4 ’ , and 
the respective glyphs m ay be substituted for each other. Thus, 
for exam ple, the ‘ sky’ glyph is used in a context requiring the 

m eaning ‘4 ’ .
M any o f the M aya glyphs remain undeciphered. T h e 

known glyphs, though few in number, are used as a clue to the 
subject-matter dealt with in a given text. Clarification o f 
sequences dealing with deities and rituals, for example, has 
been sought from Spanish sources, the M aya creation epic 
Popol Vuh that survived the conquest, and the religions o f the 
present-day M aya. Longer texts have been analysed syntac­
tically. Even  totally unknown signs can with some confidence 
be interpreted as belonging to specific grammatical categories 
(nouns, verbs, adjectives, numerical classifiers, etc.) on the 
basis o f ‘positional schematism’ (§ 6 .2 ). Grammatical affixes, 
too, have been identified, those o f the possessive and locative 

markers most securely. It  is apparent, however, that not 
nearly all the affixes o f the spoken language have been 
represented in writing.

T h e  nature o f th eM aya  script has not permitted a complete 
and simultaneous decipherment o f the entire writing. One has 
to proceed gradually, deciphering the glyphs one by one. 
Nevertheless, ‘any addition to our knowledge of the glyphs 
tends to have a feedback effect, helping us to achieve

additional results . . .  A ll glyphs have some sort o f relevance to 
the decipherment o f other glyphs’ (K elley 1 9 7 6 : 2 4 8 ).

A  full decipherment o f  a M aya glyph involves four aspects:

1 recognition of the object depicted by the glyph,
2  knowledge o f its phonetic value,
3 knowledge of its meaning(s), and
4  understanding how the three are interrelated.

It is possible to decipher a glyph only partially, i.e. achieve 
one or two o f the first three requirements without the others.

T h e  routine decipherment procedure, again, has been 
described as follows:

1 The pictorial meaning of the glyph is determined, mainly 
from M aya art.

2  A  phonetic reading is looked for by reconstructing the 
Proto-Maya word for the object represented.

3 The homophones of the phonetic reading are determined.
4  The meanings of the words in points 2  and 3 are compared in 

the different contexts in which the glyph occurs.
5 Conversely, when two or more different meanings of a glyph 

can be concluded from the contexts, an explanation is sought 
from a possible Proto-Maya homophony.

A t the end of the book we shall briefly compare the methods 
and premisses in  deciphering the M aya script to those that are 
here applied to the Indus script. W e are now ready to turn our 
attention to this subject.
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Approaches to the Indus 
script

4 .1 E v o lu tio n  o f  th e In d u s sc r ip t a n d  la te r  In d ia n  
scrip ts

T h e potter’s marks on the ceramics ofN eolith ic societies may 
be considered as forerunners o f writing, but only in the sense 
that they trained people to use incised or painted symbols, and 
that some o f these traditional local symbols may have been 
models for the signs o f a real writing system when such a 
system was devised. From the period dated c.3600-2600 b c , 
thousands o f E arly  Harappan potsherds with potter’s marks 
have been discovered, usually on utilitarian unpainted ware. 
T h e marks were incised on the wet clay before firing, with a 
sharp instrument, a fingernail, or both; marks painted before 
firing are much rarer. G raffiti scratched on pottery after firing 
also occur: they may have been made by the potter or the 
owner.

Incised and painted marks are found on vessels from many 
early sites in the Indus region and the Indo-Iranian 
borderlands, including Am ri I A - I I B ,  K o t D iji, Bala-kot I 
(fig. 4 .1) , M ehrgarh IV - V I I ,  Damb Sadaat I - I I I ,  K ili Ghul 
M uhammad IV  and other Quetta Valley sites, M undigak 
I - I V ,  Rahm an Dheri, Sarai Khola II and Jalilpur. About 50 
to I 50 different signs are known in some sites or areas. 
Comparable and roughly contemporaneous pot-marks are 
known from Shahr-i Sokhta in Seistan and from elsewhere in 
Iran.

M any o f  the Early Harappan potter’s marks seem to be 
numerals, especially the groups o f  vertical strokes, whose 
numerical value varies from one onwards. T h e lower numbers 
are marked in this way in the Indus script, too (§ 5.2), and a 
large part o f the Mature Harappan graffiti on potsherds 
consists solely o f such numerals (§ 7.3). It seems that the 
larger numbers (tens?) were expressed in the Indus script by 
means o f semicircles standing on their open ends, often 
repeated one above another (fig. 7.8b and d). Did they develop 
from the (often repeated) fingernail impressions among the 
Early Harappan potter’s marks?
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F ig . 4 . 1 .  Early Harappan painted and incised potter’s marks 
from Bala-kot (in Sind), layers I -X II , period I, £.3500—2600 bc . 
After Dales 1979: 256, fig. 6.

Resemblances between relatively simple linear signs in 
different marking systems cannot be given much weight in an 
assessment o f genealogical relationship. F o r example, signs of 
the Vinca culture in southeast Europe (Winn 19 8 1) resemble 
the Indus script in  ways at least as close as the E arly  Harappan 
pot-marks. On the whole, the signs that characterize the 
Indus script are not present in  the Early Harappan graffiti. A  
few  interesting exceptions do deserve special attention, 
however.

One (unfortunately broken) E arly  Harappan graffito from 
Bala-kot (fig. 4 .1 no. 5) resembles the most common and most 
characteristic Indus sign U , except that the Bala-kot sign is 
angular. B ut other E arly  Harappan potter’ s marks from 
Rahm an D heri ( C I S I  2: Rhd-139  to 14 1 )  suggests that the 

sign surviving on the Bala-kot sherd may be complete, in 
which case there is no match with the Indus sign. Another 
Indus sign usually occupying the final position in the 
inscriptions, the ‘spearhead’ , I ,  is also found on a slightly 
broken potsherd from Bala-kot (fig. 4 .1 no. 2), and on a 
number o f sherds from Rahman Dheri (Rhd-88 to 93). In  
Rahm an Dheri, again, there are several examples o f 
‘triangles’ , which are like the ‘spearhead’ sign but without the 
‘shaft’ (Rhd-81 to 85).

Potter’ s marks were in existence over a vast area in the 
Greater Indus Valley for many centuries, i f  not a millennium, 
before the creation o f the Indus script, and there is an 
unbroken continuity in the stratigraphic sequence from the 
Early Harappan period to the M ature Harappan period at 
many sites. Even so, nowhere do we find clear evidence o f a 
gradual progress towards real writing in the Early Harappan 
layers. Unpublished miniature seals from Rahm an Dheri, 
dated to the early third millennium b c , are said to bear 
symbols that herald the Indus script, but this remains to be 
verified, and in fact other evidence does not support the 
hypothesis that the Indus script developed here in the north. 
N o Indus inscriptions o f two or more signs have been 
discovered in the M ature Harappan layers of the Late K ot 
Dijian sites o f the upper Indus Valley. Only the Harappan 

symbol o f ‘ two intersecting circles’ (discussed in § 13 .1 )  is 
represented among the painted symbols on the pottery of 
Gum la in the Gom al Valley ( C I S I  2: G -8), and o f Sarai K hola 
II  near Taxila  (Halim 1972: pl. 20 B  1).

A  dozen potsherds from the large K u lli site ofN indow ari in 
southern Baluchistan each have between one and five marks 
painted on them. T h e excavator, Jean-M arie Casal, thought 
that these graffiti might represent a local script, because they 
contain some recurring sign sequences. T h e specimens, 
however, are too few and the signs too linear and cursive to 
inspire confidence in this hypothesis. M oreover, the 
N indowari graffiti belong to the M ature Harappan period. 
Nevertheless, they are interesting in  the light o f  the close 
connection between the K u lli culture and the transitional 
phase between the Early and M ature Harappan periods (figs.

1 . 14 - 15 ) .
O n present evidence, the Indus script cannot be directly 

derived from any other known script. T h e geographically 
closest and vaguely similar Proto-Elam ite script (figs. 2.2 and 
2.6), which has often been mentioned in this connection, is 

m any centuries older. T h e historical situation in the twenty- 
sixth century BC, when the Indus script came into being, and 
particularly the establishment o f sea contact with the G u lf 
region (§ I .6), makes it likely that the Indus script was 
inspired by a Near Eastern script. T h e source o f inspiration 
could have been the cuneiform script, but it could equally well 
have been an as yet unknown later variety of the Proto- 
Elam ite script that may have been used somewhere within the 
Elamite realm c.2600 bc . T h e survival o f the Proto-Elam ite 
script in some form after 2900 BC is suggested by its being the 
source for the signs o f the Linear Elam ite syllabic script 
created in the middle o f the twenty-fourth century bc  (§ 2.3). 
T h e ‘Late Proto-Elam ite’ alternative is supported by the 
evident influence that Proto-Elam ite glyptic art exerted upon 
the iconography of the Harappan seals (figs. 14 .15 —16).

W hen the Harappan traders were establishing trade
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relations with the Near Eastern merchants in the G u lf area, 
they undoubtedly saw how their western colleagues used 
writing to draw up contracts and to register the goods. T h is 
would have been sufficient stimulus for them to create their 

own communication system quickly. W hatever the particular 
source o f inspiration for the Indus script, its influence was 
probably limited to the basic idea o f how scripts work, while 
the external forms o f the Indus signs are likely to be 

predominantly native Harappan invention. (At least some of 
the earlier local symbols of the G reater Indus Valley, 

including decorative motifs painted on pottery, seem to have 
been adopted as pictogram s in the Indus script; see figs. 
1 3 .1 5 - 16 .)  We have a parallel in early Egyptian writing, which 
developed in a very short time from native elements f.3000 bc  
once some Sumerian adventurers had imported the idea of 
writing, together with a few Sum erian iconographic motifs 

(§ 2 .3).
In  the available evidence, the Indus script emerges almost 

fo lly  standardized. Only a few signs on the ‘miniature tablets’ 
in the lower levels o f H arappa differ slightly from their later 
forms, e.g. for later I ;  this change may be due to an effort to 
save space (§ 7.2). T h e ‘miniature tablets’ have been 
considered the earliest Indus texts, but the 199 1 excavations 
at Harappa showed that they were stratigraphically preceded 
by a square stamp seal with Indus script and a boldly carved 

bison.

Except for stylistic variation determined by the different 
materials o f artefacts bearing inscriptions, the Indus script 
did not change much during the M ature Harappan period. 
Specimens o f the script have survived only on seals and a few 
other objects that will be discussed in detail later on (§§ 7.3—5). 
Some scholars have maintained that there never were any 
other kinds o f documents. On the analogy o f ‘empires’ 
comparable to the Indus Civilization (§ 1.6), this seems 
unlikely. T h e  Aztecs o f the classical period, for instance, used 
writing for many purposes. Ixtlilxochitl, a hispanized brother 
of the last native Aztec ruler o f Texcoco, who wrote in the 
sixteenth century, has left us the following graphic 

description:

They had scribes for each branch of knowledge. Some dealt with 
the annals, putting down in order the things which happened 
each year, giving the day, month, and hour. Others had charge of 
the genealogies, recording the lineage of rulers, lords and 
noblemen, registering the newborn and deleting those who had 
died. Some painted the frontiers, limits, and boundary markers 
o f the cities, provinces and villages, and also the distribution of 
fields, whose they were and to whom they belonged. Other 
scribes kept the law books and those dealing with the rites and 
ceremonies which they practised when they were infidels. The 
priests recorded all matters to do with the temples and images, 
with their idolatrous doctrines, the festivals of their false gods,

and their calendars. And finally, the philosophers and learned 
men which there were among them were charged with painting 
all the sciences which they had discovered, and with teaching by 
memory all the songs in which were embodied their scientific 
knowledge and historical traditions. (quoted by Bray 1968: 91)

W e do not possess any such historical record o f  the 
activities o f the Harappan scribes and scholars, so we can only 
speculate on what has been lost from the Indus Valley o f the 
third millennium. T h e normal writing material is likely to 
have been the perishable palm leaf, as it was in India until this 
century, or cotton cloth (Sanskrit p a t ( t ) a ) .  B ut the 
M esopotamians wrote on clay, and their surviving documents 
and literature testify that writing was used in the Akkadian 
empire in much the same way as it was in the Aztec empire.

In  the Late Harappan period, the centralized Harappan 
administration in the Greater Indus Valley seems to have 
been disrupted (§ 1.6). Around 1900 bc , the political power 
appears to have largely passed over to a new group o f people 
representing the expanding Bactria and M argiana Archaeol­
ogical Complex ( =  B M A C ) who came via Baluchistan (§ 8.4). 
In  spite o f  the magnificent prestige objects it  produced, the 
B M A C  had no writing. T o  judge from their characteristic 
cylinder and stamp seals (of both the B M A C  and Jhukar 
type), which continued to be without inscriptions, the 
newcomers were at least partially still illiterate. On the other 
hand, at Nausharo a B M A C  cylinder seal was found on the 

floor o f the same room as a small stamp seal that contained two 
signs of the Indus script, but no iconographical motif; the 

sequence of the two signs occurs in many Harappan texts and 
undoubtedly represents the official Indus language, but the 
‘spearhead’ sign has an unusual form. In the urban centres 
that survived after the mature phase o f the Indus Civilization 
had ended, the Harappan traditions continued but the 
standard of workmanship became lower. T h us at Lothal 
(periods IV  and V), the Indus signs are carelessly incised, on 
crude terracotta seals instead o f neatly carved stone seals.

T h e incisions on pottery from Rangpur I I —I I I  and other 
Post-Urban sites o f Gujarat that have been quoted as 
examples o f a ‘Late Harappan linear script’ cannot be 
considered as real writing. Som e o f these symbols are similar 
to, or even identical with, some rarely occurring Indus 
pictograms, but characteristic signs and above all sign 
sequences are lacking. These Late Harappan symbols, like the 

graffiti incised on the Chalcolithic pottery o f the Deccan, and 
the ‘fish’ sign engraved on a copper ‘anthropomorph’ from 

Sheorajpur in the upper Ganges Valley (fig. 4.2), are likely to 
be just echoes o f the Indus script used as potter’ s or owner’s 

marks, comparable to those on the Early Harappan ceramics. 
It seems that the script was forgotten when urban centres and 
with them the administrative bureaucracy ceased to exist.

H owever, a L a te  Harappan seal from  Daim abad with its
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F ig . 4 .2 . A  ‘fish’ sign incised on an ‘anthropomorph’ from 
Sheorajpur (Kanpur District, U .P., India), typical of the 
Gangetic . Copper Hoards. 47.7 x  39 x  2.1 cm, c. 4 kg. Early 
second millennium bc . State Museum, Lucknow (O.37).

Fig. 4 .3 .  A  single sign o f  the Indus script on a Late Harappan 
seal (Dmd-i) from Daimabad (in Maharashtra), period II, c. 1700 
bc . A SI.

single typically Harappan pictogram (fig. 4.3) constitutes an 
interesting exception. T h is seal shows that isolated signs of 
the Indus script, at least, survived longer far to the south in 
M aharashtra. One m o tif on Chalcolithic pottery also testifies 

to a Harappan tradition (fig. 4.4). Unambiguous longer texts 
are needed to verify whether Daimabad remotely parallels 
Cyprus, where the Linear B  script survived until historical 

times, having disappeared elsewhere soon after the collapse of 
the M ycenaean Civilization.. It  has been claimed that the 
Indus script survives even in the signs scratched on Iron Age 

M egalithic pottery in western and southern India. Again, 
similarities concern only rather general shapes, and there

(b)

F ig . 4.4. The survival of a complex Harappan motif in the 
Malwa culture of the Deccan. (a) An outlined St Andrew’s cross 
with crossbars in an inscribed tablet from Mohenjo-daro 
(M-457). The Indian Museum, Calcutta. (b) The same on a 
painted sherd of Malwa Ware from Navdatoli in Maharashtra: 
period H I, c. 1700-1400 bc. After Sankalia et al. 19 71: 216  f., fig. 
87: D  585 (sherd 8355 I a 13/5).

cannot be an y question o f real writing. In  those relatively few 
cases where as m any as three signs have been incised, the signs 
are always the same, but their order varies.

T h e  earliest North Indian coins, which go back to the late 
sixth century b c , have between one and five symbols punched 
separately upon them. Some 300 different punch-marks, 
pictographic and geometrical, have been distinguished. In 
spite o f claimed similarities, these signs do not constitute a 
communication system that could be considered some sort of 
‘degenerate variant’ o f the Indus script. T h is is not to deny 
the possibility that isolated Indus signs could have survived 
into historical times in the form of religious and other 
symbols, including the punch-marks on the coins. 

Unfortunately, however, the punch-marks are in any case o f 
little help in the decipherment o f  the Indus script, since their 
own significance is relatively obscure.

One medium through which traditional motifs have passed 
from generation to generation all over India is the folk custom 
o f drawing auspicious designs in courtyards and on house 
walls with dry or wet flour, possibly mixed with colour (fig.
4.5). In North India this is done on festive occasions only, but 

in South India every day. Unfortunately, the ephemeral 
nature o f this sacred art usually makes it impossible to check
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F ig . 4 .5 . A  woman of the Kuravar caste drawing an auspicious 
diagram (kolam ) with rice powder on the street in front of the 
house in the morning of a marriage festival. After Hatch 19 2 8 : 

facing p. 88 .

the age o f  the tradition. In  a few  rare cases, some concrete 

evidence has survived from earlier times to demonstrate the 
unbroken continuity from  Harappan times up to the present 
day. One such example involves a complex, m aze-like closed 
pattern, called ‘Brahm a’s knot’ , which can ultim ately be 
traced back to third-millennium Mesopotamia (fig. 4 .6 ).

Comparable ancient religious symbols, which have 

survived through the ages in  an ephemeral form, sometimes 
apparently going back to the Indus Civilization (§ 1 4 .4 ), are 

the Hindu ‘sectarian marks’ painted on the forehead:

Then there is the custom o f painting the forehead and other parts 
of the body with different figures and emblems in various colours 
. . . which vary according to the different castes, sects, and 
provinces. It would be difficult to explain the origin and meaning 
of the greater number of these symbols; those who wear them are 
often themselves ignorant of their meaning . . .  Anyway, the 
Hindu code of good breeding requires that the forehead shall be 
ornamented with a mark o f some sort. T o  keep it quite bare is a 
sign of mourning. It is also a sign that the daily ablutions have not 
been performed, that a person is still in a state of impurity, or that 
he is still fasting. I f  one meets an acquaintance after noon with his 
forehead still bare, one always asks i f  it is because he has not yet 
broken his fast. It would be rude to appear before decent people 
with no mark whatever on the forehead. (Dubois [18 15] 1906: 
3 3 3 - 5 )

T h e earliest preserved inscriptions from India after those 
in the Indus script are the edicts o f Em peror Asoka, dating 
from  c.2 5 0  BC. T w o  different scripts, both o f Sem itic origin, 
are used in these edicts. T h e  use o f the Kharosthi script was 
always restricted to the northwest of India, where it died out 
c. ad 20 0  (and in Central Asia c. ad 6 0 0 ). T h e  northwest had 
been part of the Achaemenid empire, where Aram aic was the 
language o f administration. T h e Asokan term for ‘inscrip­

tion’ , dipi (whence later l ip i  ‘writing’), is an Iranian loanword 
going back to Achaemenid inscriptions. Such considerations, 
together with the similarity of sign form s and the direction o f 
writing from  righ t to left, have left little doubt that the 
Kharosthi script is based on the Aramaic script. T h e  word 
k h a ro sth i m ay be a folk-etymological distortion (Sanskrit 
kharo sth a  means ‘donkey’s lip ’ ) o f a Sem itic term (cf. H ebrew 
hrs ‘to engrave’ ).

According to the Indian tradition, writing was invented by 
Brahm a; the Brahm i script, nam ed after this H indu god o f 
creation, is thebasis o f all subsequent ‘native’ scripts o f India, 
including the Devanagari script used for writing Hindi. T h e 
ultim ately Sem itic origin of the Brahm i has often been called 
into question, but seems to be established by the close 
similarity in form and sound value o f several signs (fig. 2 .7 ) .  

O n the other hand, the small number o f Semitic-looking 

signs, along with several other arguments which cannot be 
detailed here, make it likely that the Brahm i script as it is 

known to us represents the conscious creation o f a writing 
system fitted to Indian languages and monumental 
inscriptions. Probably commissioned by emperor Asoka, this 

writing system was devised by Brahm ins trained in phonetics; 
its basis m ay have been an earlier, less satisfactory script used 
by merchants.

T h e  Sem itic consonantal alphabet did not mark vowels at 
all (excepting long vowels in ambiguous cases). T h e  Brahm i 
and the later Indian scripts based on it m ay be called syllabic 
alphabets, for they do not mark the most frequently occurring 
vowel, the short a ; it is included in the basic consonant sign, 
while all the other vowels are indicated by means o f different 
diacritics added to the basic sign. Th us, for example, we have 
in the Brahm i script +  k a , - F  k ä , k i, -f" k i ,  - t  k u , -t; kü , 

ke, T  ko. Consonant clusters with no intervening vowels are 
indicated by ligaturing the respective consonant signs, as in 

the Brahm i character ^  k y ä  <  -t- k a  +  y ä .

Shortly after the discovery o f the Indus Civilization, 
leading experts on Brahm i epigraphy denied any possibility of 
the Brahm ! script’s being a descendant of the Indus script. 
M an y  authors have nevertheless insisted on such a 
connection, and attempted to read the Indus script as a 
syllabic alphabet. One o f their arguments has been the alleged 
sim ilarity or identity o f several signs in these two scripts. A  
closer examination shows that most o f these comparisons are 
based on mistaken readings. T h e  sim ilarity is restricted to a 
few  very simple linear signs, which naturally converge 
independently o f any historical connection. Another 
argument has been the apparent structural similarity in the 
diacritical modification o f basic signs (cf. the Indus signs 

.Y. *  -9:- *  $  or V  V  V  V  V  ) and in their 
ligatures (e.g. Indus < V + 1*! ) .  B u t diacritics and 
ligatures also characterize archaic Sum erian and other early
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F ig . 4.6. The ‘endless knot’ motif in India and in the ancient Near East. (a) Reverse o f a Harappan copper tablet from Mohenjo-daro 
(M-507), late third millennium bc. 2.8 x  2.8 x  0.3 cm. (b) A  Harappan axe-head or knife of copper from Rojdi in Gujarat, early second 
millennium bc. Length 17 .4 cm. After Possehl and Raval 1989: 162, fig. 77. (c) A  terracotta stamp seal from Taxila in the upper Indus 
Valley, from the beginning of the Christian era. (d) Rästraküta inscriptions from Gujarat, ninth century ad. (e) Mason’s marks in 
Mughal buildings, seventeenth century ad. After Sarkar and Pande 1969—70; cf. Gorham s.a.; Heras 1953: li. (f) A  complex variant of 
the ‘endless knot’ motif among the daily drawn auspicious figures (kolam) o f South India. After P iran ts n av in a  ko lan kal (Madras, n.d.): 
29. (g) Impression o f  a Sumerian cylinder seal (r.2500 bc), with the ‘endless knot’ motif. After Amiet 1980a: pl. 108, no. 1435. (h) 
Variant of the ‘endless knot’ motif on an Early Dynastic seal from Lagash. After Amiet 1980a: pl. 83, no. 1099.

logo-syllabic scripts. In  contrast to the Sem itic derivation, 
there is thus no positive evidence whatsoever for a Harappan 

origin of the Brahm ! script.

4.2 T r ia l  a n d  erro r: a tte m p ts  a t  d e c ip h e rm en t

A ll kinds o f answers have been offered to the questions posed 
by unsolved scripts ever since Graeco-Rom an times. T h u s in 
1580, Goropius Becanus of Amsterdam tried to prove that the 
language o f the ancient Egyptians was Dutch. In  the case of

the Indus script, connections have been sought with the 
manuscripts o f the Lolos living in southern China and in 
Southeast Asia, dating back to the sixteenth century ad ; with 
Proto-Elam ite accounting tablets; with ideograms carved 
some two centuries ago on Easter Island in the southeastern 
Pacific Ocean; with Etruscan pot-marks; with the numeral 
system o f Prim itive Indonesian; with Egyptian, M inoan and 
H ittite hieroglyphs; with the auspicious symbols carved on a 
‘footprint o f the Buddha’ in the M aldivian archipelago; and 
with the glyphs o f ancient Central America.
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Certain attempted solutions are evidently less likely than 
others, but even obvious failures may contain some pertinent 
and stimulating observations amidst absurd or uninformed 
statements. Reading what has been published with a critical 
but open mind yields a crop o f useful ideas. Detailed sifting 
cannot be undertaken here, but another kind o f survey may be 
worth while. Incorrect hypotheses have seduced even well- 

informed scholars, and some of them have been put forward 
repeatedly. T o  point out clearly how those schemes are 
mistaken may help to elim inate them from future work on the 
subject.

M any hypotheses are sim ply outdated. S ir Alexander 
Cunningham (1875), for instance, considered the first pub­
lished Indus seal (fig. 1.2 )  to be a foreign import because the 
bull carved on it lacked a hump, and later (1877) supposed 
that it m ight bear ‘archaic Indian letters o f as early an age as 

Buddha him self’ . Another example is the ‘ Indo-Sum erian’ 
hypothesis prevalent shortly after the discovery o f the Indus 
Civilization (§ 1.6), out o f date in  spite o f recent attempts by 
the Assyriologist Jam es Kinnier W ilson to revive it (§ 10.4). In  
1925 it provided a natural starting-point for L .  A . W addell, a 
Tibetologist, who ‘read’ all the published inscriptions in his 
book T h e  In d o -S u m e r ia n  seals d ecip h ered . W addell ( 1)  
identified the Indus signs with similar-looking Sum erian 
signs; (2) read the inscriptions with the phonetic values of the 
Sum erian signs substituted; and (3) interpreted the resulting 
sequences as ‘revised form s’ o f the names o f Sumerian kings, 

and o f Aryan kings mentioned in the Vedas and in Sanskrit 
epics. T h e  last step gave him occasion to revise rather 
radically the entire early history o f mankind, as indicated by 
the subtitle o f his book: D isc o v e r in g  S u m eria n s  o f  the In d u s  

V a lle y  as P h o en ic ian s, B a r a ts , G o th s and fa m o u s  V ed ic  A r y a n s  

3 1 0 0 —2 3 0 0  ■ B C .

W addell’ s method is  among those most often used in 
attempts at decipherment. Transferring the phonetic values 
o f signs in a known script to similar-looking signs in an 
unknown one is likely to work only i f  the two scripts are 

genetically closely related, and even then similar signs may 
have quite different phonetic values, as do P  and H  in the 
Greek alphabet, compared to their values in the Latin  
alphabet. A  comparison between signs that look alike in 
non-alphabetic scripts demonstrates that their phonetic 
values are usually quite different, because different scripts for 
the most part reflect different languages (fig. 4.7).

Another frequently used approach is to interpret an Indus 
sign pictorially and then assign it a syllabic value taken from 

the corresponding word o f a chosen language by the principle 
o f acrophony. T h is has been the favourite approach o f many 
Indian scholars. Nationalistic bias makes it difficult for some 
North Indians to admit even the possibility o f the Indus 
Civilization being pre-Aryan; they deny the very concept o f

S im i la r - lo o k in g  s ig n s  in  d i f f e r e n t  p i c t o g r a p h i c  s c r ip f .5
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F ig . 4 1 -  Similar-looking signs in different pictographic 
scripts, with their phonetic and semantic values. After Parpola 
1988a: 128, fig. ib .

A ryan immigration (§ 8.4-5) and insist that the Harappan and 
Vedic cultures are one and the same. So the language chosen 
has usually been Sanskrit. T h is approach has been 
encouraged by the parallel (alleged as a survival o f the Indus 
script) provided by pictorial figures used in Tantric texts 
more than two millennia later. T h e symbols o f this ‘Tantric 
code’ thus stand for syllables in Sanskrit mantras; m any o f 
them are derived from the initial or final syllables o f the 
Sanskrit word for the object depicted, e.g. frog =  
m a <  m an dü ka  ‘frog’ , or moon =  d r a  <  can dra  ‘moon’ . T h e 
ambiguities in  matching T an tric  symbols and Harappan 
signs, not to speak of their frequently allowed polyvalence, 
provide ample scope for the wildest imagination.

Towards the end ofhis life the Czech orientalist Hrozny, who in 
19 15  had brilliantly established cuneiform Hittite as an Indo- 
European language and had later played a less responsible part in 
the reading o f hieroglyphic Hittite, began to lose his critical 
faculties and embarked on a wholesale attack on the remaining 
undeciphered scripts of the world. His readings o f the then- 
published Linear B tablets (19 4^ ^ ) are a painful hotch-potch of 
Hittite and Babylonian words, which it has proved only too easy 
to discredit. From this occupational disease o f decoders we may 
all wish to be preserved. (Ventris in Ventris and Chadwick 1956: 
12f.)

Bedfich  H rozny derived the Indus script from the Hittite 
hieroglyphs (which actually are a thousand years younger) on 
the basis o f superficial similarities. Hrozny’ s example cautions 
us against adopting polysemy (§ 2.2) as the working principle: 
he assumed that individual signs usually have many different 
phonetic and semantic meanings, and that many different 
signs exist with exactly the same meaning. H rozny then quite 
arbitrarily assigned the phonetic value s(i) to more than 25
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completely different-looking signs; and in 309 inscriptions he 
‘read’ the fictitious ‘ Inda-European’ name o f the sun-god, 
alleged to mean ‘ goer’ , explaining away the obvious discrep­

ancies in the respective sequences as being due to the name 
having more than 50 variant forms.

Such liberties naturally grant the decipherers a convenient 
licence to read whatever they choose into the inscriptions, and 
then to use these fancies as a basis for revising history. T h is 

willingness to vary sounds and meanings takes away one o f the 
few  real tests to which hypothetical readings o f Indus signs 
can be subjected. T h e question ‘D o the interpretations, when 

they are put together, yield meaningful sequences or not?’ 
loses its point. T h e absence o f internal or external control is 
the tell-tale sign o f uncritical attempts.

S ir John M arshall (1924) was the first to suggest that the 
Indus Civilization was non-Aryan and that its language most 
probably belonged to the D ravidian fam ily. (Dravidian 
languages are nowadays spoken mainly in South India, where 
Tam il has a literary history o f two millennia: §§ 8.3, 9. iff.)  In 
1934 , Piero M eriggi considered the D ravidian language of 

Brahui spoken in Baluchistan (§ 9. I ) as the only reasonable 
contender, but renounced hopes o f a phonetic decipherment, 
on the grounds that Brahui has changed so much during the 
past 4,000 years. M eriggi was involved in the decipherment of 
the H ittite hieroglyphs and tried to apply the same methods to 
an ideographic interpretation o f the Indus script. W hile his 
approach is in general one of the soundest ever made, the 
particular solutions he proposed (e.g. seal 1 1 1 1 :  ‘G rain  for 
officer corps’ table’ ) are not convincing. F o r example, the 
graphic variants o f the sign (fig. 5. i  no. 87) hardly support 
M eriggi’ s contention that it depicts a horse. Som e variants of 
the basic sign d  (fig. 5 .1 no. 86) rather suggest an enraged 
cobra with expanded hood; moreover, the number o f the 
added strokes (M eriggi’ s ‘ feet’) is not always four, and they 
are sometimes placed as i f  they represented hair. T h is might 
also be a parallel to archaic Sumerian, L inear B  and M aya 
scripts, where diacritic additions to a basic animal pictogram 
denote female gender; such as assumption would not be 
far-fetched even i f  a snake is in fact meant, for Vedic texts 
speak of a ‘Serpent Q!ieen’ and equate her with the goddess 
Earth (PB 4, 9; K B  27, 4; A B  5, 23). T h e  sign ' X  , again, is a 
composite sign (§ 5.2) rather than a picture o f ‘ table’ . 
M eriggi’ s principal clues were Hittite hieroglyphs that looked 
similar to some o f the Indus signs, and he held the 
correspondences to be too systematic to result from mere 
chance. Another leading idea was the identification o f word 
dividers (criticized in § 5.3).

T h e Spanish Jesu it H enry Heras spent most o f  his life in 
India. H is numerous publications on the Indus script 
culminated in 1953 in a book called S t u d ie s  in  P r o to -  

In d o -M e d ite rra n e a n  cu lture. Taking up M arshall’ s sugges­

tion, Father Heras correctly thought that it would be possible 
to reconstruct Proto-Dravidian by comparing its surviving 
daughter languages (§ 9.6), though his own efforts to do so are 
amateurish. Heras characterizes the Indus script as a ‘picto- 
phonographic’ writing system, whose signs ‘do not stand for 
syllables and much less for consonant sounds only, but 
express full words’ (p. 66). In  practice, however, he entertains 
quasi-phonological assumptions about the nature o fthe Indus 
script, which are in conflict with the established history of 
writing. H is analysis o f the signs and his method of 

determining their phonetic value (from their pictorial shape, 
as in the following extract, or from similar-looking signs in 

other scripts) has its own logic, but cannot be accepted, 
because it is not supported by the principles on which known 
scripts are based:

The sign reads na1Jd and means ‘crab’ . . .  Let us turn the sign 
to the left, thus . Now . . .  we must read na1Jd  in the opposite 
direction, thus danan, which means ‘a generous or liberal man’ . 
Let us now shorten a little the two ends of the front of the crab, 
like this IX. This will be equivalent to suppressing a sound in the 
reading. B y cutting the sound d  we have nan, which means 
‘good’ . (Heras 1953: ioof.)

B y  such methods, Father Heras turned m ore than 1,800 
Indus texts into ‘Proto-D ravidian’ sentences. I t  is easy to 
understand why his decipherment has not been accepted, 
especially when one reads some o f his translations: ‘T h e  
mother o f the middle o f the year walking ant-like’ (p. 97); 
‘Th ere is no feast in the place outside the country o f the M inas 
o f the three fishes o f the despised country o f the woodpeckers’ 
(p. 98). Common sense says that phrases like this are not 
elaborately carved on seals.

Som e o f Father H eras’ s readings anticipate other, later 
ones (§ 10 .1) :

There are some signs in our script whose values can only be 
explained in Dravidian languages. T o  give an instance, let us take 
the three following signs which are evident pictographs of a fish:

^  m in, ‘fish’ , ‘the Fish’ .
m in, ‘ shining’, ‘glittering’ , ‘glorious’ .
m in, ‘ star’ and proper name or title of a king.

Only in Dravidian languages these three signs have the same 
phonetic values corresponding to the different meanings, 
according to the three differences shown in the signs themselves. 
I f  we suppose for a moment that the language of Mohenjo-Daro 
was Sanskrit, we should read the three above signs m iitsya [sic] or 
even m ina — a word" borrowed from Dravidian languages; but 
these two words in Sanskrit have no other meaning than fish, and 
therefore we shall not be able to assign a proper meaning to the 
other two signs. (M in a  means also ‘constellation’ in Sanskrit, but 
even then one of the signs would remain without proper 
explanation.) (Heras 1953: 99f.)
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T h e problem with these interpretations by Heras is that he 
has no independent means o f checking the meanings he has 
assigned to the signs. In  other words, why should the sign 1'  
mean ‘shining’ ? One inscription starting with the sign is
translated, ‘This (is) the weak toddy o f  the M inas’ (p. 97). 
Thus useful observations are inextricably mixed with clearly 
impossible ‘ solutions’ .

One o f  the most methodical attempts at decipherment was 
launched in 1964 by a group o f Soviet scholars headed by 
Y urij V . Knorozov, famed for his work on the M ayan script (§

3.4). Based on the number o f different signs they 
distinguished (3 1 5), the Russians supposed the Indus script to 
be o f the logo-syllabic type rather than syllabic or alphabetic. 
Carrying out a statistical computer analysis o f sign 

distribution in a sample o f Indus texts, they interpreted the 
results by analogy with ancient Egyptian material that had 
been processed in a similar way. T h e signs occurring with a 

high frequency were supposed to represent grammatical 
markers and signs with a low frequency root morphemes, as in 
Egyptian.

With the help o f interval statistics, the texts were divided 

into ‘blocks’ o f one to five signs, assumed to correspond to 
words in the Indus language. A n internal comparison o f the 

blocks led to a distinction between ‘constant’ and ‘variable’ 
signs, supposed to stand for root morphemes and inflectional 
suffixes respectively. In  addition, the Soviet scholars 
identified ‘ semivariable’ signs, supposed to stand for 
adjectives when occurring before ‘ constant’ signs, and for 

word-form ing derivative suffixes when occurring between the 
‘ constant’ and ‘ variable’ signs. (A critical examination o f these 

hypotheses w ill follow in § 6.3.)
T h e Soviet scholars identified the Indus language as 

belonging to the D ravidian family on the basis o f this 
structural analysis. Dravidian, alone among the languages of 

the ancient N ear East and India, also displays those 
typological characteristics thought to be found in the Indus 
texts. (For a modified typological approach o f this kind, see 
§§ 6. i and 8. 1. ) T h e most frequent sign o f the Indus script, V ,  
a ‘variable’ after which other ‘variables’ m ay or may not be 
added, is equated with the Proto-Dravidian oblique. case 
suffix (corresponding to Tam il -a ttu  and Telugu  - t i) . On the 
basis o f the iconography in the ‘fig deity’ seal (fig. 14 .35), the 
sign V  is considered to be a stylized rendering o f a fig tree (for 
criticism , see § 7 .2), and one kind o f fig tree is called a t i or a tt i  

in D ravidian languages. T h e suggested phonetic reading of 
the suffix, -a t(tu ) , is based on a rebus.

T h is approach has been criticized for its insufficient 
differentiation between script and language (the ‘variable’ 

signs, for example, might well have been used to express 
something other than suffixes), for its application o f  statistics 
relevant only to the Egyptian script and language to the

elucidation o f an entirely different script and language, for the 

lack o f explicit documentation, and for various defects in 
details. Nevertheless, the proposed analyses, assumptions and 
conclusions o f this first stage o f the Soviet attempt at 
decipherment have been found ‘thought-provoking’ and 
‘possible’ , but ‘entirely hypothetical’ and ‘absolutely 
unverifiable’ by K am il Zvelebil, who concluded his detailed 
review with the following observation:

Proof that the readings and translations are correct may be 
offered only in the following way: (a) either a bilin gu al inscription 
or inscriptions will confirm the correctness of the ‘Dravidian 
hypothesis’; (b) or, in the absence of a bilingual text, a much 
greater amount of material must be read, translated and 
interpreted, and this large sum of translated data  must form a 
m eaningful, logical an d  internally  consistent corpus o f  data. Until 
then, the Dravidian affinity of the Proto-Indian language remains 
only a very attractive and quite plausible hypothesis. (Zvelebil in 
Zide and Zvelebil 1976: 138)

The latest Soviet report from 19 8 1 has tried to meet this 
demand by proposing concrete Dravidian readings for most of 
the Indus signs, with counter-productive results. Unlike the 
first few readings, which were put forward rather cautiously, 

the new readings are presented with few reservations, 
although they are mostly based on insufficiently checked 
guesses, and there are gaps or weak links in the chain of 

argument. F o r instance, the sign (sic) is interpreted as 
depicting ‘ star’ and read as su kka  ‘star’ . However, the sign Z  
is likely to be a combination o f the signs 11 and X  (§ 5.2) ; it is at 
least doubtful whether ‘ star’ is depicted by any Indus sign 
(§ 10 .1) . Th ere are, moreover, other Dravidian words to 
choose for the meaning ‘ star’ and the word su kk a  is not a 
genuine D ravidian word but a loanword from M iddle Indo- 
Aryan ( <  Sanskrit su k ra ). And is it likely that a seal text reads, 
for example, ‘T h e  red (or great) glittering monsoon’ s power’? 
A  longer ‘sacrificial inscription’ is supposed to read: ‘Our sun 
(asterism), the first (60-day) season, for the shining seven, 
increasing rage o f thunderstorms, storm, the second sacrifice.’

Several other people have published Dravidian-based 

decipherments in recent years. Am ong them, from 1970, has 
been Iravatham M ahadevan, a pioneer in Old Tam il epi­
graphy, who has contributed remarkably to the documen­
tation o f the Indus script (§ 4.3) and the analysis o f its 
technical aspects. H is Dravidian readings are based on 
parallels offered by Old Tam il inscriptions and literature, 
especially personal names, titles and administrative termin­
ology, which he considers as very likely to occur in the Indus 
seals. M ahadevan argues that the Indo-A ryan tradition is 
Post-Harappan, but may preserve reminiscences ofH arappan 
expressions in loanwords or early translations from D ravi­
dian. H e lays special stress on the pictorial meaning o f the 
Indus signs and seeks clues to their interpretation from the

60



Preparation

symbolic uses o f the depicted objects in later Indian tradition, 
especially in so far as they relate to the official titles o f various 
ruling dynasties.

There is nothing inherently improbable in these basic 
assumptions o f M ahadevan, but the concrete interpretations 
he has proposed have failed to produce convincing internal 
proofs. He starts from the hypothesis that the most frequent 
final signs o f the seal inscriptions stand for seal owners and in 
particular for their official titles. H e interprets the sign V  as 
depicting a ‘ jar’ (this is criticized in § 7.2). Considering it as a 
symbol o f sacrifices he takes it to mean ‘priest’ , while the 
‘ spear’ sign I  he takes to represent ‘ soldier’ . The ‘yoke carrier’ 

sign ^  is compared to later Indian expressions referring to 
the official’ s bearing the ‘load o f responsibility’ . There are, 
M ahadevan points out, m any royal names and titles, such as 
Bharata (from the Sanskrit root b h a r -  ‘to carry’ ), which he 
considers as derived from a Harappan notion concerning the 
burdens o f high office. T h e ligature of ‘ jar’ +  ‘yoke carrier’ , 

supposedly meant ‘ official with priestly duties’ , that of 
‘ spear’ +  ‘yoke carrier’ , ffl., ‘ official with military duties’ .

M ahadevan sees a confirmation o f  his hypotheses in  the 

dynastic titles S ä ta -v ä h a n a  and S ä li-v ä h a n a . T h e former he 
derives from * s a ta -v a h a n a  ‘ jar bearer’ and the latter from 
*§ a ly a -v a h a n a  ‘ spear bearer’ . However, neither o f these 
assumed prim ary compounds is attested in any texts, and 
these etymologies are in any case most questionable. Previous 

researchers have usually considered the titles S ä t a -v ä h a n a  

and S ä l i- v ä h a n a  as synonymous variants and connected their 
components with words meaning ‘horse’ and ‘son’ 
respectively, the horse being the em blem  ofth is relatively late 
dynasty, which ruled around the beginning o f the Christian 
era in Central India. N or is there any linguistic foundation for 
M ahadevan’ s fictitious Proto-Dravidian word * c ä ta '!}, based 

m erely on his interpretation o f the ligature i'f: as *s a ta -  

v a h a n a , and presented as the etymology o f the word ä ta n , an 
important element in Old Tam il proper names. T h us the 
ligatures have been used as clues rather than as tests.

It is usual for Tam il names to start with the name o f one’ s 
home town or village. On the basis o f this, and the meaning 
‘ city’ for the similar-looking Egyptian hieroglyph © , M aha­
devan has interpreted the initially occurring sign @ as ‘ lower 

town’, and inferred that the common initial sign 0  means 
‘ citadel’ . Critics have already pointed out that the find spots of 
the texts containing these signs do not at all correspond with 
these assumed meanings. One may also ask for Old Tam il 
parallels for place-names o f this kind as parts o f personal 
proper names and question their utility  as addresses.

Since 1976, W alter A. Fairservis, one of the leading 
archaeologists specializing in the Harappan culture, has both 
elaborated general assumptions and principles relevant to the 
decipherment o f the Indus script and attempted concrete

Dravidian readings. M any o f the former appear sound, but 
the actual readings and the resulting ‘sentences’ , stretched to 
yield some sense, fail to convince (e.g. ‘ the first harvest 
guardian, lineage o f the sun’ ). T h e approach has been justly 
criticized for its inadequacies in handling Dravidian.

The attempts o f Fairservis (and o f some others as well) are 
characterized by a far-fetched analysis of pictograms. For 
example, he considers the Indus sign Ji. as a combination of 

( 1 ) the ‘arrow’ in the sign ^ 1 :  and (2) one-half o f the sign oip. 
depicting a fig leaf. ‘Arrow ’ is am pu  in Dravidian, and ara(cu) 

means ‘pipal fig’ . Their combination produces a m p -a ra , a 
D ravidian word meaning ‘public space’ , and this is considered 
as the meaning o f the ‘ composite’ sign and as a proof for the 
correctness o f the analysis. B ut there is no other reason why 
the sign should mean ‘public space’ . Such questionable 
interpretations form the basis of an elaborate sociopolitical 
reconstruction.

In  summary, none ofthe attempts at deciphering the Indus 
script made so far (including that o f our Finnish team) has 
gained wide acceptance. N ot all work on the Indus script can 
be disqualified, however. There are solid contributions on 
various aspects o f the script by a number o f scholars, and 
these w ill be examined next.

4.3 P re p a ra tio n  o f  b a s ic  re se a rc h  tools

Successful decipherments have always been preceded by 
patient and often extensive preparatory work. In  every case, it 
is eventually necessary to start guessing, but the method 
consists initially of proceeding as far as possible without 
making guesses. W hen the time for guessing comes, the range 
of the guesses will have been limited by the preparatory 
analysis. It must be admitted, though, that a completely 
objective preparatory analysis is impossible; the preparation 
always involves a number o f subjective estimations and 
decisions. Som e fundamental tasks that can and must be 
undertaken, and the achievements m ade so far, will be 
reviewed in this section and the ones that follow.

F irst is the collection o f material into a corpus. 
Comprehensiveness must be the aim, because the extent and 
diversity o f the available material directly affect the chances of 
a solution. W hat looks possible from an inspection o f a small 
amount o f data may be disqualified by the discovery o f new 
material (§ 6.3). A  single text may contain a crucial clue.

Accuracy is vital in such a corpus. T h is m ay seem obvious, 
but publications dealing with the Indus script frequently 
contain quite incorrect copies of inscriptions; and conclusions 
based on such distorted versions are, o f course, invalid. A  
critical edition of the texts must therefore be based on prim ary 
sources, i.e. the original objects and their impressions and the 
photographs taken o f them. M any an Indus text is broken, but



this does not always show in a photograph; i f  the text is then 
taken to be complete, it will lead to wrong conclusions. Its 
other, uninscribed sides have to be examined to ascertain the 
integrity o f the text and to estimate the extent o f the missing 
portion.

But even a most careful inspection o f the original cannot 
solve all the problems o f text editing. Som e signs on a given 
document may be too indistinct to be read with certainty. 
However, there may be other, ■ identical inscriptions that can 
establish the reading; such parallels have to be traced. A  given 
sign may look quite similar but not wholly identical with one 
or more other signs: are they variants o f a single grapheme, or 
distinct graphemes? In which order are the signs to be read in 
a given text?

It is necessary, fur the sake o f serious analysis, to make 
definite decisions on these and other questions. T h ey  can be 
reached only by means o f a careful comparative study o f the 
entire material. F o r this, one needs a classified index or 
concordance giving all occurrences o f every sign, with their 
contexts; and this tool must be constantly updated, as the text 
edition upon which it is based is revised. T h e preparation o f a 
text edition is thus in practice inseparable from the task of 
processing other research tools needed for the analysis o f the 
inscriptions and the objects upon which they are found. The 
work is most economically done with the aid o f a computer, 
which can be programmed also to draw or print the Indus 
signs.

In 1934 G. R. Hunter included in his analysis o f the Indus 
script a good text edition and concordance to the 
approximately 800 texts then available; and the reports o f 
excavations at M ohenjo-daro and Harappa included much 
less thorough, but still helpful, sign lists. These are all now 
outdated, and their graphemic analysis in particular is no 
more acceptable. In  recent years new concordances have been 
com piledw ith the help o f a computer by I. M ahadevan ( 1 977) 
and by our Finnish  teams (S. Koskenniem i et al. 19 73 ; K . 
Koskenniemi and A. Parpola 1979—82) (fig. 4.8).

Certain decisions in  establishing the readings o f  the texts 
are bound to be subjective, open to criticism and im prove­
ment, so checking o f the originals remains vital. T h is is now 
becoming easier with the new photographic C o rp u s  o f  In d u s  

S e a ls  and In scrip tio n s  ( C I S I ) ,  published by the Finnish 
Academ y o f Sciences and Letters in collaboration with the 
Archaeological Survey o f India and the Departm ent o f 
Archaeology and M useums, Governm ent o f Pakistan (Joshi 
and Parpola 1987; Shah and Parpola 19 9 1; a third volume is 
yet to appear). Here Indus inscriptions are quoted either from 
the C I S I  (these references have a letter +  number code) or 
from the edition / concordance o f K . Koskenniem i and A. 
Parpola (1979-82) (a four-digit numeral code); in some 
exceptional cases, excavation or museum numbers are used.

Approaches to the Indus script ---------------------------------------------

T h e  checking o f the readings against the original objects in 
the museums o f India and Pakistan, undertaken separately in 
19 7 1 by me and by I. M ahadevan, proved to be more 
important than could have been anticipated. W e discovered 
many hundreds o f Indus seals and inscriptions recovered in 
excavations at M ohenjo-daro (D K -I and D K -B  areas) 
between 19 3 1 and 1938 and at Harappa between 1934 and 
19 4 1, o f which only brief notices were published in the 
Annual Reports o f the Archaeological Survey o f India. These 
finds, left forgotten in the museums for almost 40 years, have 
now been included in the computer concordances and the 
photographic C orpu s.

On the other hand, a considerable num ber o f the objects 
reported from various sites, especially from M ohenjo-daro, 
Harappa and Chanhujo-daro, have still not been traced. In 
1975 it was realized that the photographic archive o f the 
Archaeological Survey o fln d ia  contains extensive and largely 
unpublished documentation o f Indus seals and inscriptions. 
Sometimes these photographs, mostly taken immediately 
after the discovery, show objects in a better state o f 
preservation than they are now. Wherever relevant, this 
important source material has been included in the C I S I .

The great majority o f the Indus texts are seals and tablets, 
which, in addition to an inscription, often display an 
iconographic motif. These glyptics constitute one o f the most 
im portant prim ary sources for the study o f Harappan art and 
religion. Since the seals form an important category o f 
artefacts in their own right, relevant to the study o f both the 
external relations o f a culture and its internal processes, 
including administration and trade, the C I S I  contains all the 
Harappan seals, including those without any inscriptions: a 
good number have just a geometrical motif, such as the 
swastika. The category o f ‘ Indus seals’ in the C I S I  has been 
extended to include a handful o f imported seals o f foreign 
types coming from Harappan sites. A  selection o f Early and 
Late Harappan potter’s marks is also included.

In  a new book on ‘the glyptics o f M ohenjo-daro’ (199 1 
[1992]), U te Franke-Vogt has documented the seals, amulets 
and other inscribed material (altogether 2 ,37 1 objects) from 
this major site in great detail. Together with her multifaceted 
quantitative and qualitative analyses o f all non-textual aspects 
o f this material, it constitutes an important and useful 
working tool.

T h e available inscriptional material comes from over 40 
Harappan sites and almost 20 foreign ones (fig. 1.5). T h e vast 
majority, more than 3,500 objects, come from M ohenjo-daro 
and Harappa, while Lothal and Kalibangan have both 
produced about 300 objects, Chanhujo-daro 83 and Banawali 
37. Excluding the Early and Late Harappan potter’s marks, 
the uninscribed and the completely broken or otherwise quite 
illegible objects, there are approximately 3,700 more or less
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legible inscriptions, but in linguistic analysis several hundred 
o f these must be left out o f account as too uncertain. M ore 
than 500 different texts, moreover, are variously repeated, so 
that they occur altogether nearly 1 ,900 times, which means 
that there are some 1,400 duplicate inscriptions.

Besides a concordance to all occurrences o f each sign, it is 
useful to generate various kinds o f statistics -  frequencies o f  
the individual signs (see also table 5 .1)  and sign combinations 
(grand totals and totals in different positions within the 

inscriptions), o f texts with differentlengths, o f object types, o f 
iconographic motifs, etc. -  and to tabulate the distributions o f 
signs and other variables in relation to different criteria, as has 

been done by I. M ahadevan (1977: 7 17 -8 2). Another major 
purpose o f preparing a computerized text edition is to make a 
linguistic analysis o f the inscriptions; duplicate inscriptions 
must be excluded from such an analysis, since the results may 
be severely distorted i f  repetitions are retained.

Such repetitions, with the possible variation in 
accompanying iconography etc., do, however, provide 
valuable clues to the probable function o f the objects and the 
probable meaning o f the texts, and they merit study in their 
own right. T h e reason for the existence o f many identical 
inscriptions is cultural (e.g. identical amulets are distributed 
to visitors at a temple) and does not add to the linguistic 
information. In this respect the repetitions fall into the same 
class as the type, shape, material, colour and size o f an 
inscribed object, its archaeological context, the accompanying 
iconography, the iconic shape o f the pictograms, and the 
comparative material from other cultures and languages 
adduced as relevant to the study o f the Indus inscriptions. 

These data are all ‘ external evidence’ , as opposed to the purely 
linguistic ‘internal evidence’ o f sign order, number o f signs in 
an inscription, sign repetition within an inscription, etc. T h is 
distinction will be maintained in our structural analysis, 
where the ‘internal evidence’ will be dealt with first (§§ 5 .1 ­
6-4), before the ‘external evidence’ (§§ 7 .1-5 ) . Both kinds o f 

evidence are drawn upon to determine the direction o f 
writing, an important preliminary task and one o f the few 
points about which there is unanimity among almost all 
researchers.

4.4 T h e  d irec tio n  o f  w r it in g

Before the texts can be subjected to linguistic analysis one has 
to know in whichdirection the signs were intended to be read, 
for texts read in the wrong direction will distort the evidence 
and the conclusions.

T h e  seal texts (and the accompanying iconographic motifs, 
i f  any) are sunk (intaglio) in the originals, i.e. engraved in the 
negative (reversed). T h eir positive impressions on clay, a 
number o f which survive in ancient examples, stand out in
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relief. It is the latter that represent the text as it was intended 
to be read. We know this because the sign sequences and sign 
orientations o f seal impressions generally match those o f 
inscriptions meant to be read directly, such as pottery graffiti 
and engravings on metal implements. A  reference to a ‘seal’ 
(inscription) in this book always means the impression made 
with the respective seal stamp, unless otherwise specified.

T h e  order o f signs long remained unpredictable in the 
earliest known writing system, that o f the Sumerians. In  the 
Indus inscriptions, by contrast, even the earliest examples 
available in larger numbers -  the miniature tablets from the 
low levels at Harappa -  are written in lines with regular, 
repeated sequences o f signs. On the other hand, vacillation 
between opposite directions o f writing is found in the earliest 
accessible M ature Harappan documents. T h e most 
frequently occurring sequence on these miniature tablets is 
i  U  ̂  ; but on some tablets this sequence . is written in 
reverse order, with signs reversed at the same time ^  V  1 ,  in 
a mirror image. This mirror correspondence clearly shows 
that the same sequence is involved in both cases. I f  the signs in 
the sequence happen to be symmetrical, e.g. I  and 
T ') (  I ,  another very frequent sequence (fig. 7.9), which o f 
these two directions is the regular one? And how can the 
direction be ascertained in each case?

Both external and internal criteria exist to determine the 
direction o f Indus writing. When signs were incised on pots, 
the lines drawn first could become partially obliterated by 
those drawn later. These overlaps can demonstrate that the 
signs were drawn from right to left, as on a potsherd from 
Kalibangan (fig. 4.9a). It has rightly been pointed out, 
however, that this much-quoted external proof for the 
direction o f writing is valid only for this particular inscription. 
In fact, another potsherd from Kalibangan (fig. 4.9b) provides 
evidence for the opposite direction: the ‘body’ o f the fish was 
clearly drawn from left to right, before the ‘fins’ were added. 
(Internal evidence o f the sign sequences confirms that this 
inscription really is to be read from left to right.)

Another external criterion proposed for the determination 
o f writing direction is even less conclusive than the 
overlapping o f signs. T his is the idea (suggested by the 
Egyptian tradition) that the animals depicted on the Indus 
seals and the pictograms in the accompanying inscriptions 
should face in the direction in which the writing was to be 
read. Exam ining this hypothesis in the light o f other evidence, 
we find it to be generally though not invariably true o f the 
animals, but not true o f the pictograms, which include both 
left-facing and right-facing signs such as '1st  and @ .  Neither 
animals nor pictograms are a reliable indication o f the 
direction o f writing.

M ore dependable external evidence is supplied by the 
spacing, both in individual signs (e.g. !!!' versus l i i )  and in
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(b)

F ig .  4 . 9 . Overlaps in lines o f Indus signs incised on pottery. (a) 
A potsherd from Kalibangan with a post-firing graffito (K-10 0 ); 
(b) another potsherd from Kalibangan incised in wet clay before 
firing (K-96).

inscriptions. Sometimes the inscription is shorter than the 
allotted space. Texts starting from the right edge and leaving 
an unused space to the left m ay reasonably be expected to run 
from  right to left. T h e  direction right to left is beyond any 
doubt in the case o f the square seal H- 1 0 3  (fig. 4 .1 0 ), in which a 
long inscription runs anticlockwise along two whole sides and 
part o f a third, while the rest o f the third and part o f the fourth

F ig .  4 .1 0 . Impression of a square Indus seal from Harappa 
(H-1 0 3 ) inscribed along three sides.

F ig .  4 .1 1 . Impression of a seal (M-7 3 5 ) from Mohenjo-daro, 
with cramping of the last inscribed sign.

side are left blank. A t each corner the signs are turned through 
9 0 ° so that their tops are always towards the edge. O nly the 

first side is filled by the inscription from edge to edge, and 
must therefore be the one with which the engraver started his 
work.

Sometimes, however, the text m ay be longer than the 
engraver o f a seal had estimated and, running short o f space at 
the end o f the line, he has been forced to cramp the last sign, as 

in  seal M- 7 3 5  (fig. 4 1 1 ), or even place some o f the last signs 
beneath the line, as in seal m -6 6  (fig. 4 . 1 2 ). In  both cases the 
external evidence suggests that the script runs from right to 
left, and that the sign V e n d s  the inscription. T h is conclusion 
is corroborated by the internal evidence o f the sign sequences, 
which we shall now examine.

F irst o f all, it is important to establish the fact that the sign 
U  is the most frequent o f all in the Indus script, chiefly found 
in the furthest left position, never furthest right in the 
inscriptions (except in a m inority ofinscriptions with reversed 
sequence and sign orientation, where it would be expected to 
occur in the furthest right position). I f  the location o f the sign 
V  can be proved to be the end and not the beginning o f an
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F ig . 4 . 1 2 .  Impression of a seal from Mohenjo-daro (m -66), 
with cramping o f the last two signs o f the line and one sign 
written beneath them.

F ig . 4 . 1 J .  Impression of an Indus seal from Mohenjo-daro 
(M-892) with a two-line inscription, where the direction of 
writing goes boustrophedon: the upper line from right to left, the 
lower from left to right.

inscription, we can go on to establish the direction o f the large 
majority o f the inscriptions. It also provides a good number o f 
further clues. For instance, some of the most common sign 
sequences in the Indus script, like 11 ©  or 10 , often occur at 
the far right in inscriptions with V  as the sign furthest left, 
and these can then be regarded as beginning markers and will 
in their turn give further clues.

I f  we read inscription m -6 6  (fig. 4 .12 ) from left to right, 
placing the sign V  of the second line after i f ,  which is at the 
far right o f the first line, the resulting sequence i f  U  is almost 
unique. (It is found only once elsewhere, in the middle o f an 
inscription.) T h e sequence Tc1:J , on the other hand, is nowhere 
else found in the furthest left position, whereas V  Y  0  -  a 
sequence o f three signs, much less likely to occur by chance -  

is found 76 times.
An even more forceful example is seal M-892 (fig. 4 .13 ), 

which provides clear proof o f boustrophedon writing (‘the 
way the ox turns [in ploughing]’ ). Read in the normal way 

from right to left, the sequence OC V  is unique, but its 
converse V  OC (the boustrophedon reading after being 
normalized right to left) ,occurs elsewhere over 40 times: 13  
times in  the same long series o f  four signs as here, for instance 
in seals H -515 (fig. 4.14a) and M-665 (fig. 4.14b).

F ig . 4 .14 . Impression of (a) a seal from Harappa (H-515) and of 
(b) a seal from Mohenjo-daro (M-665) with lines ending in the 
same sequence of four signs as the two-lined seal in fig. 4.12.

Boustrophedon is, however, rather rare; only about ten 
cases exist in all. In  most instances, as in the last quoted (seal 

M-665 in fig. 4. i 4b), the second line is to be read from right to 
left like the first. I f  the inscription is read boustrophedon, the 
text ends in the sequence filj V  (here normalized to read from 
right to left). T h is sequence is otherwise unknown, while 
U  El occurs over 30 times, and 0  is often found at the end o f 
an inscription, and another twice in addition to this at the end 
o f a second line. Plain 0  is also found, even more frequently, 
at the end o f a second line (on the left), and another ligature o f 
it ^  also occurs in the same position.

Thus numerous tests agree in establishing right to left as 
the preponderant direction o f writing in the Indus inscrip­
tions. Th is was already clear in the early 1930s to Gadd and 
Sm ith, M arshall and Hunter, and can now be considered as 
sufficiently established.

It goes without saying that all reversed sequences must be 
normalized accordingly; this has been done in both o f the two 
recent concordances, though a few uncertain cases still 
remain. M ahadevan, who has carefully recorded the direction 
o f the original in each o f his 3,573 lines, distinguishes 2,974 
lines running rightto  left (83.23 per cent) and 235 going left to
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right (6.57 per cent), in addition to such ambiguous sequences 
as 190 single-sign lines, 12  symmetrical sequences and 155  
cases that are doubtful on account o f  damaged or illegible 

lines. A  top-to-bottom sequence is recorded for seven lines.
U sually the order oflines on a given side o f an object is from

top to bottom (more examples in § 5.3). But in a few  cases the 
order is inverted. T h us the single line o f seal 2348 

&  " ) '  « Ù  is in seal 2564 divided into two lines so that 
the sequence V  ''(3 1 •£ forms the upper line and the sequence 
") ' " D the lower line.

67



Internal evidence for the 
type o f script used in the 
Indus Valley

5.1 G ra p h e m ic  a n a ly s is

After completing the preliminary tasks o f collecting and 
critically editing the material and establishing the direction o f 
writing, we m ay attempt a structural analysis o f  the Indus 
texts. But I should first clarify exactly what I am trying to 
achieve.

T h e history o f writing (chapter 2 ) and successful 
decipherments (chapter 3 ) make it clear that one o f the 
principal objects must be finding out what kind o f writing 
system the Indus script represents. Here the principal 
parameters that need to be established by means o f a 
structural analysis o f the inscriptions are (a) the number o f 
graphemes and (b) the ‘word’ length. I shall address the first 
o f these problems in sections 5 . 1  and 5 .2 , dealing with 
graphemic analysis and composite signs respectively, and the 
second in section 5 .3  on the segmentation o f texts, and draw 
m y conclusions regarding these fundamental questions in 
section 5 +

After this, I shall deal with the other main tasks in  a 
structural analysis o f the Indus inscriptions, namely the 
attempt to discover linguistic patterns that can help in the 
identification o f the language(s) in which the texts have been 
written (chapter 6) and then to establish the meaning . which 
individual signs and sign sequences were intended to convey 
(chapter 7 ).

T h e  first task, then, relates to the number o f  graphemes. 
There are m any signs in the Indus script that more or less 
resemble other signs. H ow can one distinguish between 
different signs (graphemes) and variants o f a single sign 
(allographs)? In  a distributional analysis, false conflation o f 
two graphemes into one is as detrimental as false distinction o f 
two allographs. T h e analyst must take both possibilities into 
account with equal care and search for optimal solutions. So 
as to allow readers to make their own decisions, while avoiding 
the drawback o f treating allographs as different signs, the
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Finnish concordances have retained the principal allographs 

in the lists, but treated them as the same sign for purposes of 
analysis.

Graphic variation has m any causes. T o  begin with, à single 
object can be represented in different ways pictorially, depen­
ding on the viewpoint, and on the selection and emphasis o f 
characteristic features. Th en  there are variations resulting 
from gradual historical development, typically involving the 
simplification o f pictures; from regional styles; from the effect 
of the material and o f the technique o f inscribing (wood and 
clay, for instance, favour angular forms, while palm leaves — 

the traditional South Asian writing material that may well have 
been used by Indus people — favour rounded forms); from the 
type and use of the object and the status of its owner (elaborate 

and monumental versus simple and crude forms); from 
scarcity of writing space on small objects like seals (compact 
and turned variants); and from personal styles ofhandwriting.

T h e  following criteria seem appropriate for identifying two 
or more graphs as variants o f a single grapheme. (1)  The 
potential variants (e.g. 'Y and 'f')  bear a reasonable resem­
blance to each other, so that they can be assumed to represent 
one and the same object. T h e likelihood of their being 
identical is increased i f  intermediate forms establish a 
continuum between the variants (e.g. 'Y , Y ,  f '  and 'f ) .  (2) 
T w o  signs meeting the above condition occur only in almost 
identical contexts. (In  our example, the signs 't' and ' f  are 
each found paired with much the same two dozen signs. The 
signs also occur interchangeably in other contexts, such as the 

very common sequence : V - r ò >  or preceded by
numerals, or as the last sign in an inscription.) Allographs may 

have a complementary distribution among different types of 
object, i.e. one m ay not appear in  the same situations as the 
other (for instance, the copper tablets have only the variant 

' f ) .  (3) I f  there are any ligatures (composite signs) composed 
o f the same signs, they may behave in the same way as the 
simple signs. (Thus, when the signs 't' and are ligatured 
with a circle, their distribution shows that the resulting signs 

Gl and behave as allographs.)
Application o f  the context criterion can be very convincing 

i f  the signs have a high frequency, but when they occur a few 
times only, the conclusion is bound to remain open to doubt 
unless the contexts are long and unique (cf. the inscriptions 

2436 and 2654 cited in § 7.2). Signs found once only constitute 
a difficult problem, and require rigorous inspection. T h e sign

, for instance, looks like ‘a man with phallus’ , and there is 
evidence for the practice o f phallic cults by the Harappans 

(§§ 12 .2 , 14.2). However, as this sign is unique, and the seal 
( 13 2 1)  carelessly carved, the extra stroke is more likely to 
ligate the ‘man’ sign with the preceding sign 1,11, though the 
connecting line is usually added to the hand o f the ‘m an’ sign:

Allocation o f sign boundaries does not usually present 

difficulties even when a sign ' consists of a group o f strokes or 
lines: whenever the sign occurs, the grouping repeats itself, 
making a characteristic integrity that is easy to recognize. In a 
few  cases unclear spacing between signs, especially linear 
signs, may cause doubt, but such texts can generally be sorted 
out by an examination o f similar inscriptions and sequences. 
T ext—m S ,  T  11:11 , for example, could a  p r io r i  be read as 

three, four or five signs — all o f  which occur elsewhere in the 
script — as follows: T  , 1, 1:,  I 1: I, I I . B ut because the sequence 
T  I 1: I is the only inscription on other objects, because the 
single long stroke I is often found at the beginning o f texts 

before integral sequences (fig. 5.2), and because none o f the 
other potential sign sequences l , I ? :,  I, ?: I I is separately 
documented, this seal can only be read as having the following 
three signs: T  , 11:1 , I.

D istinguishing 11:  I as a single sign instead o f three requires 
some further explanation. F irst, it is clear that the ‘m an’ sign 
often forms ligatures with other signs. Secondly, the vertical 
strokes on either side o f it can be compared to other 
‘circum graphs’ that are always found in pairs, on both sides of 
an enclosed sign or signs. Thus, for instance, the graph 
sequences ( and 7: ( [or ) 1: and 1: ) ]  never occur outside the 
sequence ( ( [or its variant ) ^ ) ], except where the simple 
sign is once (in seal 5025) juxtaposed with I 1: ( . It  is obvious 
that [ =  ) 1:) ]  is a ligature o f the signs and o r)). T h e 
sequence I 1 :  I may therefore be assumed to be a similar 

ligature o f the signs *  and I I. These are examples o f a class o f 
signs formed by inserting one sign between two elements of 

another; a parallel example is 0 ,  which is a ligature o f the sign 
© inserted within the sign 0 .

Circum graphs m ay enclose more than one sign: for 
example, ('4 ) , ( m )  and (d\ -0 ) . A re the last two ligatures 
allographs in spite o f the different order o f the enclosed signs? 
A  single idea is apparently expressed by such contiguously 
joined ligatures as , which is put together from the 
separately occurring signs ;2, qi and t  (or U  ?).

O n the other hand, the identity o f  context in  seals I 348 

f t )  0  and 13 7 3  V 0 X "  ! X f t ’i ) 0  suggests that 
writing conventions could vary. F or the sake of consistency, 
the sign ! ft I has been treated as one grapheme, although it 
appears to be an exceptional spelling for : -9:- : n  . Th is 
particular spelling is valuable, however, in  confirming that the 

four circumscribed strokes belong to the sequence X  ft 
(occurring without the four circumscribed strokes in 6059), 
and not just to the ‘fish ’ sign, and that this should be so also in 
the case o f other integral sequences occurring with and 
without the four strokes around the ‘fish’ sign (compare the 
pairs I X !  I :  X T ;  I X! I  I: Xi i ;  and I -9:-  ' '" : X 1"). Indeed, 
other evidence suggests that the four strokes around the ‘fish’ 
sign may in fact be understood to be read after it, and that
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F ig . 5 . 1 .  A  sign list o f  the Indus script, with principal graphic variants (each with one reference).
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Fig. 5 .1. (cont.)
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Internal evidence fo r the type o f  script
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Fig. 5 .1. (conti)
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Internal evidence fo r the type o f script

F ig . 5 - 1 .  (cont.)

T able 5 .1 . F re q u en c y  d istribu tion  o f  the 4 1 7  graphem es  

d istin g u ish ed  in  his corpus o f  the In d u s  inscriptions b y  I .  

M a h a d e v a n

Frequency
range

No.
of
signs

Total
sign
occurrences

Percentage 
(of total 
occurrences)

10 0 0  or more I 13 9 5 1 0 43
9 9 9 -50 0 I 649 4 .85
4 9 9 -10 0 3 1 6344 47.44

99 50 34 2 3 8 1

00l>

4 9 - 10 86 18 3 3 1 3 .7 1
9 - 2 15 2 658 4 .92

Only once 1 1 2 I I2 0.84

Total 4 17 13 3 7 2 100 .00

After Mahadevan 1977: 17 (cf. figures in Parpola et al. 1969a: 9).

their meaning is close to the sign 1  that is often found in this 

position (fig. 6.6).

Graphem es, once distinguished, must be arranged in  a sign 
list. T h e order should be such that the position o f a sign 
within the list can easily be located and remembered. W hile 

progress in the interpretation o f the archaic Sum erian script 
has made it possible to arrange its new sign list according to 
phonetic values, the outer form o f the Indus signs is the only 
possible basis for organizing the signs at present. In  the 
accompanying sign list (fig. 5 .1) , the signs that look like men 
come first, then those that look like animals or their body

parts, then the signs that look like plants, and finally the 
various classes o f more abstract geometrical shapes (vertical 
strokes, curved vertical strokes and semicircles, cones, 
crosses, squares, U-sliapes, circles). (The pictorial inter­
pretation o f any sign in these terms may be wrong — one 

placed among ‘plants’ may not be intended to represent a 
plant. But that does not really matter.) T h e sign list proper 
includes only complete and clearly distinguished characters 
occurring in texts that unmistakably represent the Indus 
script; graffiti with singly occurring signs that might be just 
potter’ s marks or ownership marks are excluded. A ll the 
principal sign variants encountered in the texts are included 
(their range o f variation is indispensable to understanding 
their pictorial meaning: see § 7 .2); they are marked with letters 
(a, b . . . )  or (after z) with doubled letters (aa . . . ) ;  a circle is 
drawn around the letter for the form chosen as the standard to 
be used in normalized texts. T h e short supplementary list 
(with numbers followed by an asterisk) includes some 
problematic signs: do the components in ‘signs’ 1*  to 4* and 
7*  belong to one or several graphemes? A re the ‘ signs’ 9* to 
12 *  script or iconography?

It is not always possible to distinguish allographs and 
graphemes. Incomplete preservation may make it impossible 
to decide whether a given sign resembles this or that 
grapheme. Potential allographs (and other signs that might be 
confused) are placed as close to each other as possible in the 
sign list, even i f  this means deviation from the order suggested 
by outward appearance. In  uncertain cases it is better to keep 
the signs distinct rather than to merge them, and these 
deviations from the formal order ensure that the signs 
suspected o f being related to each other appear in close 
proxim ity in  the concordance and other lists.

A  prim ary function o f the sign list is to define a sequential



Composite signs

order o f the graphemes so as to make the construction of 
various indexes, concordances and the like possible. (T o  use 
the term  ‘alphabetical order’ m ight create the im pression that 
the Indus script is an alphabetic writing system.) A t present, 

each sign is listed only once. T h is  means that composite signs 
put together from two or more signs cannot be placed near all 
of their component signs, but near only one o f them. A t the 

moment it seems best to treat all composite signs systematic­
ally as single graphemes while processing the material for 
statistical and linguistic analysis. I f  we could be certain that 
each o f their components represents a linguistic entity, to be 
read one after the other in linguistic order, it would be 
advisable to try to dissolve the composite signs consistently 

for linguistic analysis. However, as in other early writing 
systems, a component o f a composite sign m ay be just an 
auxiliary sign, not to be pronounced at all. In  such cases 
splitting a composite sign into two or more successive 
graphemes would distort the linguistic analysis.

T h e provisional sign list of the Indus script contains 386 
( +  12?) graphemes. T h is  figure is subject to various 
reservations. In  the first place, not all the allographs may have 
been distinguished; in the most extreme case, the grapheme 

count might be as low as 350. On the other hand, only a small 
proportion o f Indus texts has been preserved. T h e total range 
of signs once present in the Indus script is certain to have been 
greater than is observable now, for new signs have kept 
turning up in new inscriptions. T h e rate o f discovery has been 
fairly low, though, and the new signs have more often been 
ligatures o f two or more signs already known as separate 
graphemes than entirely new signs.

W hen the number o f signs in the Indus script is being 
estimated, therefore, it seems useful to distinguish between 
‘simple signs’ and ‘ composite signs’ or ligatures. Allowing a 
maximum margin for various judgements (including what is 
and what is not an allograph), there are some 170  to 220 simple 
signs and elements of composite signs not occurring as 
independent signs, and some 170  to 200 composite signs. In  
the archaic Sum erian writing system, the formation of 
ligatures by combining simple signs was one o f the most 
effective ways o f reducing the number o f signs and making 
writing more economical (§ 2.2).

5.2 C o m p o site  s ign s

Alternative spellings constituted precious clues to the 
interrelationships o f signs in the decipherment o f the Linear B  
script. Likewise, pairs of nearly identical Indus inscriptions 
such as

2146  © ' 10 18

2326 u  ]) $  ) *  2353
are valuable in suggesting the likelihood o f some semantic or

phonetic sim ilarity between the variant signs (here r t  : :  J) and 
UlJ : :  r'l ). A ll such instances o f near-identical texts in which 
only one or two signs differ must be carefully collected.

T h e significance o f such parallels is enhanced i f  the variable 
signs also resemble each other in form. Th is applies 
specifically to the composite signs, which are examined in this 
section. B ut before proceeding any further, let us define our 

terminology. ‘Ligature’ and ‘ composite sign’ are here 
synonyms, used for signs formed by combining two or more 
‘elements’ or ‘components’ . One component may be placed 
inside another, as in ii ( ,' =  in' +  ( , or above another, as in 
'X  =  1 ' + X  . I f  the component parts are placed beside one 
another, they may be tied together with a connecting line, so 
as to indicate that a ligature and not a sequence o f signs is 
meant: I T  =  |+ U .

Not all elements o f ligatures occur singly as ‘free 
graphemes’ : some elements are ‘bound graphemes’ . (These 

terms parallel the free and bound morphem es used in 
linguistics: the word b o y s  contains a free morph b o y  and a 
bound morph -s .)  F or example, the ‘diacritical’ or 
distinguishing mark .. is added to the simple sign 'X' to form 
the ligature 1Z:-. A  sign looking like a pedestal is found only in 
the ligatures i  and ^  , where it has been placed beneath the 
simple signs and J2  . Both the simple ‘man’ sign and the 
‘m an’ +  ‘pedestal’ ligature are combined with the sign II to 
form further ligatures: I :: I and I i :  I .

H ow can context help us in the interpretation o f ligatures? 
T h e closely sim ilar texts 2456 CJ II I T  II U  13" and 6022 
e  % I T  I I V  I  suggest that the sequences c:'.) I I and may 
be synonymous and the signs I I and may be variant 
spellings. T h e sign %  looks like a ligature of the 

independently occurring signs 11 and X  . I f  these hypotheses 
hold good, then the sign X  is redundant: it may have been 
added to the sign 11 to ensure its correct reading. T h is  would 
im ply that the sign I I has several different meanings, and that 
in this particular case its reading may be ambiguous without 
such an auxiliary sign. A s a phonetic or semantic 
determinative, the added sign would represent either a close 
homophone or a close synonym o f the main component o f the 
ligature, or indicate the major semantic class to which the 
latter belongs.

Som e bound graphemes occur as elements in numerous 
ligatures. One looks like the ‘ sky’ sign of Egyptian 
hieroglyphs, placed above a corresponding free grapheme:

ligature 'zy IT
free grapheme Q. Fl X  X  ^

T h e ligature may replace the corresponding free grapheme in 
a parallel sequence (here the similarity o f the context is 
restricted to the respective sign’ s being the first o f an 
inscription and its being followed by an identical sign or two):
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2595 11 y ^  0012

2465 l l 'J  Q  2193

T h e free grapheme itself can already be a ligature, like the sign
, composed o f  11 and X  . T h is sign forms a component in 

several other complex ligatures in turn: ( , ! ! ::K\\. T h e
symmetrically drawn bound grapheme 1 ' is to be
distinguished from the asymmetrical sign 1  , which both 

occurs as a free grapheme and forms a component o f a 
ligature: . '

In the following examples, the ligatures formed with the 
sign I correspond to the respective simple signs in similar 
contexts:

2500 $  © 110 8  V  A )

1049 V  t  0  «  11 é  I '  3485 V U

In the above inscriptions, the similarity o f the context again 
suggests near-identity o f meaning. T h e ligatured sign I , 
therefore, appears to be redundant, and may be a 
determinative. T h e same may be said o f the plain sign I 
prefixed to many different sign sequences, which occur 
without this prefixed sign I in other texts (fig. 5.2). (Form ally 
and functionally the sign I could be compared to the single 
vertical wedge signifying number ‘one’ , which in the 
cuneiform script o f the first millennium bc  was prefixed to 

proper names as their determinative.)

Internal evidence for the type o f script ----------------------------------

1254 2.155 * V l l l l lW \
2504 t * l " 0 2.581 - :U l l l l l¥ A  I " t +

2161 t # 2557 V M / ,
1 3 4 7 0 2 3 8 A 1

1553 1004 .
.3 6 1 5 2.612 a n i  I V 0

2618 162.0
2.2.56 2066 1 " ) S

5084 3074 v ì a

2.526 2157

1177 4116 Ull I f i ' l Y -
2.053 31">8 f  E 1  1

2.015 t l l  l W 0135 & î à
1168 till Wl 5064 Æ r ù i v y *

1366 2.039
02.14 V ( D ' , T O 3620

1279 2 3 4 3 i f :  Ml

1187 ' V ^ \ 2 5 8 7 "1 I

F ig . 5.2. Variation between absence and presence of the sign | 
at the beginning of 18 parallel sign sequences.

It is not always possible to identify the different 
components o f a ligature with certainty. For example, one o f 
the components in the ligature f y  is clearly 82 but the other 
one could be either T or U .  Seals 2340 IX ! 1 1 1  1 W  and
1048 I 1  I ll ' ' 'Y 82 end in an identical sequence, so the ligature 
^ 0  opening one inscription may have the same meaning as the 
initial sequence Y t? in the other. In  that case, however, one 
would have expected the order o f the components in the 
ligature to be reversed: ^  instead o f

M any scholars have interpreted the following signs as 
ideograms:

=  ‘a man holding a bow and 
arrow’ = ‘archer’ or ‘soldier’

=  ‘a man holding a mortar and 
pestle’ =  ‘miller’

* 1  =  ‘a man holding a long stick or
sceptre’ = ‘overseer’ or ‘master’

T h e analysis o f these signs as ligatures has sometimes been 
expressly condemned as far-fetched. It must be admitted that 
all too often Indus signs have been overanalysed (§ 4.2) and 
that some of the ‘man’ ligatures may well be ideograms 
(§§ 7.2—3). However, a number o f features suggest that these 
and other similar signs are ligatures. In the first place, the 
other elements in the ‘man’ ligatures occur as separate signs in 
the Indus script. In  the second, the components are usually 
tied together with a connecting line like other ligatures. 
Th ird ly, several ‘m an’ ligatures occupy the same position as 
their corresponding ‘manless’ component signs, the contexts 
being fully or nearly identical (fig. 5.3a).

Th is parallel function o f the component sign and its ‘man’ 
ligature suggests that the ‘m an’ component may be optional, 
and that the information may lie mainly in the other 
component. T h e ‘man’ component may function as a 
semantic determinative o f occupational titles (such a 
determinative is commonly used in the cuneiform script), or it 
could be part o f a compound like p olicem an , which may be 
replaced by mere p o lice . A  ‘m an’ ligature that forms a 
complete inscription (fig. 5.4) is likely to denote an official 
title. That the various ‘man’ ligatures form a semantically 
coherent group is suggested not only by their common ‘man’ 
component, but also by their sharing some identical contexts, 
e.g. seal inscriptions 1070 [  W U  and 2061 E .# " W . (The 
parallelism o f the signs V  and V J  after the same rare sequence 

V O  in 1402 1" " “ ’ W  V Ò  and 1404 U t ? :  iill 1  V  V  6  
suggests that they are allographs.)

‘A  man holding a bow and arrow in  both hands’ hardly 
qualifies as a picture o f an ‘archer’ . T h e existence o f such 
‘double ligatures’ is yet another argument against a purely 
iconic interpretation o f many ‘m an’ ligatures. In  several cases
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Composite signs

w ~  81'

^  ~ Y

IX:

M J U

32.66
1Ò77
0466
2!S 19
1067
2.02.7

2226
2466

2366

1037
4113

2434
2.ose

3651
154'2.

3412.
3456
3372
3419

M  @ Ill ( cf. also .2.466)
V l l ® £ ( " l ! )  r f ® l l l  

" f ^ Ù O  
p à o l i

v  x i ^ M i 4 " r  : : f J  Cl ii 

t l l B i " & A 0 Clli
1 1  x ^ C l n  I  I 4 ' ^ d

o i M  81' Dl l  (cf. a-Wo 3266)

V A 1 1 : - " 1 f "  11111 

^1111 °̂ 
T 11111 ¥

g  ^ " ' " 0

m  tx: »'
W 111

Ullll

M Jii
Ull

Qr ~  () 

© - i i i l  

o o ~  Ù

Vi/ U1U it jHT  II [li rsJ II 111

~ v

(a)

1052.
8S 2.7

602.0

2.Ó57

3066
so5 6

2331
0732.

2535
2511

12.96 
614 0 
1104 
2.6 55

3 © --w

V ce 11:-  )  .  v r
'1 '* "  " :MJG)

& ) bO
&  i i

f  I J É W  
I. 0  lU

lf/,"^
l J U i i M Ò ' &

1±\H " 4 J

ü ^ l l l l M  0 " 0  

\ J U l l l W 1 1 : - ®

(b)

F ig . 5 .3 .  Comparisons of texts with partially identical sequences showing a functional correspondence between ligatures and their 
component signs: (a) ‘man’ ligatures; (b) other signs.

a simple sign, a single ligature and a double ligature form 
functionally related sign sets:

IX: W , l : 1:1 : M  , $ = V  : , A  I IX: = IX:

That the double ligature is dose in meaning to the single 
ligature can be seen from the similarity o f their contexts in the 
inscriptions 9201 IX:"1 " l!J "Q W  and I 14 2  V ~̂  11:-Ci:) " Fn1 l!J W  

(in each case the sign we are comparing starts the inscription 
and is followed by the same second sign). Both the single and 
the double ligature may occur in one and the same inscription:

5076 1 1 : - w f f l - \ l f - m ® i i r A
T h is ‘m irror im age’ arrangement o f the double ligature is 

also found without an intervening ‘m an’ sign: IX: . T h e
particular sequence IX: 'Xl occurs in contexts sim ilar to those o f 
the corresponding simple sign and its ‘m an’ ligature: compare 
text 2486 V U ®  'X1  m with the texts given in fig. 5.3. B ut it 
is difficult to decide whether the sequence txi is one 
grapheme (a ligature) or two separate signs, [Xi and . Both 

and ><1 also occur separately, and in seal 0 118  
I 11:- 1 I U the two mirrored signs are separated b y  one 
other sign, possibly a determinative, i f  this three-sign 
sequence too is a ligature. '

In  the m irror image sign pairs, the axis o f reflection lies not 
only vertically but also horizontally: 8 , r ,  w .  Significantly,

the sequences 0 0 , T T ,  MAtoM, and IX: IX: do not occur, 
although other signs are often repeated: 1 : 1 : ,  11:-11:- (§ 10.4),

5?$ ,  T T , U ,  1: 1:,  ii:i !ii, 111111, c i c i , i f f i , é è ,
1 1  ; A A ,  u v  (§ 8.2), 0 ® ,  0 0  (§ 12 .1) , ©© (§ 7.4).

A  few signs occur with three- or fourfold repetition: J J J ,

0  DD, U U U, H  TT. O f these signs, only U and I  are preceded 
(in other texts) by groups o f strokes, which evidently denote 
numbers. T h e  sequence U U U occurs on the reverse sides o f 
some o f the miniature tablets from  H arappa (fig. 7 .10 ), which 
normally show the sequences U ,U  11, Ulll or Ullll (fig. 7.9). T h e 
sequence m u  in the broken seal inscription 116 5
1  §  ? 111: - " V J U is  paralleled by the sequence 11 on the 
reverse o f tablet H-247 (fig. 7 .1 1 ) .  T h e  sequences TTT and 
T T T T form the entire inscriptions o f two ivory sticks (279 5 and 
2803), but a third ivory stick (2792) bears the inscription T " " . 
It therefore seems safe to regard U U U and U Ill as alternative 
ways to write ‘3 U ’ .

M any ancient scripts represent numbers as groups o f 
vertical strokes, and the Indus script appears to be no 
exception. B ut not all such groups are numerals; the sign iiii , 
for example, appears not to be. In addition to looking like a 
numeral, a sign must replace other numerals in otherwise 
similar contexts — in front o f the ‘fish’ sign, for instance: 11:- , 
11:-  "", 11:- ! ! ! ,  11:-m ' (§ 10.4). There can be no doubt that these
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Internal evidence for the type o f  script

r

5.3 S e g m e n ta tio n  o f  texts

F i g .  5 . 4 .  A seal from Harappa (H-94) with a single ‘man’ 
ligature.

sign pairs form coherent sequences wherever they occur; on 
one seal, the entire inscription consists o f just the two signs, 
‘7’ and ‘ fish’ : (fig. 10.24). G roups o f small semicircles, ,
3 , I ,  which occur together with the stroke-numbers on 
pottery and on bronze objects (fig. 7.8b, d), very likely stand 
for ‘tens’ .

Num bers seem to  be represented by repeated long vertical 
strokes only in the early inscriptions (the miniature tablets of 
Harappa). In  the mature script, the smaller numbers (ones) 

are written exclusively with short strokes (in one or two tiers), 
while the long strokes have some other meaning. T h is  can be 
concluded from  the fact that the num ber o f short strokes 
varies in  front o f specific pictograms (esp ecia lly®, T and U ), 
while the number o f long strokes does not (to any significant 

degree), except in the early texts. Moreover, the long strokes 
in the later inscriptions do not cover all the numbers 
represented by the short strokes, and they occur much less 
often, m ainly in a few predictable sequences.

M ost o f  the double repetitions do not lend themselves to 
numerical interpretation, because there are no triple or 
quadruple repetitions. In  some cases, though, double 
repetition could be a purely graphic means of expressing a 
collective concept, as in archaic Chinese + + ‘trees’ =  ‘grove, 

forest’ . T h e  frequency o f double repetition suggests instead a 
counterpart in  the underlying language. The doubled signs 
could represent a repeated syllable or morpheme. T h ey  could 
alternatively reflect a grammatical feature, such as the plural, 
as in Sum erian ( k u r - k u r  ‘mountains’ ) or Indonesian ( b u k u -  

b u k u  ‘books’ ). In  m any Indian languages, the repetition o f a 
word either intensifies its meaning (e.g., H indi b a h u t  b a h u t  

‘very much’ , or Tam il p a l a  p a l a  ‘very m any’ ) or expresses 
distribution (e.g. Sanskrit d in e  d i n e  ‘every day’ ). T h e  repeated 
Indus signs could also parallel such determinative compounds 
as Sanskrit r j a - r j a  ‘king o f kings’ .

A  structural and distributional study of the Indus inscriptions 
requires a decision on the unit o f analysis. In  the cuneiform 
texts o f Mesopotamia, including the seal inscriptions, 
conceptual units have been clearly distinguished from  one 
another by being placed in framed ‘fields’ or ‘boxes’ (figs. 2.4 
and 14 .20—2). In  the Indus texts, however, there is no such 
device, nor, as we shall see, have the word boundaries been 
marked by means o f ‘word dividers’ . Therefore the only 
warranted procedure is to begin by basing the study on the 
physically observable divisions. These are: the inscribed 
object as a whole; its different inscribed sides; and its various 
lines o f text, irrespective o f the side.

T h e  line is a good unit o f analysis for studying the direction 
o f writing, which m ay vary from one line to another. But in a 
structural and distributional study this choice could lead to 
distortions. In  cases like seal M-892 (fig. 4 .13), where the 
second line is clearly intended to continue the first line with­
out a break, the connection between the last sign o f the first 
line and the first sign of the second line would be missed, and 
these signs would be erroneously recorded as occupying the 
final and initial position respectively.

It  is, however, useful to take the line division into account 
as an important clue to the segmentation of continuous 
sequences into smaller units; in most cases the line division 
does coincide with other evidence for junctures. F o r example, 
apart from a small difference in the first line, to be discussed 
later, each o f the three lines on a seal from H arappa (H-io3, 
fig. 4 .10) is also found as a one-line inscription on three other 
seals:

first line V W  T ®  2605 V W ® ' r
second line Î///ÜJ 2015 1|||\.D
third line 2371 ^  IJ:l

T h e two lines o f another seal (5012) can be sim ilarly matched:

first line " 0  8523 " 0
second line V  [fil $  2502

These parallels clearly indicate that the one-line seal text 2618 
V  El «  " 0  is to be segmented into two distinct subsets. 
M any other texts consisting o f a single line can be segmented 
into smaller units by  the use o f similar comparisons.

T h e  example just quoted suggests that when the text on any 
one side o f an inscribed object is divided into two or more 
lines, each line is likely to be a separate unit, while together the 
lines make up a larger syntactically coherent unit, an 
‘utterance’ . But is there a syntactic integrity between 
inscriptions on different sides o f an object? I f  such an integrity 
is assumed, in which order are the sides to be read? In  many 
cases this w ill remain uncertain, though precious hints are
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Segmentation o f  texts

F ig . S  S. Impression of the longest continuous Indus 
inscription, a seal from Mohenjo-daro (M-314).

given by some very rare texts that unite into a single line 

sequences that normally appear on different sides o f a tablet , 
e.g. 4 5 12  Ulll * "  " ®  (cf. 3665 reverse U ll, o b v e rse * "  "© ). It  
seems wisest, then, to adopt the side o f  an object as the basic 
unit for linguistic analysis o f the text corpus and to posit a 
major syntactic boundary at either end o f it. But even i f  the 
other inscribed sides may not be taken as parts o f the same 
syntactic unit, they provide additional contextual information 
that may be at least semantically revealing; this information 

must be preserved by listing all the sides o f an inscribed object 

together.
T h e longest Indus text, preserved in two identical moulded 

tablets (M-494 and M-495), has 26 signs divided among the 
three sides o f a triangular prism:

V * 1 ) )  W,' l |©|| 

i i ® J t )  ' 1 :  v  f  r n  

Y u u u r o v A A ©

T h e longest text on a single side is seal M -314, where 17  signs 
have been divided into three lines (fig. 5.5).

T h e longest one-line inscriptions comprise 14  signs each:

0 104  V ) o  ) ... &  G  " o  $  bi!

2654 u  ❖  11 111 w 1 '  £ " 0  R  t  n  ^

Most texts, however, are considerably shorter; some consist of 
only a single sign (fig. 5.4). T h e average length o f  an 
inscription is five signs, and such five-sign inscriptions are 
also the ones that occur most frequently. F ive  signs could 
constitute a word, but it is unlikely that 14 signs would do so 

in a non-alphabetic script. H ow do we therefore go about 
establishing the Indus word division?

T h e  signs 1 and 11 are similar in their outward appearance to 
word dividers in some other dncient scripts , such as Linear B  , 

Hittite hieroglyphic and Persian cuneiform. A t first glance the 
suggestion that these signs have a comparable function in the

Indus script seems plausible, i f  one compares, for instance, 
the following parallel sequences: 1229 T "" " 0  and 4452 
Î lm 0 . A  good exam ple o f the sign | as a potential word divider 
is seal 14 18  1 for the sequences on either side
are attested as complete texts in other inscriptions: cf. 1453 
1 ' 1111 and 1040 V ' f O  '0.

B u t there are cases where two potential word dividers (' and 
' ) occur one after the other:

1436 m  a  1 " *
3282 fJ.l © A  1 " 0

T h e sign ‘ is in fact found more or less regularly before the 
sequence ^  © f r  (which forms an independent phrase in seal 
0682 ^  © A ) :

2 17 0  Pf:! (j) A 1 CJ f
3297 ^  © A  ' V ' f  0

2023 ^  G  A -  ^
4061 # © A '  U O I I

I fth e  sign ‘ is really a word divider, it is difficult to understand 
why the sign should be so frequent in a very limited number o f 
contexts like this, but omitted from the vast majority o f  word 
boundaries. And why should a word divider occur at the end 
o f an inscription, as both ' and " often do? I f  they mark the end 
o f a word, the end o f an inscription is the place where such a 
marker is least needed. And why should a word divider mostly 
occur after the very first sign o f an inscription? And finally, 
the earliest certain examples o f word dividers are from the Old 
Assyrian cuneiform texts in Cappadocia, dated to c. the 
eighteenth century b c , when the Indus Civilization had 
already collapsed.

In  the absence o f a securely identified word divider, other 
means o f segmentation have to be established. Th is is a crucial 
task, not only for establishing the average word length — a 
criterion o f the type o f writing the script belongs to -  but also 
for isolating inflection (if it is marked at all) and syntactic 
patterns.

T h e  only reliable basis for the segmentation o f the texts is 
provided by known junctures (beginnings and ends o f 
complete texts). I f  two segments o f a longer text each coincide 
with shorter complete inscriptions, it can safely be assumed 
that there is a juncture between those segments. From  such 

examples we may deduce rules to be applied where exact 
parallels are not available.

We have already seen that three parallel shorter texts could 
help break the inscription on seal H-103 (fig. 4 .10 ) into three 
major phrases corresponding to the three lines. T h e first line 
is not matched by an identical short text, but one where the 
first sign is missing:

F irs t  line o f H-103 V  Id © I  CV

2605 V  T



This variation in the presence and absence o f the ‘prefix’-like 
sign 0  characterizes other parallel texts as well:

1224  V ] ) ®  2589 1 1 1 1 W ®
I005 V  J) 20 15  îllll!.J

Or consider a longer sequence:

3281 Tllll0 t : S C : ® " ®
1065 1 l l l W H  1 “d b W l l  
3 13 5  J b W l l

T h e  first h alf o f seal 1065 is exactly paralleled by seal 3 13 5 , 
while the second h alf matches part o f  seal 328 1, where it  is 

preceded by the ‘prefix’-like sign . Pursuing this method, 
one would hope to see the sequence © from seal 3281 
forming an entire inscription, and this may be the case on seal 
2554 “ ®  , i f  the unique sign EB is an allograph o f the sign © . 
Otherwise, a less direct indication o f a major boundary 
between Q and ll© in text 3281 is provided by the analogy o f 
other texts which can be broken into parts by this means:

1 1 1 4  ll"  ©
1082 11 11' ' 0
II2 0  II 8523 " O

T h e ‘prefix’ is found before the sequence 1 1 1 , too, for example 
in texts 2227 V  üi1' 1  ".0 II and 205 I 9?  ! 1  1 11 ®  11 © .

T h e  positional distribution o f signs, too, can be helpful in 
locating boundaries in the texts. T h e  sign before a boundary is 
expected to occur often at the end o f inscriptions, and the sign 
after a boundary at the beginning ofinscriptions. In  fact, a few 
signs are indeed found mostly at the end of inscriptions, 
notably V  and 1 ,  and they are major aids in the segmentation 
o f texts. T h e  sign V  is by far the most common sign o f the 
Indus script, representing about io per cent o f all sign 
occurrences. About one-third o f all inscriptions end with this 
sign. Apart from ligatures, where it is modified by the 
addition o f other graphs, and the few cases where it is the sole 
sign, V  is never found at the beginning o f inscriptions.

When the sign V  occurs in the middle o f a sequence, one 
can often demonstrate that it belongs to the previous sign or 
group o f signs and that a syntactic boundary is to be posited 
after it, while the opposite is hard to demonstrate. For 

instance, in seal 1553  V 4  V  *  t ,  a ‘word’
boundary can be placed at least on either side o f  the sequence 

V  . T h e  last three signs, V  4  'm , form the entire 
inscription in seal 2214 . M oreover, the sequence V  «  is 
known to occur i 5 times, while the sequence V" V  is known 
from seal 1553  alone. Further, although the sequence V  is 
not found as a separate text, it is found, among other texts, in 
3026 , surrounded by signs which elsewhere
constitute complete inscriptions: 5031 X  and 356 1 ) t><. 

Inscriptions with shared sequences which occur in a

Internal evidence for the type o f script ---------------------------------

variable order supplement and confirm the evidence for 
segmentation provided by this method:

1293 0 3307 3091 rur'"
0382
2395 W1 ■ "

3091 WI m 3307 V  1597 v  i l  h

In the above example, text 0382 can be divided into three 
component parts by comparing it with the texts shown above 
it (only one side o f seal 1293 is quoted here; the sign o, which 
occurs alone on that side, occupies a separate line in seals 
132 5 , 0204, 1 1 3 5  and 2466). N ow  text 2395 has two o f these 
three components, but in an order different from that o f 0382, 
the first segment o f  0382 here coming after and not before the 
second segment. T h e first component o f 2395 may be 

compared with text 1597. T h e  sequence WJ 11 mainly occurs 
at the end o f inscriptions, and is never followed by the usual 
‘end’ sign U .  T h e sequences J:. r }  and on the other 
hand, are often followed by the ‘end’ sign V ,  but may occur 
without it in the middle o f an inscription, as in 2395.

In  sections 5 .1 to  5.3, we have analysed the graphemes and 
segmentation o f the Indus inscriptions. We are now ready to 
deal with the question o f the type o f the writing system, which 
is important for the further analysis o f the script and for its 
decipherment in general (§§ 3.3 and 7 .1) .

5.4 T h e  ty p e  o f  w r it in g  sy ste m

Is the Indus script logo-syllabic (morphemic), syllabic or 
alphabetic (phonemic)? Theories o f writing (chapter 2) and 
decipherment (chapter 3) provide us with several criteria by 
which to judge this.

Table 5.2. B a s i c  t y p e s  o f  w r i t i n g  s y s t e m  a n d  t h e  I n d u s  s c r i p t

Referent of 
the sign

Oldest
examples
(country)

Age Number of 
distinct signs

Word Sumer (Iraq) 
Elam (Iran) 
Egypt

3200 BC

^.70^450
Word or 
syllable

Mesopotamia 
(Iraq) Egypt 3000 BC

Syllable Elam (Iran) 
Greece 2250 BC

less than 200 
(90% of the 
texts iocr-50)

Phoneme Syria 1600 BC less than 50

? Indus C.2600 BC c.450

After Parpola 1988a: 128, fig. ia.
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Type o f writing system

T h e number o f distinct signs (graphemes) is one such 
criterion. W idely different estimates have been given, ranging 

from about 400 to 450, which is the figure most commonly 
quoted, to the unacceptably low figure o f just 52. T h e reasons 
for such a discrepancy are twofold. First, the same sign may 
appear in several variants (allographs). Secondly, many signs 
are clearly composed o f two or more elements, and it can be 
difficult to decide whether a given sign is composite or not. 
Nevertheless, we can certainly identify at least 200 basic signs, 
a fact which immediately precludes an alphabetic script or a 
purely syllabic script. On the other hand, 200 or even 450 
signs are too few for a purely ‘logographic’ script like the most 
archaic Sumerian. Thus the Indus script is likely to be 

logo-syllabic.
However, not all logo-syllabic scripts are alike. According 

to D. 0 . Edzard (1990), the number o f different signs in a 
corpus o f 271 Old Akkadian seal inscriptions is c .185; this 
number is unlikely to exceed 200 even i f  the corpus were 
increased so as to match in size the corpus o f Indus seals. 
From the fact that the Indus script uses about 400 signs where 
the Akkadian cuneiform manages with about 200, Edzard is 
inclined to draw these conclusions: the Indus script may have 
used more logograms (word signs) than the cuneiform; the use 
o f a given sign to express several meanings was probably 
much less widespread in the Indus script than in cuneiform.

‘W ord’ length is another criterion o f script typology. M any 
Indus texts consist o f just one sign, which should represent a 
‘word’ . Most Indus texts can, in addition, be divided into 
phrases o f one to three signs by internal comparison. Thus it 
looks as i f  the Indus script may be the same kind o f writing as 
the Sumerian script o f Early Dynastic times, in which only 
the lexical meaning o f the word is expressed and all or most o f 
the grammatical affixes are omitted and understood from the 
context. Edzard also points out that, while the average length 

o f the Indus seal inscriptions is about five signs, it is about 
eight in the Old Akkadian seals: this again suggests that the 
former used fewer syllabic signs than the latter.

These indications, based on the number o f graphemes and 
‘w ord’ length, concur with the suggested date o f the invention 
o f the script. We have seen that the Indus script is likely to 
have been created about the early h alf o f the twenty-sixth 
century bc  (§ 4 .1). A t that time writing systems used only a 
logo-syllabic script, in which each sign stands for a word or 
morpheme o f one or more syllables. T he oldest syllabic scripts 
(Eblaite cuneiform and Linear Elamite) date from the 
twenty-fourth and twenty-third centuries b c , while alpha­
betic writing did not appear until around 1600 bc (table 1 . 1  
and § 2.3).

It  seems more than likely, therefore, that the Indus script is 
a logo-syllabic script.
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6  Internal evidence for the 
structure of the Indus 
language

6.1 T y p o lo g ic a l lin g u is tics  a s  a  tool in  d ec ip h erm e n t

From  the internal evidence relating to the type of the Indus 
script we can now turn to the internal evidence for the 

structure of the Indus language or languages. (The question 
o f whether one or more languages are involved will be dealt 
with in § 8. I .) A t the outset, it will be useful to ask what are we 

trying to find out, and why.
T h e main objectives in the linguistic analysis of the Indus 

inscriptions are to determine grammatical features that can 
help us to understand the grammatical structure o f the texts 
and determine the affinity of the Indus language(s) to 
documented natural languages. A  valuable tool for this task is 
provided by typological linguistics.

In  the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the main 
concern o f typological linguistics was the global classification 
o f the world’ s languages on the basis o f one single parameter, 
the morphological structure o f the words. In its refined 
current version, this morphological classification usually 
distinguishes between "three major types:

( I ) Isolating languages (such as Chinese and Vietnamese) 
have no or very few morphological markers and express 
grammatical relationships by means o f the word order, which 
therefore has very strict rules.

(2) Agglutinative languages (such as Finnish, Turkish and 
Tam il) typically ‘ glue’ grammatical affixes into a trans­
parently segmentable sequence of morphemes, each o f which 
expresses just one grammatical meaning: an example is the 
Finnish plural inessive ta lo -i-ssa-m m e  ‘in  (-ssa) our (-mme: cf. 
me ‘w e’) houses (ta lo  ‘house’ +  plural marker -i-) ’ . It  is also 

characteristic o f agglutinative languages that they have just 
one set of case suffixes for all nouns, which are the same in the 

singular and plural (compare the singular inessive o f the 
above-mentioned Finnish word, talo-ssa-m m e  ‘in  our house’ ).

(3) Inflecting (or rather fusional) languages (for example 
the Sem itic and early Indo-European languages) show 
grammatical relationships by changing the internal structure
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T y p o l o g i c a l  l i n g u i s t i c s

o f the words, both by root modification (compare ancient 
Greek present l e i p o  ‘I leave’ with the aorist é l i p o n  ‘ I left’ ), in 
which it is not possible mechanically to separate the root from 
the affix, and by inflection, in which the endings may carry 
several meanings at once (in Latin  a m o  ‘I love’ , for example, 
the suffix - o  simultaneously expresses the first person 
singular, present tense, active and indicative). M oreover, 
languages that inflect often have different sets o f suffixes for 
different nominal stems and different suffixes for the singular 

and plural (Latin p u e l l a  ‘girl’ , dat. sg. p u e l l a e ,  dat. pl. p u e l l i s ; 
n o x  ‘night’ , dat. sg. n o e t i ,  dat. pl. n o c t i b u s ) .

These three morphological types are hardly ever found in a 
pure form, however. Although most languages contain a 
m ixture, one can nevertheless speak o f trends. M oreover, 
languages can and do gradually change their type.

Typological linguistics as a w ay o f examining cross­
linguistic patterns started in earnest in 1960 with the 
publication o f Joseph H. Greenberg’s researches in ‘word 
order’ phenomena. Language typology in this m odem  sense 
attempts to uncover similarities and differences in the 
structure o f natural languages. T h e similarities found 
between languages lead us to further investigation and 
postulation o f ‘language universals’ , whereas differences 
between languages lead us to further investigation o f the 

reason for the range o f possible structures available to 
languages.

For example, an important distinction between different 
types o f languages is made on the basis o f the natural or 
favoured order o f three basic functional constituents o f a 
declarative sentence, S(ubject), O(bject) and V(erb):

SVO Man eats food. (English, Hausa, Vietnamese, modern 
Hebrew, etc.)

SO V  Man food eats. (Japanese, Tibetan, Dravidian, Amharic, 
etc.)

VSO  Eats man food. (Welsh, Tongan, classical Hebrew, etc.) 
VO S Eats food man. (Malagasy, Tzotzil, etc.)
O V S Food eats man. (Some Amazon languages only)
OSV Food man eats. (Jamamadi, Apurina, etc.)

T h e  first two types, SV O  and SO V , cover over 75 per cent o f 
languages, and the first three about 90 per cent. In addition to 
these six basic types come non-basic ones, including ‘free 
word order’ (Latin , Quechua, N avajo, etc.), and some m ixed 
types like G erm an with SV O  in main clauses but SO V  in 

subordinate clauses. A ll six orders can occur in Russian, for 
instance, but only SV O  is stylistically neutral: the alternative 
orders mark diverse emphases, the chief device for such 
emphasis being initial position. Other word-order patterns, 
too, are subject to such occasional changes for the sake o f 
emphasis. *

A s the examples in parentheses show, languages from 
different parts o f the world can be typologically sim ilar, while

cognate languages or even different phases o f the same 
language can in some respects be typologically different from 
each other. Moreover, languages which in this particular 
classification belong to the same type may be quite different in 
respect o f some other structural feature.

M any typological features, however, tend to correlate with 
certain others. Research pertaining to ‘word order’ 
phenomena in fact has led to the formulation o f various 
‘implicational universals’ o f language. These take the general 
form: ‘I f  a language exhibits property X  (and Y  . . .  ), then it 
will in ah likelihood (or perhaps universally) exhibit the 
property Z . ’ Implicational universals established by an 
investigation o f genetically and geographically divergent 
languages throughout the world converge on the 
simplification o f the above word-order classification into two 
basic types, VO  and O V languages. (Subject is left out of 

consideration, because subjects almost always precede 
objects, and because the SO  / O S order, unlike the VO  / OV 

order, does not correlate or harmonize with other typological 
patterns.) Typological features that harmonize with these two 
basic types o f languages are listed in table 6 .1.

T h e  correlation o f  these two sets o f  typological features, 
consisting o f various preferences for specific word orders, 
must be understood only as a general tendency. Very few 
languages are exclusive and consistent in their adherence to 
one of these patterns. As has already been mentioned, 

languages often undergo typological change, and this causes 
deviations from the expected pattern. T h us English, which is 
an SV O  language, has the feature Adj +  N , which does not 

conform with the pattern o f VO  languages (N  +  Adj); 
however, this is a feature o f Proto-Germ anic, an SO V  

language out o f which English  has developed.
In  spite o f such restrictions on their validity, implicational 

universals provide us with a powerful tool for the 
decipherment o f languages such as that o f the Indus 
inscriptions, for, i f  we can establish some specific feature o f 
the structure o f a particular language, we can deduce the 
probable existence o f further features from such implicational 
universals. T h us implicational universals can enlarge the 
scope o f individual conclusions in somewhat the same way as 
the phonetic grid elaborated by Alice K ober and M ichael 
Ventris in the decipherment o f Linear B  (§ 3.2).

T h e  In dus inscriptions are very short and thus can hardly 
be expected typically to contain complete sentences with all 
the basic constituents. T h ey may be nothing but noun 
phrases, and even then finer distinctions are probably 
impossible to achieve.

But how can a word order analysis be carried out, i f  nothing 
is known about the meaning o f the words? T h e  numerals, 
which can be securely identified (§ 5.2), provide one starting- 
point, suggesting that the Indus language had the O V pattern
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Internal evidence fo r the Indus language

T able 6 . 1 .  Im p lic a t io n a l u n iversa ls  o f  lan gu age

Feature VO language OV language

O(bject) : V(erb) VO o v
A d po sitio n 1 P re p  (  osition) +  N ( o u n ) N  +  Postp  (  osition)

G (e n it iv e ) N + G G + N

P oss(essive) N + P o s s Poss +  N

D em  (  onstrative) N + D e m D em  +  N

N u m (e ra l) N + N u m N u m  +  N

Rel(ative clause) N  +  Rel Rel +  N
A d j(e c t iv e ) N + A d j A d j + N

Adv(erb) : Adj(ective) Adj + A d v Adv +  Adj
Comparison Adj(ective) +  M(arker)/P(ivot) +  St(andard) St +  M /P +  Adj
Aux(iliaries) : (Main) V(erb) Aux +  V V  +  Aux
lnter(rogative particle) Inter +  Sentence Sentence +  Inter

1 Features that appear to be particularly relevant for the study o f the Indus script are in italics. 
Based on Croft 1990: 56, table 3 .1 , and Andersen 1983: i6ff.

N um  +  N. In each case, where there is clearly an alternation 
between different numbers in otherwise identical or nearly 
identical contexts, it can be shown that the number forms a 

noun phrase with the following sign, which apparently 
represents its head word (for examples, see fig. 7 . 2 1 ,  I). T h is 
definition leaves out o f account such repeatedly occurring sign 
sequences as ','" 13. ,  which always involve just one specific 
number (7  in  this case), for it is not certain that the number 

has a numeral value in such sequences (it m ay have been used 
as a rebus, for example: see the end o f § 14 .1) . Another 
objection that D . 0 . Edzard (1990) has made against the use o f 
the num eral for defining the linguistic type o f the Indus 

language is that the written sequence o f the num eral and its 
head word need not correspond with the spoken sequence; he 
refers to modern parallels like $30 =  ‘thirty dollars’ and points 

out that in Sum erianaccounts the num eral was for optical and 
practical reasons placed before the symbol for the thing 
counted, against the actual word order o f the Sum erian 
language. T h is objection, too, can be invalidated, for the 
Indus inscriptions are not accounts but mostly seal texts: 
sequences that can securely be interpreted as representing 
N um  +  N  always follow this order whenever they occur in the 

middle o f a longer inscription (short inscriptions with just the 
two signs could be examples o f inverted writing direction).

Edzard is right, o f course, in reminding us that the word 
order o f N um  +  N  does not necessarily also im ply the word 
order Adj +  N: in French, for example, the adjective can be 
placed either before or after the noun, but the numeral only 
before the noun. Typology suggests, however, that i f  the 
Indus language had N um  +  N , it most probably also had

Adj +  N . We shall revert to the word order of the attribute in 

§§ 6 .2 - 3 .

6 .2  A  p o s it io n a l a n a ly s is  o f  p h rase s

Identifiable numerals may provide an opening into the 
structure o f the Indus language. B ut can the hypothesis o f an 
O V  language based on this clue be verified? H ow, for 
example, can one distinguish between attributes and their 
nominal head words in order to find out what their order is?

T h e  attributive elements may be recognized from their 
optionality, for in a syntactic string, the total construction 
consisting o f a modifier plus the head word, or the head word 
plus a modifier, has the same distributional characteristics as 
the head constituent. In  the following example, the two h ead  

w ords  that cannot be omitted retain their relative positions 
irrespective o f the number o f modifiers:

A ll  these three texts contain very long accounts of 
those interesting events.

These three texts contain long accounts o f those
events.

These texts contain accounts o f events.

T exts contain accounts.

T h e  optionality o f certain phrase constituents can be 
spotted i f  the Indus texts are arranged into a ‘ grid’ (fig. 6 . 1  ), 
but that is by no means all that can be learnt from such an 
arrangement. T h e  grid used here differs slightly from the 
computer-processed concordance lists (fig. 4 .7 ) , where the 
key sign(s) in different inscriptions appear in the same
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i l I I I

v £ 1 1 " 0

I 9 Ff a : " 0

f V  ) 0 ) £ " 0  fHil
v * £ 1 1 " 0  $4 ^
V f 6 I U llll!J ' f  oC " 0

'X'

V i t i " ©
P. ©

V A H ! oC ©

v a : HIUI4  oG © " 0  §
k l J

E

orio t $ UN
) tx:

N K v  . £

i  ^  tx:

E *

F ig . 6 . 1 .  A  ‘grid’ analysis of some Indus inscriptions 
illustrating the positional slots I—III.

column, unlike the signs forming the context, which are 
quoted continuously (except for gaps indicating a shift o f line 
or side) in each inscription. In  the grid, the context signs too 
are keyed, so that similar or analogical signs and phrases in 
different inscriptions form columns; in this arrangement gaps 
are left in the rows as and when required, because one or more 
intermediate elements appearing in any one inscription may 
be missing in others.

T h ero w s and columns o f the grid correlate the syntagmatic 
and paradigmatic relationships o f single signs and sign 
sequences. T h e  word syn tagm (a) means ‘ a string o f elements 
forming a syntactic unit’ , coming (like the word syn ta x  

‘ sentence structure and its rules or study’) from the Greek 
verb s y n -  ‘ together’ +  tassein  ‘to arrange’ =  ‘to put together, to 
put in (linear) order’ . A  p a ra d ig m a tic  relationship is ‘the 
relationship o f substitution between one linguistic unit and 
other comparable units at a particular place in a structure’ ; the 
term comes from p a ra d ig m  ‘ set o f all the inflectional forms o f a 
word’ (< G r e e k  p a ra d e ig m a  ‘pattern, model’ ), since different 
inflectional forms o f a given word often alternate with each 
other paradigmatically. In the syntagms I  saw  a  b ir d  and We 
saw  a  b ird , the subjects I  and we stay in a paradigmatic relation 
to each other. T o  quote an example o f the phonetic level o f 
relationships, the initial consonants in m a k e , take, b a k e  are 
paradigmatically related. ;

T h e  syntagmatic relationships that can be determined from 
such grids give us relevant information concerning (a) the

combination(s) o f signs and sign sequences, i.e. which signs 
(or sign sequences) are combined with which other signs (or 
sign sequences), and (b) the linear (word) order o f  these signs 
or sign sequences, i.e. the distribution o f  signs and sign 
sequences in longertexts. T h e  paradigmatic relationships that 
can be determined from such grids give us relevant 
information concerning (a) which signs or sign sequences are 
mutually exclusive within a particular syntagmatic ‘position’ , 
and (b) the extent or possibilities o f  variation within a 
particular syntagmatic ‘position’ . In other words, the 
investigation o f the syntagmatic relationships determined 
from these grids leads to the establishment o f  particular 
‘functional’ or ‘grammatical’ units, whereas the investigation 
o f paradigmatic relationships leads to the establishment o f the 
range and structure o f these particular ‘functional’ or 
‘grammatical’ units.

Even a cursory examination o f such grids will show that 
particular signs and phrases which recur in many inscriptions 
tend to be in the same linear order. It  is true that occasionally 
cases o f differing ‘word order’ are to be found (confirming the 
division o f a longer sequence into several independently 
occurring segments or phrases; see § 5.3); but on the whole, 
the syntagmatic order o f units seems to remain fairly constant. 
T h is  raises the question o f the extent to which it will be 
possible to correlate the order o f the written units with the 
order o f the linguistic units in the language o f the inscriptions.

Several constraints must be noted here. T h e linguistic 
elements that are expected to correspond to the signs are 
morphemes rather than phonemes (§ 5.4). Secondly, all o f the 
morphemes pronounced in the spoken Indus language may 
not, and are not even likely to, have a counterpart in its written 
form (§§ 2.2 and 5.4). In  the third place, all preserved Indus 
inscriptions are very  short, appearing on objects like seals, 
which are not so likely to contain even normal sentences, with 
such basic constituents as a verbal predicate or an object, let 
alone complex sentences.

Nevertheless, by means o f  a comparative analysis o f  the 
Indus ‘ sentences’ it is possible to construct a general model 
for their linear structure, consisting o f a series o f slots which 
may or may not be filled. Signs and phrases occupying the 
same positional slot would either represent the same 
grammatical category or share the same semantic meaning. As 
word order varies from language to language (§ 6 .1  ), we can 
hardly expect dramatic results before the genetic affinity o f 
the Indus language has been identified. B ut in the 
decipherment o f the M aya script, where long inscriptions 
containing full sentences are available and the language o f the 
inscriptions is known, this method o f ‘positional schematism’ 
has played a major role (§ 3.4). In  addition to the language, 
however, we must also be acquainted with the ‘routine 
formulae’ o f the specific textual categories (§§ 7.3—5).
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Internal evidence for the Indus language

F i g .  6 . 2 .  T w o  unusually long texts with sequences 
representing more than one ‘cycle’ of positions I—II I : (a) 10 12 ; 
(b) 2654.

U ntil the grid analysis has been computerized, it seems 
practical to concentrate on a few easily recognized 
constituents. In  the following, I distinguish ‘cycles’ with three 
major ‘positions’ , numbered I to I I I  (fig. 6 .1), each with 
further subslots. T h e  criteria on which the grid analysis is 

based consist o f the results o f the segmental analysis (§ 5.3) 
and the occurrence o f  repeated and statistically significant 
patterns at the beginning and end o f the positions. A ll the 
positions need not be filled in any particular inscription; a 
cycle may be realized with signs belonging to position I alone, 
or position II  alone (this is very common), or position H I 
alone, or w e may have combination I +  I I  or I +  I I I  or 

II  +  I I I .  Som e unusually long texts contain two or more such 
cycles; a major syntactic boundary is likely to occur between 
the cycles (fig. 6.2).

P o s i t i o n  I

A  phrase that belongs to this position, unless it has been 
omitted, usually starts the inscription and often consists o f 
just two signs; compare the following six pairs and one set o f 
four parallel inscriptions:

1 1 1 4 V M l l 1 ' © 3346
1082 I I V M 1I 1 ' 0 26 18 U 0  0  " 0
118 9 0  I 1 17 0
6044 V  I " 0 2208 ti l l  W *  n ® U
1294 " O 2572 r 11111 ©

2102 " 0 2080 r  -  " 0

1387 ffl t  1/  V ® 13 6 1 r  -  j  9

1554 BJ t  '9: 11 0 2542 r  -  ;  ©

A  position I phrase is usually easily recognized by the signs 
that typically occur at its beginning and end. In  the above 
examples, seven particularly diagnostic signs alternate with 
each other at the beginning. These and other signs which are 
usually found in the initial position may sometimes be

preceded by either { 1  ) one or two (possibly attributive) signs, 
or (2) a phrase found in position I I  o f another cycle, or (3) 
both.

Am ong the signs that end a position I phrase, two 
paradigmatic sets are particularly prominent: ( 1 ) ',  " and ), 
and (2) V ,  V  and V .  These two sets differ from each other 
in some respects. Thus a sign belonging to set 2 can occur 
after a sign belonging to set I :

1220  Î  ■ " ( =  a position II phrase)
1 361  T 1" y j

4556 -t - w )
1029 ■" v  ) ,9
1469 V  T U  ) ) (where V  ^  I  is a common position I I  

phrase).

Secondly, the signs o f set 2 can start an inscription, while the 
signs o f set I cannot:

2463 V G V 1 ' © v
0731

T h e plain sign V , which usually ends a position I I  phrase 
and consequently the whole inscription in most cases, 
sometimes ends the position I phrase, e.g., in c - 12

T O I V  'J 9 , but normally the sequence ) ) is  followed by

, V  or V .  T h e  following two sets o f inscriptions suggest 
that the plain sign V  is closely related to (though not 
interchangeable with) the signs V  and l J  :

2300 v  » v  r  o  1005 v  l) 2600 0 0 0

1457  H  ( V i !  9 1225  H  C 4459 V U )

Thus the signs V  and V  may well be ligatures o f the plain 
sign V .  T h e other components o f these ligatures would then 
most likely be the signs ‘ and " , as these usually conclude a 
normal position 1 phrase. This explanation fits the 
distribution o f some o f the signs that typically begin position 
I, like ©, and 0 . Though relatively infrequently, they also 
tend to occur at the end o f an inscription, which is the normal 
place for U .  T h e r e  these signs are normally n o t  followed by 
the signs 1, 11 and V :

2 176  ®  T ù  , 1338  0  V  y , 2474 0  A  A ©  V

T h e fact that the ligatures V  and V  and the plain sign V  
m ay both be dropped (§ 6.3) strengthens the case for a 

connection between them:

3 16 2  U O  11 1420
2 4 15  II) ^  316 2  W ^ W ò  II

A ll the evidence therefore suggests that the signs 11 and V are 
special markers required by the structure o f the inscriptions in 
position I.
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(b)

F ig . 6 .3 . (a--c) The three sides of an amulet from Harappa (3305), each side showing a deity and the same single Indus sign. The god 
with bull’s legs and a raised club (cf. fig. 14 .12b) compares directly with the sign 7;' (fig. 5.1 no. 9).

On each o fth e  three sides o f  amulet 3305 (fig. 6.3), the sign
V  occurs alone. H ere at least, this sign cannot be a bound 
morphological marker, but must be a distinct word, probably 
the name o f the deity depicted on the amulet, or a title applied 
to gods, such as ‘Lo rd ’ in English. Should this really be the 
case, then the same might be assumed to be true for the plain

V  sign at the end o f position I I ,  especially in the light o f  the 
evidence o f seals 2300, etc., quoted above. In  this respect we 
must notice that in (S)O V  languages titles generally follow 

names:

(S)VO (S)OV
M r Jones Jöns avarkal (Tamil)
King Asoka asoko raja (Sanskrit)

There is one circumstance that suggests that the phrase in 
position I may be a title. T h e obverse o f seals M -318 and H-102 
bears a text consisting o f phrases in positions I and I I ,  while 
the knob on the reverse side repeats sim ply the respective 
position I phrase (fig. 6.4a-d). F o r example, some occasions 
may have required a stamp indicating just the person’s official 
title, while on other occasions he may have given both his title 

and his proper name in the seal impression. From  these 
exceptional seals we may assume that individuals may have 
possessed two (or more) separate seals, corresponding to the 
two sides o f these seals. In seal M -1203, only the second o f the 
first two signs on the obverse is repeated on the reverse (fig. 

6 .4e-f). T h e  first sign, which could be omitted, may express 
an attribute o f the indispensable title rendered by the second 
sign: k  ‘man with a raised club’ (fig. 6.3) =  ‘strong, m ighty’ ?

P o sitio n  I I

T h ere may be one or more phrases in position I I ;  in the longer 

sequences, the following components (each o f which may be 
omitted) can be distinguished, starting from the beginning 

and moving towards the end:
( 1)  signs preceding ‘fish’ signs (as their attributes?), usually 

one (C(, G), ii!i, I) or two ( © ), rarely more, but in such cases
always following each other in a fixed order;

(2) a sequence o f one, two or three successive signs whose 
basic shape looks like a fish (including both ‘fish’ ligatures and 
recurring compound-like sequences like 11 + th e  plain ‘fish’ 
sign, or T  +  the plain ‘fish’ sign), plus or m inus some specific 
sequences like 111 (these follow the ‘fish’ signs, i f  there are 
any, but may also occur without them. T h e  signs belonging to 
this group o f ‘fish’ signs are num erically very significant in the 
Indus inscriptions — approximately 10 per cent o f all 
occurrences — and they occupy a focal position in the attempt 
at decipherment to which this book is devoted (§§ lo .iff.));

(3) a series o f one or m ore sequences, each consisting o f one 
or several signs, with a large number o f alternatives.

T h e phrase(s) in position II conclude(s) either (a) in the 
sign V  or (b) in the sign f  or (c) in some other sign. M ost 
Indus inscriptions end with the phrase(s) in position I I ,  so 
that this threefold classification o f the final sign often applies 
to the inscription as a whole. B ut it must be borne in mind that 
not infrequently the position I I  phrase is followed by a 
position I I I  one, so a distinction must be made according to 
whether the inscription-final ‘other sign(s)’ belong to position 
II  or position I II. F or examples, see fig. 6. 1.
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(d) (f)

F i g .  6 . 4 .  Three seals with an inscription on the knob of the reverse repeating (in the case of f  only partly) the initial portion of the 
inscription on the obverse: (a-b) H-102 from Harappa; (c--d) M-318; (e-f) M-1203 from Mohenjo-daro.

In  the unusually long texts with two or more cycles (fig.
6.2), phrases with a I la  ending and a I lb  ending occur side by 
side. I f  both relate to one and the same person, i.e. the owner 
o f the object, they are complementary in meaning. In  that 
case, individual Harappans m ay have owned several seals, 
with inscriptions ending in I la , IIb , I le  or I I I ,  just as th eyare  
likely to have had separate seals containing nothing but a 
position I phrase.

P o s i t i o n  I I I

Position I I I  is initially defined by the occurrence of a phrase 
or two after signs V  and Î  ending a position II  phrase, which 
is normally the case. But such a phrase or phrases can also 
occur after a position II phrase ending in some other sign 
(Ile), or alone (position I I I  form ing then the entire 
inscription), or directly after* a phrase in position I.

One configuration connected with the final phrases o f the 
inscriptions seems quite significant in this connection. When

a position I I I  phrase occurs after a position II phrase ending 
in V ,  the sign which immediately precedes this Ila-fin al sign 
V  usually belongs to the group o f ‘fish’ signs ( II-2  above). It 
is one o f these same ‘fish’ signs that most often precedes the 
llb -fin a l sign Î .  T h e  ‘fish’ signs occur also in inscriptions 
ending with I le , i.e. with no position I I I  phrase following, but 
in that case there is usually one or more signs belonging to the 

I I -3  group between the Ila-fin al sign V  and the ‘fish’ sign(s) 
(see figs. 6.5, 6 . 6 ) .  A  possible explanation o f this structural 
pattern will be proposed at the end o f section 7 . 5 .

A fter this very provisional syntagmatic analysis we turn to 
the paradigmatic patterns.

6 .3 T h e  p ro b le m  o f  in flectio n

T h e recognition o f inflectional paradigms in systematic sign 
alternations at the end o f words played a major role in the 
decipherment o fL in ear B. It enabled not only the building up
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111 \!J 15" - 0 . 1 . 3 - 0 1 10 0 0 - 3

M 4 - 0 11111 oro 0 --'I

f  À 1 - 0 I t f 8 -  1

* 0 ' - 2 I - w # 1 -  0

* 8 - 2 lit W&- 2.-  O * « 0  - 1 -4 -  0

1 -  0 l i l l0 «.Q - 1 -  O î « « 2. -  o- ^  M W 2-~  0
1 - 0 0 = 1

5 -  1 0 -.1 N ^ - 0 -  1

m .W « T 3 - 0 13 - -'t $ h r l « T 2.-  0
1 - 0 0 - 1  .

f T « 1 - 2 ) 2. -  0

« ; ) - 3 ) 11111 0 - 1
HU 2 .-  1 0 0 0 - 2

« ì i i 7  - 1 [fil O - 2 .;

^ : : : i 0 -  1 + 0 -  1

■ * l 1 -  0 4 ) 1 - 0

« I I 3  - 2. 1 -  0 * & - I | 0 - 1  . 4)11 1 - 0
1 -  O U I J 0 - 1

0 - 5 ux&ß 0--' 1

( £ 7  * 0 -  1 A 2A 1 -  0

.V A  1 1  -  0
0 -  1 l l l W « 3 - 0 AAA, À 1 ■ -  0
1 -  0 g . 0 - 1
3 - 0 r n i j ) « « 1 O l l A 0 --1
1 -  0 0 -  1

” 0 0 -  1

A 12. -  2. n i \ A l « 4  -  R> ? « 2 . - 0 1 H 1 -  0 .
6 - 0 i i i \ ! J « « 2 . - 0 <■ •1 -  0
2 . -  0 1 0

r n w « « o f '1 - 0 1 ■ 1 -  0

*  I 1  -  0 . 11 ^  l[ 1 -  0

£ -4 -  1 ' H l ^ « 1 -  0

f « « i l 1 - 0

i i i 0 « « 1 - 0

« 0 -  1 i l l y « « 1 -  0

7 - 3 u w « 2 . -  0 f t «  1 - 0  :t A *  1 - 0

« ■ « I I 1 -  O r n w K « n 1 -  O

1 -  0
A -  1 2. - 0

»  I '  -  1

Q - 3 . ■ i i i 1 .! ) ^ - 1 -  0
0 - 1
2 .-  0

1 1 -  0 m \!J| ‘ 2 . - 0

F i g .  6 . 5 .  Integral sign sequences occurring immediately before the sign f  and the sequence * V ,  classified and with their respective 
frequencies of occurrence (ignoring identical inscriptions). The majority of these signs belong to the ‘fish’ group (column I), often 
followed by the sequence III (column 11).
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a n d  Jz f-Q -  
seq u e n c es  { 1) sec|uencts (2 )

* v a i  V A

i * v x O V *

B J v a

i xw 4 f O O V A

Y 0 0 9 0 V A

4 T A  0 0  *

i  ' * a n d

4
sequences

M ! V A i  l *

r t V 4 B J  'f  4

V 4 t f i H ' t X
LLLU I 
U Ü X V 4 m 4 4

X 4 ° 1 ° 1 4

V X 4 e l f  A

N K V 4

N 4 f A f

r

N K . 4 f  ll  t 4  .

N K x sec^-uences

4

i x i  ; *

r r 4 B J  ! 4 !

4 1  1 14 !

" x 1 V X i ° : a i

" x 1 4 I ° ^ . ' 4 !'

f  A ! A !

F ig . 6 .6. A simplified analysis of the ‘final phrases’ (in position 
III)  that occur after the different ‘ fish’ signs (and the sign X  , 
which provides supplementary data). In this figure, the plain 
‘fish’ sign stands for any one of the various ‘fish’ signs, and all the 
signs preceding this ‘fish’ sign are ignored. The table lists the 
signs occurring immediately after the sequences «  0  X  (see
§ 6.3 for the variation between the sign V a n d  zero represented 
by an empty space in this position) as well as those occurring after 
the sequences t-x  «  l-x-l (see § 5 .1 for their probable 
functional similarity). The signs and sign sequences in position 
I I I  appear to fall into two groups: (i) ‘man’ and other signs 
framed in this figure: they are found only after V  (or its zero

2600 V Y Ù 4076 ^ Y 0 0135 ^ Y 0  " 0

2389 |1'  I 2371 ^  !1'|
1201 8624

1602 V 1 & . 3284 ^  1mA.
1279 V t } 1475 f ^ ) }

Fig. 6.7. Paradigmatic alternation at the end o f some recurring 
sequences of Indus signs.

o f  a phonetic grid but also a rough grammatical analysis o f the 
texts (§ 3.2). Can we discover evidence for inflection in the 
Indus inscriptions?

M any scholars have concluded that the signs V  and Î  are 
likely to represent inflectional suffixes. These signs usually 
occur at the end o f inscriptions, are very frequent, and can be 
postfixed to a large num ber o f different signs; they are 
m utually exclusive (one never being found before or after the 
other), and seem to alternate after many recurring sequences, 

e.g. U  II vs. i  X  11, or U  M6 §  vs. Î DM. § .  T h is paradigmatic 
alternation can sometimes involve other signs too (fig. 6.7).

T h e  sign ^  is  evidently a ligature o f  the signs and V ,
and probably a ligature o f  the signs 0  and Î (though A  is 
theoretically also possible; however, this sign never occurs as 
the final sign nor does it figure in alternations o f  the kind 
illustrated above). T h e signs X ,  X  and X  are not as frequent 
as U  and I, but they occur relatively often, and almost always 
at the end o f an inscription. Whenever these signs occur in the 
middle o f an inscription, it is usually possible to show that 
they belong to the preceding rather than the following 
sequence. Except for a couple o f doubtful cases, they are not 
found at the beginning o f  an inscription. On these grounds the 
signs appear to form  a coherent system, and in 1969 our 

Finnish team set up the following hypothetical paradigm of 
inflectional suffixes (fig. 6.8):

case singular plural
nominative zero 1
oblique case 1 (genitive) v
oblique case 2 (dative) t *

Fig. 6.8. Indus language inflection pattern proposed (and 
abandoned) by the Finnish team in 1969. Cf. Parpola et al 1969a: 
18 -23 ; 1969b: 6-8.

This paradigm has been found to be untenable, however. 
Although the hypothesis fits most o f the material, there are a 
few texts that refute it. Seals like 5061 A 1 V  and 6 172

variant), and (2) another group of signs, which occurs both after 
V  (or its zero variant), and j ,  | '., as w e ll as after the signs of 
the framed group.
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V  U  II  §  have sequences which should be impossible if  
the paradigm is right. It could be supposed, o f course, that the 
ligature if:! may occasionally be written in a different way, by 
placing its two components one after the other, but in that 
case their order would be wrong. Since the case governs the 
entire noun (phrase) -  including the categories for number 
(i.e. singular [unmarked] and plural [marked]) -  it should 
follow both the noun and the plural. M oreover, in inscription 
2472 W i f : !  , even such a ‘variant spelling’ hypothesis is 
impossible, especially in the light o f the fact that the signs V  
and I  are m utually exclusive (the sequences V  Î  and Î V  

never occur).
A  first step towards a different explanation is the 

observation that the three texts just mentioned are matched 
by inscriptions where the last sign is missing:

5061 W  X if:! 6 17 2  if:! V  U  ml §  2472 if:! V

3497 W i f : !  2818  V U  I.IA. 5021 V 'if :!
2526 V A  A !

M oreover, there is a further set o f parallels in which is 
dropped:

2375 if:! V 4  5061 if:! V : : t  if:! 2 5 19  11

36 17  i f : !&  6048 if:! 3073 if:! W  " " "O

In  this latter set, the alternative phrases m ay represent two 
ways o f expressing the same thing, i.e. the presence o f the sign

could be optional. In any case, this alternation o f the sign 
V  with zero (i.e. its absence) is confirmed by a large number 
o f parallel cases. T h e zero option is clearly the preferred 
alternative in medial occurrences, while at the end o f an 
inscription the presence o f the sign U  seems to be the norm. 
T h is  pattern does not conflict with (but neither does it prove) 

the hypothesis that it is an inflectional suffix, more 
particularly that o f the genitive.

In  order to show that and if:! are separate words and not 
suffixes, one would need inscriptions containing nothing but 
these signs. W ith one uncertain exception (the broken 
potsherd H-374), such inscriptions are lacking, probably for 
semantic reasons: it may not have made sense to write sim ply 
‘carrier’ (or the like), without specifying (for example) what is 
being carried. B u t an indirect hint is supplied by other signs 
occupying the same position, such as the ‘man’ sign, which 
will be studied more closely. Compare, for instance, the 
following:

5035 II/ i f : ! V : X *  3442 (rev.) O (obv.) ;:J:U if:!if:!
2344 110 9  ©

Inscriptions ending in the ‘man’ sign are very similar to 

others without it, as was the case with the ‘yoke carrier’ sign
( if:! U  J :  :%vs. U 1:  ):

70 31 "0
2775 © v x r  
1536  * V I | C D U Q V  
3 14 3  : ? : VXl l  
1 1 1 5  W "<>
2 17 7

2074 * U E R  'i t s  
3037

1376  \J1 'i:-" '
2380 v 1 : r

3306 V lI C D  
3289 V X I I  
1 1 8 1
2580 W " 0
5020
5021 v

Sim ilarly, the sign [, which follows the sign f'.tl in seal 0003 
E i f : !V ,is  seen after the ‘m an’ sign in a number o f inscriptions 
resembling those cited above:

316 4

3325 ;.t :T
2404 iif:! V  llill°T° Â
12 27  (obv.) H :  U l l  W

70 31 * V - : 0 " 0  
2775 1 '  V J :  I
2 15 5  1 : u  11111V /
1536  * V l I  C J O V Q X

W e  can now take a series o f three inscriptions for comparison:

2380 I

2775
3325 i  I

There seem to be two possibilities: either 1' and are 

separate ‘words’ form ing one ‘phrase’ with the preceding 
sequence which forms an integral whole in 2380, or they (or at 
least À ) are inflectional ‘suffixes’ added to the preceding 
sequence.

T h e  following complete inscriptions endorse the first 
alternative: 0206 , 3235 E 34 14  E V  In  all these cases, the
‘man’ sign is modified by the addition o f diacritics, which 
undoubtedly give it a special meaning. On the other hand, the 
plain ‘man’ sign and the parallel sequence § 1: do not occur 
alone, again (like the ‘yoke carrier’ signs) probably for 
semantic reasons: for i f  the sign 1: means just ‘m an’, as is 
suggested by its form, it would be meaningless without a 
closer specification. This specification o f the plain ‘man’ sign 
could be a genitive attribute, for exam ple. Perhaps such a 
construction demands the presence o f  the V  sign in front of 
the ‘man’ sign, for V  never seems to be dropped in this 
context.

T h e  sign X  repeatedly occurs in contexts parallel to those 
o f the ‘man’ sign:

36 15  V if:! I 4087 1: V
3026 X V if:!U  1057 X V i f : ! " 0

As the ligature 'X' is the only sign on seal 50 31, it should 
represent a word there, not merely a suffix. It  seems likely that 
it is a ‘word’ , not a ‘suffix’ even in texts 3026 and 1057.

A s in front o f  the various ‘yoke carrier’ signs, the sign V  
alternates with zero also in front o f other signs or sequences 
which usually end the inscription, including the one we have 
just been discussing (but not the "man’ sign, as noted above):
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1053 x w ?  2281
4160 1096 E i t ^ " O
5031 'X ' 2244 N

In these cases, the final sign or sequence is one that can occur 
as an integral phrase.

T h e  existence o f a ‘word’ boundary between *  or Ë 1:  and
V  in inscriptions like those above runs counter to the Soviet 
team’s findings regarding inflection in the Indus inscriptions. 
Analysing the Indus texts into ‘blocks’ corresponding to 
linguistic units by means o f their recurrence (but without due 
regard to the boundaries suggested by the parallel texts), the 
Soviet • scholars distinguish between (1) ‘attributive 
sem ivariables’, which may appear before ‘constant’ signs, (2) 
‘constant’ signs, one or two forming a sequence which remains 
the same in all contexts, (3) ‘semivariable’ signs (above all V  
and Î  ), which immediately follow the ‘constant’ signs and 
always precede the ‘variable’ signs (if they are present), and 
(4) ‘ variable’ signs occurring at the end o f the blocks.

Chiefly on the basis o f their position and stability, the 
‘constant’ signs are equated with ‘roots’ (said to consist o f one 
sign in morphemic and o f two in syllabic spelling), the 
‘semivariables’ with derivational or stem-forming suffixes, 
and the ‘ variables’ with such morphological markers as gender 
and case suffixes. T hus, in the opinion o f the Soviet scholars, 
the following sequences form a ‘micro-paradigm o f variable 
signs’ (fig. 6.9):

Indus sequences Dravidian reading English translation
(4) (3) (2) (1)

per amma great lady
\ f  OC n per amma-at(tu) the ruling great lady's (power)

^  "t" peramma-at(tu)-kii belonging to the great lady (poss. dat.)
^  ke peramma-at(tu)-iihe of the red great lady

I ̂  ^  "t" per amma-at(tu)-iijl-kii to him of the great lady

F i g .  6.9. Indus language inflection pattern proposed by the 
Soviet team in - 1968-81. Cf. Knorozov [1968] 1976: 103; 
Knorozov et al. 1981: ioff., 28ff.

In  the sequence I  1:  V  1: u.r, the sign V  is interpreted, 
according to the Soviet reconstruction, as the Proto- 
Dravidian formant o f the oblique stem * - a t ( t u ) ,  which can 
fonction in the genitive case as well, the sign 1 '  is said to be 

the marker o f the masculine gender (however, the 
assumed Proto-Dravidian * - a t ( t u ) - i i t z  is hardly the origin o f 
Tam il -tt-ii'!}, to which it is compared), and the sign I  is said to 
be the marker o f the dative case, * - k i i  in Proto-Dravidian (but 
* - ( k ) k u  according to Zvelebil 1977a: 33). T h is construction 
obviously collapses as an inflectional paradigm i f  I  1 : and
V  3: I  are in reality separate ‘words’ .

T h e Soviet scholars think that the ‘sem ivariables’ (1), 
which may or may not precede the ‘constant’ signs (2), are 
attributive. T h is seems a plausible hypothesis.

We have seen (in § 5.3) that such ‘prefix’-like signs as 
and appear to be optional (singly or as a sequence c(© ) in 
front o f recurring sequences. T h at these signs are probably 
not grammatical prefixes is suggested by the following 
features o f the sequences. In  a non-final position the signs 
and Q  normally do not take ‘suffices’ , but at the end o f an 
inscription they are followed by the sign U  (e.g. 12 17  V  or 
3726 V  " ®  ). Occasionally this happens even in the 
middle o f an inscription, so that there is an alternation 
between the sign V  and zero:

2555 i  r  *
2539 i  r  *  v

On this basis, the ‘prefix’ -like signs or (in the Soviet 
terminology) ‘attributive semivariables’ are like the recurrent 
sequences (or ‘constant’ signs) preceding the ‘yoke carrier’ 
and ‘man’ signs when the latter occur in the inscription-final 
position. One possibility for interpreting this common group 
o f prefixed phrases is to see them as genitive attributes (see 
pp. 96 -7 ).

In  the Indus script, the attribute often consists o f a single 
sign, prefixed without any explicitly written morphological 
marker; but this does not necessarily mean that the attributes 

were indeclinable in the Indus language, because such 
markers could have been omitted in the script. Sim ilarly, from 
the point o f view o f linguistic structure it would be important 
i f  we could establish the presence or absence o f prefixes, but 
the early Sum erian example quoted in section 2.2 reminds us 
that such grammatical finesses as prefixes or infixes could be 
omitted altogether in early scripts, even i f  they were present in 
the spoken language.

L e t us now summarize what we know about the possibility o f 
inflection in the Indus language. I f  the short Indus texts 
consist mainly o f noun phrases, as seems most probable, the 
cases most likely to occur may be expected to be the 
nominative (often zero-marked), genitive and dative cases. 
The assumption o f an ‘accusative’ case for marking ‘ objects’ 
becomes relevant only i f  the Indus texts are thought to have 
contained verbs as well, and even then this is not necessary 
because there are languages without an overt marking for the 
accusative case.

T h e occurrence o f complete sentences with finite verbs 
remains a possibility, o f course. T h e position o f the finite verb 
varies in different languages according to the word order 
typology. I f  the Indus language represents the (S)O V 
language type, for example (§ 6. 1 ), a good candidate for a verb 
would be something found at the end oflonger texts that does 
not occur in shorter ones (i.e. the signs in position I I I  in § 6.2). 
In  any case, we must bear in  mind that non-finite verb forms 
(especially participles), with objects in the accusative and

!

i

!
I

I

!
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other complements, are by no means unlikely to occur among 
the nominal attributes o f noun phrases.

T h e  m ost likely candidates for inflectional markers are the 

two signs U  and Î  mentioned at the beginning o f this section. 
T h e y  occur with a high frequency, are juxtaposed w ith many 
different signs, and are generally word-final; in  those 
instances where other signs follow them in the text, it is often 
possible to show that there is a word boundary between these 
signs and the following ones. Th is also indicates that the signs 
that follow them are themselves ‘words’ and not other markers 
for different grammatical categories.

Assum ing that these signs are attached to nouns or noun 
phrases, it seems reasonable to regard them as representing 
some type o f grammatical category compatible with noun 
phrases, one likely candidate being ‘case’ markers. Th is is 
supported by the fact that, excluding some texts o f dubious 
nature, the signs in question do not occur separately and are in 
some instances optionally employed. In  many languages, case 
relations can be expressed either with or without explicit case 
markers (in English, for example, t h e  t a b l e  o f  /  i n  t h e  h a l l  =  t h e  

h a l l  t a b l e ) .

I f  premodification is preferred in the Indus language (§§ 
6. 1 —2), one would expect to find that not only ‘adjectives’ but 
also ‘genitives’ m odifying noun phrases should be placed in 
front o f the noun phrases they m odify. One would also expect 
to find that a marker for the genitive case is employed with two 
separate noun phrases, i.e. the modified (which would be 
unmarked for case) and the modifying noun (which would be 

marked for the genitive case), as in most phrases filling 
positions I I  +  I I I .  H aving numerous instances o f the sign I J  
employed with only a single noun in a short text, and rather 

frequently in text-final position, therefore either indicates (a) 
that the sign is not, strictly speaking, a sign for the genitive 

case being employed exclusively as a modifier o f another noun 
phrase, or (b) that the ‘genitive case’ has a much more general 
fonction, e.g. possession. Something stamped with a seal 
ending in this sign would then be labelled as ‘the possession of 

X ’, while in other contexts the same sign could fonction as a 
genitive marker. In South D ravidian languages, for example, 
these two fonctions fuse in the possessive case marker that has 
(relativelyrecently) developed from a postfixed noun meaning 
‘possession, property, wealth’ ( u t a y ) .

Other interpretations cannot be excluded, however. 
Particularly important is the suggested functional connection 
between the plain sign V  o f position II  with the ligatured 
signs V  and V  in position I. In  the three-sided amulet 
illustrated in fig. 6.3, the sign V  occurs alone and therefore is 
hardly a morphological marker, but rather a distinct word, 
probably referring to the deity depicted on the amulet. Thus 
the sign U  could be a title o f respect commonly added to 
proper names, whether human or divine. T h is hypothesis

does not necessarily exclude that o f the possessive marker, for 
South Asian languages provide several examples o f titles 
formed from nouns meaning ‘possession, property’, e.g. 
Tam il u t a i y a v a n  ‘owner, possessor o f wealth, master, lord, 
husband, ruler’ (cf. u t a i  ‘possession’), or the synonymous 
Sanskrit s v ä m i n  (cf. s v a -  ‘one’s own’ ). Perhaps the diacritics 
like 11 served to distinguish between such different meanings, 
possibly by expressing derivational suffixes.

W e must conclude by frankly admitting our present 
inability to identify morphological markers with any cer­
tainty.

6.4 A  co m p u te riz e d  sy n ta c tic  a n a ly s is

Th is section describes a method o f analysing the Indus 
inscriptions with the help o f a computer. It  has been 
developed by Seppo Koskenniem i, K im m o Koskenniem i and 
Paivikki Parpola with the following assumptions as the 
starting-point: ( 1 ) the Indus script is a morphemic writing 
system and (2) the correspondence between signs and 
morphemes may not be one to one, that is, not all morphemes 
need be indicated in the script, but what is redundant in a 

context may be omitted.
These assumptions im ply that similarities in the 

distribution o f signs and systematic replacements of signs in 
similar contexts cannot be expected systematically to reflect 
phonological similarities (e.g. shared phonological compo­
nents, as in the grid worked out for Linear B  by K ober and 
Ventris, fig. 3.3). Replacements and similar distributions 
must be interpreted in terms o f the distribution of morphemes 
or morpheme clusters, and this is the domain o f syntax (or 
syntax and morphology together).

The findings and hypotheses o f the distributional analysis 
are to be expressed in terms o f a f o r m a l g r a m m a r  (based on the 
outward formal structure o f the language, as opposed to a 
n o t i o n a l  g r a m m a r , whose terms rely on extralinguistic 
notions). A ny set o f strings with a meaningful syntax, such as 
the corpus o fln d u s inscriptions, can be described by a formal 
grammar. Am ong the different types o f formal grammars, 
context-free gramm ars (i.e. grammars ignoring the non­
linguistic situations in which language is used) are the 
simplest, with sufficient power to produce some kind of 
description o f a natural language. T h ey  are also the most 
complex o f the grammars that can be managed with a 

relatively easy formalism.
It has proved impossible to infer a context-free grammar 

correctly from a text i f  no information additional to the sign 
distributions is available. In  order to collect the necessary 
additional information, the method described here analyses 
the combinatorial properties o f the strings. Th is is not 
sufficient for a complete, uniquely correct grammar, but in
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this case the grammar need not be complete. T h e purpose o f 
the present procedure is sim ply to find structural features o f 
the strings that describe the properties and relationships of 
the signs.

Inform ation for form ing context-free rules can be collected 

in several different ways. T h e approaches used here are 
syntagmatic, paradigmatic (for these terms, see § 6.2) and the 
‘H arris’ approach’ (pp. ç8--()). These are all three based on 

the assumption that the set o f strings has a reasonable syntax, 
which means that not all sequences o f signs are possible. Th is 

is characteristic o f natural languages. ‘ S ign ’ here refers to the 
unit to be analysed. In the Indus script it is a grapheme 
probably standing for a morpheme, but in the analysis o f an 
English text it might be a word, represented in writing by 
several characters (letters) .

Word boundaries are not indicated in the Indus script. The 
preceding sections have described conventional methods 
purporting first to segment the continuous texts into ‘words’ 
and then to analyse and classify the segments. T h e  method 

outlined here does not separate these two operations but 
unifies them within a single syntactic analysis.

I f  we study sentences (or utterances) as sequences of 
morphemes, and not as sequences o f phonological units, we 

notice that there are no formal criteria for distinguishing 
between attributes and affixes, or between postpositions and 
inflectional endings. We should therefore not hurry to make 
such distinctions early on. T h e stability o f patterns and their 

freedom o f occurrence will perhaps provide s^ufcient 
evidence for decisions o f this nature to be taken at a later stage. 
Furtherm ore, we do not know in advance whether the 
language o f  the texts is analytic (having just one morpheme 
per word) or synthetic (having more than one morpheme per 
word). T h e computerized syntactic analysis described here 

can handle both cases.
T h e s y n t a g m a t i c  a p p r o a c h  studies the probabilities o f sign 

co-occurrence. Som e o f the signs are more frequent than 
others; some may be extrem ely rare. T h e accidental co­
occurrence o f  two frequent signs side by side is probable, 
whereas for two rare signs it would be a surprising 

coincidence, especially i f  it were repeated. T h e strength o f  a 
syntactic connection between two successive signs is 
approximated by comparing the actual frequency o f the pair 
to its statistically expected frequency. I f  the actual frequency 
is significantly greater than the expected, the syntactic 
connection is supposed to be strong. On the other hand, an 
observed frequency that is near the expected frequency 
indicates the probability o f a major syntactic boundary. When 
we have the approximations for the syntactic strengths o f the 
joints, we can draw an approximate syntax tree for the 
inscription by joining adjacent signs or constituents m 
descending order o f their joint strength (fig. 6.10).

Internal evidence fo r the Indus language -------------------------------

of the pair

The expected frequency 1 1 4 6 4 1
of the pair

Approximation to the 69 3 75 2 38 21
strength ofthelinkage

F i g .  6 . i o .  An Indus text (2541) analysed syntagmatically 
according to the pairwise frequencies o f its signs. After 
Koskenniemi 1981: 128, fig. 1 (as in Parpola 1986a: 409, fig. 3).

T h e  ‘H a r r i s ’  a p p r o a c h  is based on the method for 
discovering morpheme boundaries from sentence-forming 
phoneme sequences developed by Zellig Harris in the 1950s. 
I t  considers sentences with identical openings, counting the 

number o f alternative continuations after each phoneme. T h e 
continuous differentiation o f alternatives can be presented by 
a tree structure, as in the following English example (fig. 
6 .1 1) :

F i g .  6 . 1 1 .  Branching o f alternative continuations after each 
phoneme in English words beginning in the same way. After P. 
Parpola 1987: 4, based on Harris 1968.

W ithin a morpheme the number o f alternatives decreases 
gradually, while on a morph boundary it suddenly increases, 
as illustrated by a phonetically written English sentence in 
figure 6 .12 .

T h e coordinate points connected with lines represent the 
number o f possible continuations after each phoneme. It can 
be seen that the peaks o f  the graph match the morpheme 
boundaries marked with dots. In  cases where the beginning o f 
a morpheme is identical with some complete morpheme (e.g. 
d i s - ,  d i - ) ,  the boundary is often misplaced. T h e error can in 
most cases be corrected by doing the analysis in the reverse 
direction (i.e. for sentences ending similarly). T h is type o f

T
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F i g .  6 . I 2 .  Syntactic morph boundaries and the number of 
possible continuations after each phoneme in the English 
sentence ‘Dogs were indisputably quicker.’ The coordinate 
points connected with lines describe the number o f possible 
continuations after each phoneme. The peaks of the graph 
correspond to the syntactic morph boundaries marked with dots 
in the phonetic transcription of the sentence. After Harris 1968: 

2 5 , fig. 1.3.

analysis is  made possible by  the redundancy built into natural 
languages.

H arris’s method was developed for finding morphological 
boundaries in phoneme sequences, but it can be applied to 

morpheme sequences as well. T h e  method has to be slightly 
modified, however, because the cohesion between mor­
phemes is much looser than between phonemes (in connected 
speech, adjacent sounds frequently assimilate to each other). 

A  syntax tree for a morpheme sequence can be formed by 
counting the texts that are identical up to each node, and by 
counting the possible continuations. T h e  number o f different 
signs that can follow is expected to rise at a major syntactic 
boundary (fig. 6. 13).

7 12 2 1

( 1 ) - (l) — (»— (l) - ( 5) - ( 5) — (14) (a)
3 /  4 /  (b)

Fig. 6 . I J .  An Indus text (the same as in fig. 6.10) analysed 
according to the ‘Harris method’. After Koskenniemi 1981: 129, 
fig. 2. (a) =  number o f inscriptions identical up to this sign. 
(b) =  number of different next signs.

Fig. 6 . 1 4 .  Nodes of a syntactic tree that govern both an 
obligatory and an optional element can be labelled according to 
the obligatory constituent. After Koskenniemi 1981: 130, fig. 3.

Figure 6 .13  gives a syntax tree fo r the same Indus text that 
was syntagmatically analysed in figure 6 .10 . I t  has been 
constructed by using texts in the corpus that have an identical 
beginning or ending. These two syntax trees have been 
constructed according to different criteria, but they are 
remarkably similar. Only the two highest nodes have changed 
their order; all lower-level constituents are identical.

T h e  syntax trees in figures 6 .10  and 6 .13  are unlabelled. 
Even a preliminary study o f  the paradigmatic relations shows 
that certain elements are optional, that is, one can find 
inscriptions containing a particular element and others 
without it that are otherwise identical. Nodes that govern both 
an obligatory and an optional element can be labelled 

according to the obligatory constituent, as in figure 6 .14 . The 
problems with the segmentation can now be seen i f  we look at 
the three signs that are furthest to the right in the sample 
inscription. Should there be one, two or three segments? 

N one o f these alternatives would seem adequately to reflect 
the relations between these signs.

T h e  proposed formal descriptive grammar for the Indus 
corpus is to have (at least) two levels o f categories: 
subcategories for signs or sign pairs with very similar 

distribution, and broader categories for collecting similarly 
functioning subcategories together. These broader categories 
would also cover whatever constructions are discovered (for 
instance, attribute +  noun that functions like a single noun). 
T h e  direction o f synthesis is from  the bottom up, starting 
from  the lowest level o f the syntax tree.

In  the p a r a d i g m a t i c  a p p r o a c h ,  the degree o f similarity 
between two different signs (T , R) is computed on the basis o f 
their distributions; that is, how often they occur next to 
specific signs on the left (S 1) and on the right (S 2). A  similarity 
index is calculated for each pair o f signs. T w o signs with a 
high similarity are distributed very similarly and are expected 
to have syntactic properties that resemble each other. Such
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Occurrences: S, T S, R
T S, R

T :: R

Rules: u  -- T

u  -- R

F i g .  6 . 1 5 .  Rule-forming in the paradigmatic approach. After P. 
Parpola 1987: 3.

signs might be words belonging to the same part o f speech, for 
instance. In  a grammar, this could be presented by rules 
which produce these signs from the same non-terminal 
symbol (U) (fig. 6 .15).

T h e paradigmatic approach can take the syntagmatic 
analysis a stage further, by discovering whether the 
distribution o f a sign pair with a strong syntactic connection is 
similar to the distribution o f either o f the signs occurring in it. 
Only occurrences outside the pair are taken as representatives 
o f  the individual signs. Fo r instance, i f  T R  is a pair with a 
particularly strong syntactic connection, either the rule T  
- * T R , the rule R  - * T R  or the rule U  - * T R  (where U  is a 

new non-terminal) is recommended according to the dis­
tributions o f the signs and the entire sequence.

T he formal grammar is developed stepwise, through 
repeated statistical analysis. T h e grammar grows gradually as 
the work proceeds. Each addition or correction to the current 
version o f the grammar is based on the statistics and lists that 

have been computed using the information in the current 
grammar. Thus every iteration o f the program produces a 

number o f possible rules, out o f which the user chooses the 
ones to be added to the grammar. Between iterations the 
original set o f strings is always replaced with one obtained by 
partially parsing the original set according to the current 
version o f the grammar. Th is is repeated until the user is 
satisfied with the grammar (fig. 6.16).

(i) (ii) (iii)

A —►  a A
/ \

B —►  b A B D

D _  d 1 1 1
a b c d A —►  A B a b c d

F i g .  6 . 1 6 .  Parsing a string according to an intermediate 
grammar. The sentence to be parsed is on the left (i), a fraction of 
an intermediate grammar in the middle (ii), and the partial parse 
induced by this grammar on the right (iii). The next analysis 
would be performed on the string AcD. After Koskenniemi 1 98 1:

1 31 .

Table 6.2. T h e  f i r s t  t e n  p a i r s  o f  w o r d s  m o s t  s i m i l a r  t o  e a c h  

o t h e r  i n  a n  E n g l i s h  t e x t ,  o b t a in e d  b y  m e a n s  o f  t h e  

p a r a d i g m a t i c  a n a l y s i s  o n  t h e  f i r s t  i t e r a t i o n

similarity index sign, sign2 freq.. freq.2

0.77 south north 2 5 21
0.76 Pacific Atlantic 7 6
0.76 Mark Juan 5 7 60
0.56 looked look 6 8

0.47 happening going 6 8

0.44 Europe Asia - 8 7

0.40 said asked n o 3 7

0.36 ground earth 7 3 1
0.36 learn find 7 i i

0.34 right left 9 7

Based on P. Parpola 1987.

H ow  do we know that we are going in the right direction as 
we add new rules to the grammar? T h e  addition o f  correct 
rules is expected to produce grammars in which the broad 
categories stay well apart from each other, while that o f 

incorrect ones tends to produce a single dummy category that 
covers anything.

T h e  method has been tested by running the program with 
English text material (table 6.2). T h e amount o f material is 
about the same as that in the Indus corpus, though the 
sentences are longer. Each word form (‘sign’) occurring in the 
text has been replaced by a given number. Initially only signs 
occurring five times or more in the texts were included in the 
analysis. (The m inim um  absolute frequency o f occurrence o f 
any sign can be built into the program.)

T h e  meaning o f  the signs in  this English example is known, 
so the analysis suggests the terms in which the discovered 
sim ilarity between the signs may be interpreted: both signs in 
each pair normally belong to the same word class and are 
semantically close to each other (being usually synonyms or 
antonyms); sometimes they share the same grammatical form 
or are different forms o f  the same word.

T h e same analysis has been run with the Indus material 
(figs. 6 .17 -18 ) . Confidence in the results is increased by the 
fact that the program correctly identifies the numeral - signs as 
similar to each other without the clues provided by their 
visual form (§ 5.2).

T h e grid constructed for the decipherment o f  L inear B  
indicated identical initial segments o f the signs in each row 
and identical final segments in each column (fig. 3.3). The 

grid did not give any actual values for these segments, but any 
value guessed for any one sign would automatically im ply the 
same first segment for the whole row, and the same final

i
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similarity index sign t sign 2 freq. J freq. 2 similarity index sign J sign 2 freq. I freq

1.00 & 3 3 0 -5 9 ffl y 5 18

0.91 l7/ IIIII 3 II ° -5 9 ) f
/ / /
/)» 7 II

o.86 $S 38 3 0.58 1 1 I
u n i
lI u j 12 24

o.86 SS w 38 3 0.58 u ffi 143 II

o.86 uu r 3 4 0 -5 7 A I 7 22

0.85 :,r; O 4 4 0 -5 7 ö ffi 5 95

0.83 a * 12 61 0 -5 5 WJ )( 3 6

0.81 A Ill 5 105 0 -5 5 ) 38 77

0.77 K 63 7 0 -5 4 A
II 8

0.76
A ! 7 3 ° -5 4 $ A 14 48

0.72 A 5 3 0 -5 4 0 4
88 II

0.71 Krd 0 3 88 0 -5 4 m a ; 3 15

0.69 A 17 15 0 -5 3
n

5 3

0.67 n n » 65 57 0.52 !© ! ( A 5 8

0.67
Ö 5 3 0.52 n  • A 5 26

0.65
m 15 8 0.52 § £ 8 3

0.65
❖

224 150 0 -51 III 3 105

0.64
Û ) 3 7 7 0.50

a ; A 15 189

0.64
)

77 3 0.50
A ! A 6 6 3

0.64 ,,,, ,,, 65 125 0.49
æ à 23 88

0.63 m " 125 5 7 0.49
A A "

26 3

0.62
A

8 3 0.49
)(

/8
T

6 4

0.61
f \ A 29 29 0.48

A A 3 4

0.60
D

22 15

O
Od

A A
10 70

0.60
A A

113 43 0.47
Ü

150 3

F i g .  6 . 1 7 . The first 50 pairs of signs most similar to each other in the Indus corpus, obtained by means
first iteration. The method used is exactly the same as that used for computing table 6.2. Based on P. Parpola 1987.

GROUPS of similar signs

, 0 © &  ts  )

2 UIJ x  r

3 i l  n

4 4 @ 6

5 «fix !* ', *

6 A  / '  III

7 i t  § *

8 1© ; c a ^  a  JJ

9 ^  u  IMl' 1R
10 "I 11

F i g .  6 . 1 8 .  L ist o f the first ten groups o f similar signs in the 
Indus corpus obtained after several iterations. Note that the last 
group consists of numbers only. Based on P. Parpola 1987.

segment for the whole column. T h us thepositive (ornegative) 

effect o f any guess was greatly amplified, and this led to a 
solution.

Assum ing the Indus script to be a logo-syllabic writing 
system, we are not trying to establish similar phonological

grids. What we are endeavouring to create instead is a formal 
grammar o f the corpus that indicates the paradigmatic and 
syntagmatic relations o f the signs and sign sequences. The 
stricter categories are expected to indicate both syntactic and 
semantic similarity, the broader categories plainly syntactic 
similarity. A  guess concerning the value o f a single sign will 
im ply a syntactically and semantically similar value for all 
other signs within the same strict category, and a syntactically 
similar fonction for all signs in the broad category. In  this 
way, we can hope to reach a similar amplification o f the 
consequences o f guesses as in the decipherment o f L inear B, 
but the similarity is in the levels o f syntax and semantics 
rather than in the phonological level.

The form al grammar o f the Indus inscriptions, which is in 
preparation, w ill thus be useful in. limiting the range of 
guesswork when a breakthrough is achieved. B ut the 
breakthrough itself cannot be achieved by this method.
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7 External clues to the Indus 
script

7 .1  B a s ic  m e th o d o lo g y  fo r d e c ip h e rin g  th e In d u s 
sc r ip t

Logo-syllabic scripts, unlike alphabetic and syllabic scripts, 
cannot be deciphered at a stroke. In  an alphabetic or syllabic 
script, each sign has only one value as a rule, and these values 
are all phonetic and interrelated, form ing a closed system. 
Once the phonetic values o f a few  signs have been correctly 
determined, their contexts will suggest the values o f the 
remaining signs. Logo-syllabic scripts are open systems; their 
signs may have several values and represent larger linguistic 
units with interrelationships that are not nearly so dearly 
defined. Nevertheless, i f  the Indus script is logo-syllabic or 
morphemic writing, we can devise a basic methodology for 
deciphering it.

T h e  earliest logo-syllabic scripts are based on the rebus 
principle. M any o f the signs were originally pictures denoting 
the objects they represented. But in order to express things 
impossible to represent by pictures in a simple and 
unambiguous manner, the meaning o f a pictogram was 
extended from the word for the depicted object to all its 

homophones, that is, words with a similar phonetic shape but 
a different meaning. Fo r example, in the Sumerian script the 
drawing o f an arrow meant ‘arrow’ but also ‘life ’ and ‘rib ’ , 
because all three words were pronounced alike in the 
Sumerian language: t i .

Homophones are language-spedfic: they do not normally 
translate. T h is does not prevent aetiological myths based on 
homophony from travelling like any other myths and stories. 
W hy, for example, was E ve created from Adam ’s rib? The 

Biblical story is made comprehensible by the older Sumerian 
paradise myth, in which the goddess N i n - t i  ‘M istress L ife ’ 
healed the rib o f the sick god Enki. Th is myth relies on the 
identical sounds o f the Sumerian words for ‘life ’ and ‘rib ’ . 
T h e H ebrew name o fE v e , lfaw w a, also means ‘life ’ ; but it 
bears no resemblance to the H ebrew word for ‘rib ’ , j i la c.

T h e  use o f the rebus principle m ay therefore help us to
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identify an ancient language and to decipher parts o f  its script, 
but only i f  four conditions are simultaneously fulfilled: ( 1) the 
object depicted in a given pictogram can be recognized; (2) the 
pictogram has been used phonetically for a word with the 
same sound as, but a meaning different from, the object it 
represents; (3) this intended meaning (expressed by the pun) 
can be deduced from the context; and (4) a linguistically 
satisfactory homophony with these two meanings exists in a 

likely language.
I f  an opening can be effected, the order o f the operations 

can be permuted.

7.2 T h e  ico n ic  m e a n in g  o f  th e  sign s

T h e pictorial nature o f some Indus signs constitutes one o f 
the chiefkeys to their interpretation. I f  a sign has been used in 
its ideographic (iconic) meaning, that meaning may be 
roughly understood directly, irrespective o f how any word 
corresponding to the sign was pronounced in the language o f 
the Indus texts.

The problem is that the pictorial meaning o f  most Indus 
signs is not dear. A s in m any other scripts, the demand for 
fluency in writing led to a radical simplification o f the shapes. 
T h e signs were reduced to the barest essentials. Th is 

tendency has not gone as far as in the Sum erian script, where 
the recognizable shapes o f the earliest phase soon gave way to 
cuneiform symbols; but the student o f the Indus script 
certainly envies the intelligibility o f the Egyptian hieroglyphs.

Nevertheless, individual inscriptions may contain 
naturalistic variants revealing the pictorial meaning o f a sign. 
For example, from seal Nd-1 (fig. 7 .1a) it appears that the sign 

represents the five-striped palm squirrel (F u n a m bu lu s  

pennanti Wroughton), ‘ the commonest and most familiar o f all 
Indian wild animals’ (Prater 19 7 1: 20 1), which is found in 
cities and villages throughout the Indus plains, and is 
represented among the Harappan animal figurines (fig. 7 .1b ). 
T h e creators o f  the Indus script have tried to secure the 
identification by depicting the animal in its typical pose (fig. 
7 .1c ): ‘ In  cool weather, the squirrels . . .  have been seen to 
hang head down in the sun on the vertical trunk o f a tree for 
considerable periods’ (Roberts 1977: 228). T h is  habit has 
given the palm squirrel its Sanskrit name v r k s a -s ä y ik ä  

‘ sleeping in the tree’ (Susruta, 1,46,76). A n interpretation o f 
this sign is attempted in § I 3. 1.

A  comparative study o f the allographs provides one 
important means o f identifying the iconic meaning o f even 
fairly abstract shapes. T h e proposed interpretation must fit all 
the allographs. T h e following long parallel inscriptions 
suggest that the signs H and Fl may represent one and the 
same grapheme:

(a)

F ig . 7 . 1 .  (a) An Indus sign probably depicting the palm
squirrel (sleeping head downwards on a tree): the first sign on the 
left in the inscription of a seal stamp (Nd-i) from Nindowari- 
damb. (b) Two faience figurines of the palm squirrel from 
Mohenjo-daro. After During Caspers 1985c: pl. 1 a. (c) The 
five-striped palm squirrel (Funam bulus p en n an ti Wroughton) in 
typical pose. After Roberts 1977: 227 (ill. 66).
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2436 1 t  9 9 ^

2654 V % \ \  III 9 ^

As there are very few signs that occur immediately before the 
sequence ' ^>, it is almost certain that the sign El, also 
occurring in this position, is an allograph o f Hand Fl. Another 

less certain allograph, F1, can be added to this list, which 
forms a continuum: H Fl Elf=/. Taken together, these signs can 
be understood as pictures o f  a single object, namely, ‘steps, 

staircase, or ladder’ ; taken individually, such a conclusion 
would hardly be possible.

The fact that ligatured signs may be attached to different 
parts o f the body in the ‘m an’ component is significant. Where 
the added sign was placed in each case seems to have 
depended on its (pictorial) meaning. T h us the graphic variant 
A suggests that the horizontal element in the sign k  might 

depict a beak, and this interpretation is supported by the 
attachment o f this element to the head in the ligature .

Provided one abstains from unlikely conclusions about the 
genetic relationship between different writing systems and 

from assigning phonetic values to Indus signs on this basis 
(§ + 2), similar-looking pictograms in other ancient scripts can 

be valuable clues to the pictorial meaning o f  the Indus signs 
(fig. 4.6). F o r example, the Indus signs J and (, which may 
have been turned 90° in order to save space, have parallels in 
the Egyptian hieroglyph for the sickle moon and the 
Sum erian pictogram Ko / , which is assumed to depict the sun 
rising among the eastern mountains. T h e  Sum erian sign later 
came to mean ‘sun, sun-god, day, daylight, white’ ; combined 
with various diacritics and numerals, it is assumed to have 
expressed divisions o f time (days, months and years) in the 
U ruk texts. It is noteworthy that the Indus signs too are 
modified with diacritics.

Essential hints o f pictorial meanings are given by the 
archaeological remains o f  the Indus Civilization and the 
antecedent Early Harappan cultures, which are close to the 

date o f  creation o f  the Indus script. Clues may be found in 
architecture, in tools and weapons, and in art. A rt on painted 
pottery (figs. 10 .20, 13 .16 )  and in the motifs o f seals and 
tablets (figs. 7 .12 , 10 .1)  is o f special significance as it reveals 
the native Harappan way o f representation. Comparisons 
should also be sought in quite unrelated ancient civilizations 
and in ethnology; the latter can suggest, for example, the 
shapes o f wooden tools which the Harappans may have used 
but which have not survived (fig. 7.2).

Simplification is likely often to have obscured the pictorial 
meaning. A  prim e example is the most frequent Indus sign 
V , whose importance calls for some discussion. I t  has been 
suggested that the sign qepicts a jar or a fig tree. These 
meanings, however, suit other Indus signs better (§ 7.3 and 
§§ 13 .3 —14 .1) . M oreover, the former explanation, which

derives it from ‘a tall vase with a slightly concavo-convex 
profile and narrow base’ (Lal 1975b: 176) fails to account for 
the characteristic extensions at the top. T h e hypothesis (based 
on Sum erian and Egyptian parallels) that these are the lip and 

handles o f  a jar is not corroborated by the archaeological 
evidence, for no such jar can be found in the inventory o f 
H arappan vessel types (Dales and Kenoyer 1986). M any 
Indus signs have variant forms, and i f  the sign V  depicts a fig 
tree, then it is strange that more than two ‘branches’ are 
hardly ever shown (the only exception is ' V  in seal 5021). 
T h ere are three branches on each side o f  the tree in  the ‘fig 
deity ’ seal (fig. 14 .35), which is the basis o fth is interpretation. 
T h e  similarity o f the sign V  to a m otif on Iranian and Early 
Harappan painted pottery (fig. 7.3) has made me think o f  such 

iconic meanings as ‘b ird ’ , ‘ eagle’ , ‘wing’ or ‘to fly’, but this 
explanation, too, suffers from the absence ofvariants showing 
more than two ‘ feathers’ on either side.

T h e best explanation I can offer is that the sign V  may 
have developed from a frontal picture o f  a cow’s head, the two 
projections on either side representing a pair o f horns and a 
pair o f ears. Closely similar cow head motifs have in fact been 
found painted on Early Harappan pottery from Rahman 
D heri (fig. 7.4c—i). Comparable animal heads can be found in 

Near Eastern glyptics (fig. 7.4a—b). A  simplified boucranium 
has been a popular m otif in many places.

Techniques o f writing and engraving, style, and 
considerations o f space have undoubtedly all influenced the 
shape o f many Indus signs. Thus the early variant Z  o f  the 
sign I (§ 4. 1) can be explained as representing an intermediate 
stage in the process o f  turning this sign into a vertical position 

in order to save space: the Harappan pottery with its ‘ comb’ 
motifs suggests that this sign was originally lying in a 
horizontal position. T h e sign 0  Q ,  which resembles 
Harappan ladles made o f conch shell, appears in both a round 
and an angular variant. T h e  original form o f the Indus sign © 
seems to have been circular, as in some o f its graphic variants 
— ® —and to have become elliptical later for reasons o f space.

In  its round form the sign ©  is strikingly similar to some 
prom inent sym bols o f  kingship in N ear Eastern as w ell as in 
later Indian iconography and religion (fig. 7.5). O f course 
such analogies may be purely coincidental. G iven the 

discontinuity between the Indus script and the earliest 
historical writing o f India (§ 4 .1) , one may well ask how much 
credence can be placed on later Indian parallels, particularly 
those transmitted in Sanskrit and other Indo-Aryan 
languages. There is some concrete evidence suggesting that 
the later South Asian tradition has preserved genuine 
Harappan survivals (figs. 4.6, 1.9—10). In the field o f religion 
such a link is particularly likely, and the ‘wheel’ symbol can be 
traced back to times not far removed from the Indus 
Civilization. Nevertheless, purely iconic interpretations
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202-

H - 1 3 Z  H-  1 8 ÿ  IO

(b)

F i g .  7 . 2 .  (a) Graphic variants o f an Indus sign that may be interpreted as different representations o f ‘hoe’ or ‘hoeing’ . (b) A  man
hoeing a field in the wall painting from the tomb ofN akht at Thebes, Egypt, c.1420 bc (now in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York). Cf. Parpola 1975a: 189, fig. 7.

(d)

DEh-l:>id in Fars i5 c4sa.

F i g .  7 . 3 .  The motif of a ‘flying' bird’ on the painted pottery from Iran and Baluchistan. (a) Deh-bid in Fars, Iran. Drawn after Starr 
1941: 50, no. 72. (b-c) Susa I (£.4101^3500 bc) in Iran. Drawn after Marshall 1931a: 111, pl. 93: 4s and 6s. (d) Nal in Baluchistan (r.2600 
bc). Drawn after Marshall 1931a, 111, pl. 93: 5n.
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(a)

W  C * 5 * D
(c) (d)

(e) (f)

(g) (h)

(i)

F i g .  7 . 4 .  Frontal images of animal heads with horns and ears. 
(a, b) An Early Dynastic A -B  (probably Proto-Elamite) seal from 
Iran. Drawn after Collon 1987: no. 55. (c-i) Painted potsherds 
from Rahman Dheri. Drawn after C I S I  2: 372 ft: (c) Rhd-241, (d) 
Rhd-242, (e) Rhd-243, (f) Rhd-240, (g) Rhd-246, (h) Rhd-245, (i) 
Rhd-249.

mostly remain hard to  corroborate and cannot alone amount 
to a decipherment o f the script.

7.3 In sc r ib e d  o b jec ts  o th er th a n  se a ls

T h e function o f an object on w hich an Indus inscription 
occurs can be an important clue to the meaning o f its signs. 
W eapons found in the ancient N ear East carry texts 
identifying the owner, for instance (fig. 7.6). A  bronze axe

F i g . 7-5. The solar ‘wheel’ o f  cosmic law  or righteousness 
( d h a r m a c a k r a )  was one o f the foremost symbols o f royalty in 
ancient India. Here it distinguishes the universal emperor 
( c a k r a v a r t i n )  who, protected by the royal parasol and surrounded 
by his chief queen, his chief minister and the crown prince, 
stands in a heavenly shower of gold. (According to Kalidasa’s 
Raghuvarhsa, 5 .2 ^ 3 3 , even the miracle of a rain o f gold, filling 
the royal treasury, can take place when the monarch abides by his 
duty.) At his feet are the imperial elephant and horse. A  relief 
from the stupa at Jaggayyapeta on the lower Kistna river, Andhra 
Pradesh, c . first century bc. After V. S. Agrawala 1969: 93, fig. 44.

dated to f.2200 bc  bears the inscription, ‘ Su-T u ru l, the 
mighty, king o f Akkad’ . F ive inscribed bronze axes provided 
the starting-point for the decipherment o f the U garitic script 
(fig. 7.7). Charles Virolleaud (1929) guessed that their 
inscriptions might be analogous to later Phoenician arrow­
heads inscribed ‘the arrow o f N . N . ’ . H e then assumed that 
the first word on one axe meant ‘axe’ , and suspected that the 
second word, found alone on the other four axes, denoted the 
owner. T h is hypothesis seemed to be supported by the 
occurrence o f the second word at the beginning o f a clay 
tablet, preceded by a single sign. Akkadian letters o f the time 

normally begin with the preposition a n a  ‘to ’ , followed by the 
name o f the addressee. Virolleaud now guessed, correctly, 
that the first word on the Ugaritic clay tablet was the West 
Sem itic preposition l a  ‘to ’ .

T h e  owner o f  the U garitic axes was found to be the ‘head 
priest’ . T h e ‘head priest’ or ‘king’ could well be the owner of 
two copper axe blades found at M ohenjo-daro, which bear a 
distinctive sequence o f seven pictograms; for this very same

106



Inscribed objects other than seals

F i g .  7.6. A  votive shaft-hole axe made of silver and electrum 
and ornamented with the figure of a boar and the head of a lion. 
5.9 x  12.5 cm. From the temple of the goddess Kiririsha at 
Tchoga-Zanbil (near Susa in southwestern Iran), capital of king 
Untash-Napirisha. c.1250 bc. The cuneiform inscription on the 
blade is in the Middle Elamite language and means: ‘M e, 
Untash-Napirisha.’ M usée du Louvre / A O  (sb 3972). After 
N a is s a n c e  d e  l ’é c r i t u r e  1982: 103, no. 60.

sequence is also found on a fragm entary seal discovered 
nearby and in a clay impression o f another, large seal (fig. 7 . 8 ) .

There are numbers, too, on copper weapons or tools: series 
of short vertical strokes for numbers i to 9 and semicircles 

probably standing for tens. A re theyinventory numbers, or do 
they record the weight o f the precious objects on which they 
are inscribed? I f  the original weight can be determined with 
fair accuracy, this alternative can be tested.

In the case of pots, most o f the graffiti scratched on the rims 
after firing, or sometimes on the body o f the pot, are bare 

numbers. Signs incised in the wet clay before the firing are 
much less frequent; still rarer are script signs painted on pots, 

though there are a number o f stamped seal impressions on 
pottery vessels. But did an inscription or seal indicate the 

potter or the person or institution for whom the pot was 
made? A  similar question may be asked o f the large storage 
jars, which have inscriptions raised in re lie f on their bases, 

form ed b y  negative incisions in the open mould where they 
were manufactured.

Clues to the m eaning o f these inscriptions m ay again be 
soughtam ong comparable texts that can be read. A  number of 
Mesopotamian pots have inscriptions indicating their 
capacity: e.g. a large jar o f 180 litres from N ippur in the U r I I I  
period has written on both rim and shoulder ‘ 17 5 !  sila’ . Other 
vessels, usually made o f expensive materials such as alabaster 
or bronze, carry the owner’ s name or dedications to divinities. 
In  India, in  later times, earthen pots bear almost exclusively 
proper names, apparently o f the owners. Inscriptions on 
vessels made o f other materials record dedications to temples 

or other religious institutions.
T h e few inscriptions on the early Chinese pots o f the Shang 

dynasty at A n-yang (second millennium b c ) are single

F i g .  7 .7 .  An inscribed axe-adze from Ras Shamra (ancient 
Ugarit) in Syria. The text written in cuneiform alphabet reads 
h r s n  r b  k h n m  ‘axe o f the high priest’ . Thirteenth century bc . 
Bronze. Height o f  the shaft: 4.5 cm; length: 23 cm; max. width: 
5 cm. Musée du Louvre / A O  i i  6 i 1. After N a is s a n c e  d e  l ’é c r i t u r e  

1982: 178, no. 117 .

characters: either numbers or the name o f  the owner. ‘A  very 
unusual case is the large character s s u  [ =  Pinyin s i ] ,  

“ sacrifice’ ’ , written with ink and brush on a potsherd’ (Tsien 
1 9 6 2 :  58). Later Chinese pottery inscriptions, m ostly seal 
impressions, ‘generally include names o f makers or owners, 
official titles, places, dates o f vessels and their manufacture’ 
(ibid.: 60).

A  m ajor category o f Indus texts consists o f small ‘tablets’ in 
various form s and materials; they have text, and occasionally 
pictorial motifs, on one, two, three, four or six sides. Among 
the oldest examples o f the Indus script are the ‘miniature 

tablets’ from the lower levels ofH arappa, incised flat plates of 
steatite. Engraved copper tablets are known from M ohenjo- 
daro only, a few cast copper tablets from  both Mohenjo-daro 
and Harappa. In  addition, terracotta or faience tablets were 
mass-produced in moulds; their texts are in relief. Sometimes 
large numbers o f identical tablets have been found together, 
or in places close to one another. T h is has suggested that the 
tablets m ay have been tokens o f votive offerings to temples, or 
amulets. Historical parallels m ay exist in the large numbers of 
identical seal impressions belonging to Hindu temples and 
mentioning the name o f the deity. T h ey  are supposed to have 
been distributed by the priests to devotees visiting the shrine. 
T h e  Chinese pilgrim Y i-jin g  remarks that seal impressions 
inscribed with the Buddhist creed, i f  placed in the stupas, 
w ere sources of great blessing. Such c lay  sealings w ere often 
returned to the worshippers, who kept them as potent objects 
o f worship.

The inscriptions on the Indus tablets point to a religious 
purpose. M any have on one side a U-shaped sign which looks 
like a pot drawn in profile, preceded by between zero and four 
vertical strokes that clearly stand for numbers (fig. 7.9). Three 
identical tablets (fig. 7 .10 ) have the sequence U U U (which 
occurs also in the longest Indus text; see § 5.3): this m ay be 
another way o f writing the sequence U 111 that occurs on 
numerous tablets and m ay mean ‘three pots’ (§ 5.2). 
Sometimes, the U-shaped sign on the reverse o f the tablets is
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External clues to the Indus script

(e)

F i g .  7 . 8 .  Recurrence of a distinctive sequence of seven Indus signs (possibly ending in a royal title) on copper axes and seals found at 
Mohenjo-daro. Obverse (a, c) and reverse (b, d) of two axe blades (2798 = dk 7856 and 2796 = dk 7535) found (as part ofa hoard of many 
copper objects) in room 15 , house I, block l2A , G  section, D K  area. (e) A fragmentary seal (2II9) from room 5, house I, block 26, G  
section, D K  area. (f) Impression of a large seal (c.4.5 x  4.5 cm) on a clay tag found in the drain 124, house X , block 8, H R-B area. Drawn 
after Mackay 1938: II, pl. 126: 5 and pl. 1 31 :  35-6; Photo Archive of the A SI, Sind vol. 17 , p. 79: 400 ( =  a-b); Mackay 1938: II, pl. 126: 2; 
pl. 13 1 :  3 1; Sind vol. 17 , p. 80: 403—4 ( =  c-d); Mackay 19 38 : i i , pl. 85: 1 19  ( =  e); C I S I  2: 183, M-1384 ( =  f). See also pp. 1 1 6- 1 7 .
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F i g . 7.9. (a) Obverse and (b) reverse o f a typical ‘miniature
tablet’ (3458) from the lower levels o f Harappa. The writing is 
reversed (cf. p. 64). See also fig. 13 .1 .

Fig. 7 . 1 0 .  The reverse o f a moulded tablet (H-764) from 
Harappa.

held in the hand o f a kneeling or standing ‘m an’ sign 

(fig. 7 .1 1 ) . On one particular moulded tablet (existing in 
several identical copies), we see an anthropomorphic deity 
sitting on a low dais, flanked on either side by a kneeling man 
and a snake; one o f these supplicant men has both his hands 

raised in worship, while the other is giving what looks like a 
sacrificial vessel to the deity (fig. 13 .2b). Another moulded 
tablet (again available in several copies) has a similar offering 
scene, except that here the kneeling worshipper holds out the 
pot towards a tree (fig. 7. 12 , right-hand side). On both tablets 

the sacrificial vessel looks exactly like the U -form ed Indus 
sign, but on the second the iconographic m otifis accompanied 
by the text 1 11:  I U ‘" ‘ . I t  seems evident that the tree is sacred 
and that the sacrificing person (possibly expressed by the 
p h ra se ! 11: 1) has presented four pots ( =  the sequence U '"‘)to  
its deity (another possible meaning o f the phrase !  I1:l) as an 
offering. This most important tablet also suggests that some o f 
the pot inscriptions m ay be o f a dedicatory nature.

T h e  interpretation is supported by other considerations as 
well. T h e  Egyptian hieroglyph 0—3 depicting ‘ forearm with 
hand holding bowl’ functions as a determinative with the 
meaning ‘ offer, present’ . In  South India, offerings o f various 
kinds (milk, sugar, honey, flowers, fruits, fish, even snakes) 
are traditionally brought in pots to the T am il god M urukan, 
who is identified with the North Indian war-god Skanda 
(§ I 3 .1  ); these sacrificial vessels are carried on the shoulders 
with a ceremonial carrying yoke (k a v a t i ) .  T h is custom can be 

traced back to very  early  N orth  Indian  sources. According to 
Vedic descriptions o f a sacrifice called Tryam bakahom a (SB  
2 ,6 ,2 ,17 ; K S S  5 ,10 ,2 1 ; A p S S  8,18,9), ‘baskets’ or ‘bundles’ 
( m u t a ) with cakes ( a p i i p a )  for R u d ra  (the dreaded Vedic

Inscribed objects other than seals

F i g .  7 . 1 1 . The reverse o f a miniature tablet from Harappa 
(H-247) showing a kneeling man who holds the ‘vessel’ sign U 
preceded by the sign 11 = ‘number two’.

F i g .  7 . 1 2 .  ‘ Sacrificial vessel’ in  the iconography and text o f a 
moulded tablet (M-478) from Mohenjo-daro.

predecessor o f Skanda) are to be fixed on a carrying pole 

( v i v a d h a  or v e n u - y a s f i  ‘bamboo stick’); this shoulder yoke 
with its baskets is then carried northwards and hung on a tree, 
a dry stump, a bamboo or a termite hill, so high that a cow 
cannot reach it, with this mantra: ‘Th is, 0  Rudra, is your part; 
w ith this provision go over to the other side o f  the M ûjavat 
mountain, dressed in skin, with the Pinaka weapon in your 
hand, and with your bow unstrung.’ (For Rudra and his bow 
see § 13 .4 .)

In  the longest Indus inscription (§ 5.3), the sequence o f 
‘three sacrificial vessels’ (the ‘ vessel’ sign repeated three 

times) occurs next to the sign that without a doubt 
represents ‘a man carrying pots by means o f a shoulder yoke’ 
(compare the graphic variants in fig. 5 .1 , no. 1). This 
co-occurrence recurs elsewhere in significant contexts. One is 
tablet 15 3 2  from M ohenjo-daro with an inscription closely 
parallel to that o f  fig. 7 .12 : 6 *11 . j dUl l l .  T h e sequence 
‘ 3 ’ +  ‘vessel’ (i.e. ‘three vessels’) follows after the ‘yoke carrier’ 
sign on one side o f a tablet from Harappa (fig. 7. 13a), while the 
reverse side o f this tablet shows a person kneeling with 

uplifted arms in front o f an anthropomorphic deity within a 
sacred fig tree (fig. 7 .13b ). The Asvaläyana-Grhyasütra 
( 1 , 1 2 , 1 —3) also contains a rare reference to the non-Vedic 
c a i t y a  cult well known from Buddhist and Jaina texts: i f  the 
caitya shrine (often a sacred tree with or without a railing or 
some more elaborate building) happens to be far off, one may 
send one’s sacrificial offering ( b a l i )  in the baskets o f a shoulder
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External clues to the Indus script

(a)

(b)

F i g .  7 . 1 3 .  (a) The ‘sacrificial vessel’ and ‘yoke carrier’ signs in
an inscription on the obverse o f a faience tablet from Harappa 
(H-177). (b) The reverse shows worship o f the ‘fig deity’ (§§ 
14 .3-4  and fig. 14.35).

yoke by a middleman. In  Tam il, k i i v a t i  ‘ carrying yoke’ is also 
the name o f a subcaste o f the K u r a v a r ,  G ypsy-like wandering 
mountaineers and worshippers ofM urukan; the duties o fth is 
subcaste consist in bringing offerings to the god on a carrying 
yoke, and o f carrying the god him self in religious processions. 
Thus the ‘yoke carrier’ sign o f the Indus script may well refer 

to an individual worshipper or to a priestly officer bearing 
sacrificial offerings.

T h e  shoulder yoke has been used to carry offerings in 
ancient China as well, for the pictogram , which according 
to Bernhard K arlgren  (1957: no. 740) probably depicts ‘a man 
with a carrying pole on the shoulder’ , is used to write the word 
meaning ‘ sacrifice to the spirits o f the four quarters’ . T h is 
parallel gives occasion to note that it must have some special 
significance that the number connected with the ‘ vessel’ sign 

on the Indus tablets never exceeds four. One explanation 
could be that a given sacrifice relates to one or another o f the 
four quarters o f space, another that a sacrifice relates to one or 
another o f the four quarters o f the year defined by the 
equinoxes and solstices (§ 11 .2 ) . T h e  first alternative m ay be 
exemplified by the spring festival o f the North Dravidian- 
speaking Oraons o f Central India. T h e  priest and his 
assistants, each carrying two pots on a carrying yoke, bring 
four pots fo li o f water to a sacred grove. W ith one end o f the 
carrying yoke, the priest traces out four grooves on the ground 

so as to make a rectangle. T h e  pots are then placed in the four 
corners and left standing overnight. I f  any one o f them has 
less water in  the morning;, this indicates that the rains w ill be 
less abundant in that direction.

These rare cases where inscription and iconographic m otif

clearly are related toeach other (see also fig. 6.3) are extremely 
valuable clues to the meaning o f the Indus signs: one can even 

consider them ‘pictorial bilinguals’ . T h e incised copper 
tablets from M ohenjo-daro, analysed in fig. 7 .14 , display this 
relationship. There are m any groups o f identical tablets, and 
the inscription on the obverse side always corresponds to a 
specific iconographic m otif (normally an animal figure) or a 
short text on the reverse side. The mythical nature o f the 
animals is suggested by the fact that many o f them consist of 
parts belonging to different creatures. Sometimes, an 
identical inscription on the obverse connects two tablet 
groups whose reverse sides are different; interestingly, the 
iconographic m otif on the reverse o f one group often 
corresponds to a single script sign (usually a ligature) on the 
reverse o f the other group. Supposing that they denote the 
same deity, I shall later (in §§ 13 .3 - 5 )  try to interpret one 
ligature (on the reverse side o f the tablets o f group C6) and the 
corresponding picture o f an archer, anthropomorphic except 

for his horns and tail (on the reverse side o f the tablets of 
group B 19).

Inscriptions have also been found on about two dozen short 
bone or ivory sticks decorated with geometrical motifs. T h eir 
fonction is unknown, but the occurrence o f various numbers 
o f  concentric circles on different sides suggests that the sticks 
m ay have been used as dice or as mantic sticks; calendrical 
interpretations have been proposed too.

T h e  num ber o f inscribed bangles (fig. 13 .5 ) has been 
increased to 40 by recent surface surveys at Mohenjo-daro. 
Ju s t  a few years ago they w ere almost unknown.

M iscellaneous objects with inscriptions include terracotta 
cones, a terracotta drainpipe, a shell ladle, a carved ivory 
plaque, a cubic ivory die (with the text V ©  T ) ,  and small 
stone balls. With the possible addition of one broken stone 
slab from  Harappa (3599), there is only one object that could 
be characterized as a monumental royal inscription. This 
3-metre-long text was discovered near the city gate of 
Dholavira in 1990 (fig. 7 .15). T h e  ten large signs are to be read 
from left to right; in  the following, however, the direction of 
writing has been normalized, so that the text reads from  right 
to left thus: ©  © I A  0  ©  @ .  T h e  recurrence o f the
‘wheel’ sign, possibly denoting ‘king’ (§§ 7.2 and 7.5), is note­
worthy, as is the recurrence o f a significantly long sequence of 
five signs in other contexts suggesting nobility (see fig. 7.8).

Finally, a terracotta bull figurine from Allahdino deserves 
special mention. It  is probably a votive object representing a 
fertility-god, whose name m ay have been mentioned in the 
unfortunately fragmentary inscription [ . . . ]  '-'f. T h e  initial 
sign, which alone has been preserved, occurs chiefly in the 
sequences V  *  i  and -9:  I  in the other Indus texts, so the 
inscription on the bull m ay with some degree ofprobability be 
assumed to have consisted o f one or the other o f them.
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Fig. 7.14. A typological analysis of the copper tablets from Mohenjo-daro. After Parpola in press, c. Instead of showing each extant 
tablet in its present state of preservation, the figure records only the different prototypal tablets (with their original texts ±  iconographic 
motifs reconstructed by comparing all the extant examples); the number in the upper right corner indicates how many (originally) 
identical tablets belonging to each group have been found. Uncertain reconstructions have been drawn with broken lines, and tablets 
too poorly preserved to allow classification have been excluded, together with the completely illegible ones.

The 46 tablet groups have been sorted first according to their shapes: A =  square (34 tablets), B =  rectangular (144 tablets) and 
C =  long and narrow (rectangular) (39 tablets). Their average sizes are (A) 2.66 x  2.65 x  0.35 cm, (B) 3.38 x  2.65 x  0.35 cm, and (C) 
3.30 x  2.40 x  0.30 cm. The next criterion of classification is the iconographic m otif or inscription on the reverse side. The inscription on 
the obverse is the third distinguishing criterion. The addition of another (upper) line of inscription on either the obverse (as in A3, B 15  
and B 17) or onthe reverse (as in  A i;  cf. also B 12), or the reversed direction ofwriting inthe inscription(s) (as in C 4an d  C5) distinguish 
subgroups. The frames of certain (prototypal) tablets are drawn with a thicker line than the others. Each of these tablet groups is linked 
to another tablet group (referred to in bold face in the lower right corner) by an identical inscription, normally the inscription on the
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obverse consisting o f at least three but often many more signs. Group B 12  is exceptional in that here it is the inscription on the reverse 
that connects this group with B6; this is also the only case in which tablet groups o f the rectangular (B) shape are interrelated in this way. 
In all other cases the identical inscriptions connect an iconographic motif on the reverse o f one group (A2, B i ,  B5, B7, B9, B io  and B19) 
with an inscription on the reverse side of another (C4, C i ,  A i i ,  C2, C5, A7 and C6 respectively). Usually the inscription on the reverse 
side, which is thus linked with a particular iconographic motif, consists o f a single Indus pictogram (B5, C2, C4, C5 and C6), rarely a 
longer sequence (A7, C3); one of the single pictograms (that occurring in both C5 and C6) is connected with two different iconographic 
motifs, the markhor goat (B9) and the horned archer (Bi9). In these cases, the iconographic motifs appear to express pictorially the same 
thing as the corresponding Indus signs express in writing: both seem to symbolize particular Harappan divinities.

Mackay ( i9 3ia : 4o i) plausibly thought that the copper tablets ‘were probably used as amulets, wrapped up in some material and 
worn round the neck or wrist, or sewn to the clothing. This would account for the rough finish o f some o f them, for i f  worn in this way 
they would not have been exposed to view. It is possible that the possession o f one o f these amulets placed the wearer under the special 
protection o f the deity whose particular animal was engraved upon it.’
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Seals

(b)

F i g .  7 . 1 5 .  (a) A  unique monumental inscription from the city
ofDholavira in Kutch, Gujarat, found on the floor o f the western 
chamber in the northern gate complex of the citadel. There are 
traces suggesting that the ten signs, each about 37 cm high and 
made o f pieces o f crystalline rock, were once inlaid in a wooden 
plank about 3 metres long; see the close-up (b) o f the three first 
signs on the left. In  a letter o f 17 January 1993 the excavator, Dr 
R. S. Bisht, supposes that the inscription may have been sported 
on the façade o f the gate so that it commanded the entire 
cityscape. In the poor conditions o f Late Harappan times, the 
inscription may have been in danger o f falling down and 
therefore removed to its present location.

7.4 S e a ls

Approxim ately 60 per cent o f the Indus texts are inscriptions 
carved on seal stones intended for stamping wet clay. About 

1 o per cent o f these seals are rectangular and show nothing but 
text, and a few have other shapes. N orm ally, the seals are 
square, w ith a line o f text at the top o f one face and beneath it 
an iconographic motif, most often the ‘unicorn’ bull facing an 
unidentified cult object (figs. 7 .16 a  and 8.5).

T h e  proportion o f  Indus inscriptions found on seals is

(b)

Fig. 7 . 1 6 .  A  clay tag from Umma, Iraq. (a) Obverse bearing an 
impression of a typically Harappan square stamp seal with Indus 
script and the ‘unicorn’ bull. (b) Reverse with an impression of 
cloth. Department o f the Ancient Near East (accession 
no. 19 31.120 ), Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.

further increased by the considerable number o f ancient seal 
impressions that have survived. Those on pottery have 
already been mentioned. T h e  vast m ajority are on tags once 
attached to bales o f goods, for their reverse sides usually show 
traces o f packing materials such as woven cloth or reed 
matting. One such impression comes from Um m a in M eso­
potamia (fig. 7 .16 ). O f special significance in understanding 

H arappan bureaucracy is the corpus o f nearly a hundred clay 
labels from  the burnt-down warehouse or granary at Lothal; 
there all the tags were in use simultaneously and the seal 
impressions are interrelated (fig. 7 .17 ).

In  ancient M esopotamia, seals were impressed upon clay 

labels fixed on the knots o f ropes with which bales o f goods 
were tied, after they had been wrapped in packing materials 
(fig. 7 .18 ). T h e  packets were sealed above all in order to 
protect their contents against pilfering. On the arrival of 
goods at their destination, the seals were broken open and the 
contents weighed and checked, in the presence o f witnesses. 
Cuneiform  texts show that it was considered a crim e to open a 
sealed packet in transit:
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frequency of 
occurrence

reference numbers of the tags with multiple 
impressions
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number of seal impressions per tag 4 4 3 3 3 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

text iconography order (A =  uppermost, etc.)

15 7 8 a w i F i i - m w unicorn D C B A A B A A

9 4 5 unicorn A D B B B

8 2 6 ? C A C A A B

7 2 S \ J T 0 ll 1 unicorn B C A B B

6 3 3 t ^ W S l unicorn A B A

3 I 2 unicorn A B

I 0 i I W I W unicorn B

I 0 i unicorn B

I 0 i W ù & ? A

3 2 i indistinct unicorn c

3 2 i indistinct ? A

I 0 i indistinct ? B

F i g .  7 . 1 7 .  An analysis of the seal impressions on clay tags from 
the burnt-down warehouse at Lothal, showing interconnected 
inscriptions. O f the 77 tags analysed, 2 1 bear two, three or four 
seal impressions. As many as 14 of these 2 1 tags are 
interconnected, linked with each other by shared seal 
impressions. O f the nine different seal texts that can be read on 
these 14 tags, six recur also on tags with single seal impressions, 
the text with the highest total frequency appearing on 15  
different tags. Altogether, the 14 tags with multiple sealings and . 
the related tags with single impressions shown in the figure 
comprise 37 tags, i.e. nearly 50 per cent of the total of 77. The

remaining inscriptions (including those ■ on the five other tags 
with multiple seal impressions: 6034, 6001, 6 15 1, 6195, 6077) 
occur once only, with a few exceptions: two tags, each bearing a 
double impression of one seal (different in each case: 6058, 6184); 
one text recurring twice on tags with single impressions (6155, 
6170), and, strikingly, one seal text, U ( ï / ) "  0  (pictorial motif: 
elephant), which is repeated 1 1  times (more than any other text) 
on tags with single impressions, but not once on tags with 
multiple seal impressions. After Parpola 1986a: 401fr (More 
material from Lothal, made available after this analysis was 
completed, has been published in C I S I  1.)

F i g .  7 . 1 8 .  The method of securing the integrity of a 
commodity container in third millennium Mesopotamia. After 
Frankfort 1939: 2, text-fig. 1.

From the merchandise transported by Tll-asranni 6 j  minas of tin 
and \  textile are under the custody of Tlabratbani. He acted 
high-handedly and broke open my s u q lu m  [i.e. pack of 
merchandise of standard size or weight] and took my tin. Like a 
criminal he himself took my own tin! (TC  2 ,3 ,4 - 11 ,  trans. 
Veenhof 1972: 32)

In  the Indus cities, seals have been found occasionally in 
close association with weights (cf. Vats 1940: n, pl. 22a). This 
demands comparison with the ancient customs house 
convincingly identified on the island o f Bahrain in the G u lf  
(fig. 7 .19). G u lf  seals and stone weights o f the Harappan type 
were found in remarkable numbers in the houses right next to 
the city gate, where a well and a trough served as a halting 
place for pack animals. T h ey  indicate that the incoming and / 
or outgoing goods were weighed and stamped by customs.

Seals were later central to the control o f trade in classical 
Indian civilization according to the Arthasastra, the handbook 
o f polity and statecraft ascribed to Kautilya, the prime
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F i g .  7 . 1 9 .  An ancient customs house in Bahrain. Isometric view of the City II area within the north wall at Q;tla'at al-Bahrain. T o  the 
right is the cul-de-sac, and to the left the city gate, and between them the guard-room with its well and staircase to the ramparts. Find 
spots of seals (x) and weights (o) are marked, showing their preponderance in the rooms on either side ofthe gate. After Bibby 1972: 3 68.

minister o f Em peror Candragupta M aurya (late fourth 
century b c ):

2, 2 1 , I. The Collector o f Customs and Tolls should establish the 
customs house and the flag facing the east or the north in the 
vicinity o f the big gates (of the city). 2. The receivers o f duty, four 
or five in number, should record in writing (details about) traders 
who have arrived in a caravan, who they are, from what place, 
with how much merchandise and where the identity-pass (was 
issued) or the stamping was made. 3. For (goods) without the 
stamp the penalty is double the dues. 4. For those with a forged 
stamp, the fine is eight times the duty. 5. For those with broken 
stamps, the penalty is distraint in the warehouse . . .  16. And for 
goods that have passed beyond the foot o f the flag without the 
duty being paid, the fine is eight times the duty. 17 . Secret agents 
operating on roads and in places without roads should find out 
such (evasion). (trans. Kangle 1972: II, 14 1-3 )

One im portant purpose o f sealing bales o f goods is to 
identify their owners. A  number o f phrases in the cuneiform 
documents relate to this. T h e  following examples are from 
texts dealing with the Old Assyrian textile trade (Veenhof 
1972: 4 1f.):

Four bags with x kutanU-textiles, with the seals o fA .
X  +  i bags A , son o fB ,  took; they are with C under his seal. 
I f  . . .  my textiles come down (from the palace), mark them with 
my seal.
M ark the textiles with your seal . . .  so that we can entrust them to 
a commission agent.
Six textiles o f good quality, with my seals, which are marked with 
the name o f A  as A ’s property.

T h e  last text, together with some others not mentioned, 
suggests the use o f  m ore than one seal at a time:

We have to assume that the clay bullas attached to the bag or the 
textiles themselves carried not only a seal impression o f the

person who had packed and sent them, but also the name o f the 
merchant or owner involved, or even the name of the recipient or 
consignee o f the lot. (Veenhof 1972: 42)

A  few clay bullae with the impression o f an Indus seal have 
a rounded back carefully smoothed with the fingers. T h ey 
m ay have been identification passes, qualifying their carrier as 
the legal representative o f the owner o f the seal. According to 
the Arthasastra (2 ,34 ,1-5 ) , such identification stamps were 
used in the control o f road traffic.

T h e use o f the seal impressions with a smoothed back as 
‘ sealed passes’ is not their only possible use. T hey may have 
had a religious use too, analogous to that o f the moulded and 
incised tablets (§ 7.3). Seven o f them, each bearing a partial 
impression o f a single ‘unicorn’ seal, were recovered from the 
southern part o f the acropolis ofK alibangan, where sacrificial 
rituals were performed (§ 12 .2).

T h e  iconography o fIn d u s seals might well be expected to 
provide clues to the meaning o f their inscriptions. M any 
scholars have nevertheless asserted that this relationship is 
purely coincidental. T h e y  point to the fact that a single m otif 
(e.g. the ‘unicorn’ ) is found with a large number o f different 
inscriptions. M oreover, one and the same inscription m ay be 
accompanied by different motifs:

Seals 1388 (‘unicorn’) and 2280 (zebu) 

both have the text t  V  0  0  
Seals 2693 (‘unicorn’) and 3230 (elephant) 

both have the text i  ?  { ') ^
Seals 2560 (‘unicorn’ ) and 3240 (buffalo) 

both have the text V  I  
Seals 116 9  (‘unicorn’ ) and 3246 (tiger) 

both have the text
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External clues to the Indus script

Seal M-324 even has the same inscription on both sides, 
accompanied by different motifs (‘unicorn’ ' and ‘ composite 

animal’ ). A  parallel case is seal 2636; here the same inscription 
occurs with both the zebu and the ‘composite animal’ . C learly 
the seal owner needed different motifs for different purposes. 
T h at the animal itselfhad less relevance in  identifying the seal 
owner than the inscription had is apparent from the care taken 
to secure a good impression o f the inscription, but not o f the 
iconographic motif. Often the horn is the only part o f the 
‘unicorn’ visible in the tags.

However, the idea that there is no connection between an 
Indus text and the accompanying iconography has rightly 
been questioned. Other scholars have proposed that the 
inscription indicated the individual name and / or title o f the 
owner, and the animal m otif his or her wider social position, 
such as the caste, for even today m any Indian tribes and castes 
have clans linked w ith certain animals and totemic 
observances and taboos. T h e  disproportionately large 
num ber o f ‘unicorn’ seals does not support this assumption. 
Later Indian seals offer an alternative explanation. In these, 
the im age o f the zebu, representing S iva ’ s bull Nandin, 
marked the owner as a worshipper of S iva. Such a religious 
m otif could also refer to specific social groups. T h us the 
G aja-Laksm I motif, in which two elephants sprinkle water 

over the goddess o f welfare, was popular in the seals o f state 
officials o f the G upta period.

A  few  Indus seals are hollowed out and provided with a lid 
so that something — probably a magic charm — could be kept 

inside. T h e  seal would then have been worn as a talisman, a 
suggestion supported by the hole pierced through the boss on 

the back, used for suspending the seal from a string. Further 
evidence comes from the ancient Near East, where statues of 
divinities wear seals as ornaments on a necklace. In the royal 
tombs of U r, around 2400 b c , cylinder seals were usually 
suspended from  a pin, which fastened the robe on the right 
shoulder. A  protective fonction for the seal is suggested, too, 
by the clearly religious nature of the iconographic m otifs. In  
medieval Europe, amulet-seals were usually inscribed with 
both the name o f the protecting deity and the name o f the seal 
owner to be protected, e.g. ‘O Christ, protect Charles, the 

king o f the Franks!’
In  M esopotam ia, the seal worn visibly on the owner’ s 

person seems to have been a status symbol too. T h e  best 
quality seals could be afforded only by the wealthy and 
powerfol. T h e  cheapest seals were m ass-produced, carelessly 
carved out ofcoarse material. T h ey  are in sharp contrast to the 
magnificently carved seals dedicated to the gods by kings. 
Such votive seals are also much larger. T h is  was also true in 
classical India and in medieval Europe, where the king had 
the largest and most m agnificent seal.

T h e  quality o f an Indus seal usually increases with its size.

M oreover, large seals often display unusual iconography, 
such as those depicting the ‘Proto-S iva’ (fig. 10 .18 ) and the 
‘fig deity’ (fig. 14 .35). Large  size, high quality and impressive 

or unusual iconography are features that, especially in 
combination, point to a high official or to a royal or divine 

personage as the owner. We can test this hypothesis by seeing 
whether the inscriptions on such seals are distinctive and 
coherent. I f  they are, the ‘royal’ connection will help us in 
interpreting them. In fact, they do seem to form classes of 
their own. T h e  formulae o f texts in the ‘Proto-S iva’ and ‘fig 
deity’ seals, for example, closely agree, and can be interpreted 
as priestly titles (§§ 7.5, 10 .2 , 14.4).

7.5 S e a l in scr ip tio n s

In  scanning through the uncommonly large Indus seals, one is 
struck by the recurrence ofcertain pictographic signs and sign 
sequences, which m ight w ell be royal titles. A n exam ple is the 
rare sign ^  alone on the second row, found in several large 
seals, whose iconographic motifs, too, support the ‘royal’ 
hypothesis:

0233 (zebu) 4  [upper line(s) broken off]
10 0 1 (broken bovid: z e b u ? ) ^  V  W Ê M M

10 16  (‘unicorn’ bull) ^  V  ml II
13 3 2  (zebu) : Q j!/ :  )

2431 (zebu) +  [ I $

T h e  zebu, or humped Brahm ani bull ( B o s  i n d i c u s ) ,  is 
magnificently carved on most o f the relatively few (and 
therefore élite) Indus seals where it appears, and suggests the 
owner o f the seal had majestic status. A  relationship between 
the m otif and the inscription on the zebu seals is suggested 
also by the fact that the zebu recurs on all three seals (1628, 
2366 and 3626) which contain the sequence V  4 1 / : .

T h e  sign ^  can be regarded as a ligature. T h e  ‘arch’ over it 
and the two short strokes beneath it can be compared to the 
sign ; ;  (although here three more strokes are placed in the 
middle). A  further component o f the ligature is the sign @ , 
whose similarity in form with the M esopotamian and Indian 
symbols o f royalty was discussed in section 7.2. In three l a r g e  

seals, the position o f the sign ©  is unusual (§ 6.2):

2422
3003 "m W  e o e o

3010

I n  these seals, the sign ©  ends the inscription, without being 
followed by any suffix-like sign(s). Th is suggests that it may 
refer to a ‘king’ as the owner o f the seal. In the vast m ajority of 
seals, which are smaller in size and possibly indicate lower 
social status, the sign @  begins the inscription and is followed
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Seal inscriptions

by the suffix-like signs ', 11 and ). In  these ordinary seals, the 

sign ©  may have an attributive function and refer to the ‘king’ 

as the lord o f the seal owner.
T h e  threefold repetition of the sign ©  in the first part o f the 

inscription in the large seal 2069 'X U  12: ' I  ' © ®  ^ ©
reminds one of the elaborate royal titles o f ancient Western 
Asiatic rulers, such as D arius the Great: ‘I am D arius the 
Great K ing, K in g  o f K ings, K in g  in Persia, K in g  of 

Countries . . . ’ T h e  sign © is often doubled in the sequence 
© © ,  which might mean ‘king of kings’ . Interestingly, this 
sequence ©  © e n d s  the first line in the carefully carved 
inscription found on the fragment o f the large seal 2 1 19  (fig. 
7.Se). T h e m otif on this seal had undoubtedly once been the 

zebu bull, though its left horn and hump alone survive. T h e 
first line is an integral whole, for it recurs on two inscribed 
bronze axes; the analogy o f inscribed N ear Eastern axes also 

suggests royal ownership (§ 7.3).
Sim ilarly, the inscription ) ,  found on . a curved

bronze dagger (3795) and (fragmentarily) on a bronze axe 
blade (3796), ends in the sign ;% . Both these weapons are part 
o f a large hoard o f copper tools and weapons found at H arappa 
in a copper jar containing 20 axes o f different kinds, 9 daggers, 
14  spearheads, 1 macehead, io chisels, 2 saws, etc. T h e ir 
owner must have been a m ighty person.

M any North Indian seals o f the early historical period (last 
quarter o f the first millennium b c ) contain proper names 

ending in the genitive suffix (Prakrit - s a ,  Sanskrit - s y a ) ,  

conveying that the seal and its impression belonged to the 
person named. These later seals have been quoted in support 
o f the hypothesis that the Indus sign V  which ends the 

m ajority o f the Indus seals m ay be a genitive suffix (§ 6.3). 
However, there is no unbroken bureaucratic tradition 
connecting the Indus seals with the later Indian seals nor is 

the Indus script related to the later K harosthi and Brahm i 
scripts. T h e  historical seals w ith their genitive endings m ay 
indeed follow the G reek tradition introduced by Alexander’ s 

coinage.
Given the fact that Indus seals and M esopotamian seals 

both served to control administration and trade, and that 
there was a historical contact, it is likely that Indus seal 
inscriptions are analogous to contemporaneous M esopota­
mian ones, which can o f course be read and understood. 
Mesopotamian seal inscriptions o f the period 2600—1600 b c  

w ill therefore be exemplified in this section, based on Ignace

J . G elb ’ s typological survey (1977). T h e  relative frequencies 
given for the main types o f inscriptions are based on their 
representation in a collection o f 272 Old Akkadian seal 
inscriptions (Edzard 1968). ̂

T h e  great m ajority o f  the M esopotamian inscriptions 
simply identify the seal owner or user. T h e  most common 
type (62/272) consists o f nothing but a proper name. A  large

number o f seals (78/272) append to the name only the 
profession o f the owner or his office:

Urani the scribe. (Early Dynastic III)
Dudu the incantation priest. (Old Akkadian?)

‘ Scribe’ is  by  far th e most frequent professional title in the 
early seals (45/272). A fter the establishment o f scribal schools 
in the U r I I I  period, ‘ scribe’ became an honorific of 
graduates, to be placed between the name and the professional 
title.

Other occupations mentioned include different kinds o f 
priests for specific gods and temples (usually particularized), 
various kinds o f foremen (‘foreman ofm illers’ , ‘foreman of the 
house’ , etc.), cupbearers (including ‘the highest cupbearer of 
the city o f Adah’ ), merchants, judges, policemen, granary- 
keepers, porters, builders, couriers, barbers, washermen, 
stone-cutters, smiths, cooks and musicians. A ll the urban 
occupations seem to be represented. There were no 
restrictions on ownership. Even  slaves could acquire a seal. 
Herodotus ( 1 ,19 5 )  says of the Babylonians that ‘every one 
carries a seal’ .

O f  the 2,000 or so seals found in  the partially excavated city 
of M ohenjo-daro alone, one or two have been found in almost 
every exposed room, in addition to those recovered from 
streets. It therefore seems likely that in the Indus Valley, too, 
every person or head of a fam ily engaged in a profession had a 
seal.

T h e  profession of a seal owner might possibly be elucidated 
by the find spot of his seal. Unfortunately, according to Ernest 

M ackay (1938: i, 4 1) , ‘it is w ell-nigh impossible to determine 
the use o f a building with any certainty from the antiquities 
found in it’ . Nevertheless, room 8 5 in house I X  o f the H R  area 
in M ohenjo-daro was probably occupied by a shell-cutter; for 
in one corner of it ‘a mass of shell-inlay was found . . .  along 
with . . .  many waste pieces of sea-shells’ (M ackay 19 3 1a : 1, 
195). F ive  square ‘unicorn’ seals (one broken) were recovered 
from  this room. Another example concerns the ‘ citadel’ area, 
assumed to be the seat o f higher authority. Seals 1 15 8  
Ei " 0  and 1057 'X U ;Q -"0 , which share the same three 
initial pictograms, were both found north o f the Stupa mound 
in the acropolis at M ohenjo-daro. Figure 7.20 illustrates the 
find spots of 12  seals recovered from one house in the H R  area 
o f the same city.

T h e  distribution o f sites, too, m ay provide clues to the seal 
inscriptions. In  Dravidian-speaking South India today, the 
name of the ancestral village often forms the first element o f a 
person’s proper name. Such a place-name, o f course, serves 
the purpose ofinterregional identification. It  is not impossible 
that place-names were used for this purpose in the Indus 
seals. M inoan-M ycenaean place-names surviving to historical 
times played a central role in the decipherment of Linear B
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E x t e r n a l  c lu e s  t o  t h e  I n d u s  s c r i p t

(c)

F i g .  7 . 2 0 .  Michael Jansen’s analysis o f house I, H R -A  area, Mohenjo-daro: (a) isometry, (b) find spots o f seals, (c) reconstruction of 
the original structure, (d) reconstruction o f the final structure. The numbers in (c) and (d) refer to: 1: rooms immediately adjacent to the 
exit, 2: transit rooms having more than one door, 3: terminal rooms with just one door. The number o f seals found in this house is 
unusually high, and the presence o f many prestige objects suggests that it was not just an ordinary residence; Sir Mortimer Wheeler 
assumed that it was a temple. After Jansen 1986: 2oof., fig. 125.

(§ 3.2). A  similar survival o f  Harappan place-names in the 

Greater Indus Valley is not at all unlikely (§ 9.4). B ut how can 
potential place-names in Indus inscriptions be isolated?

A  fundamental condition is that the sign or sign sequence 
suspected to represent a toponym should be peculiar to 
inscriptions from  a single place. T h e  likelihood that a sign 
known from  one site only represents the ancient name o f that 
site increases with the frequency o f the sign. As toponyms can 
hardly be expected to be a regular component o f  all seal 
inscriptions, they should stand out from  the more usual 
contents and be placed at either the beginning or end o f  the 
text, perhaps even clearly apart from other signs.

Following these criteria, at least one H arappan toponym

can be isolated with a fair amount o f  confidence. Altogether 70 

Indus inscriptions have been recovered from  Chanhujo-daro. 
Eleven o f  them contain the sign 11/ ,  which is not known from 
any o f the thousands o f  Indus inscriptions found at other 
sites. T h is  sign starts texts twice (5018, 5036) and ends them 
eight times, just one o fits occurrences being medial (5033). In 
five o f  the final occurrences, it occupies the whole o f  the 
second line o f  the inscription alone, suggesting that it forms a 
separate phrase. That the remaining part o f the inscription, 
too, forms an integral whole, not necessarily requiring the 
addition o f  the sign 11/, is shown by parallel inscriptions (in the 
following examples from  M ohenjo-daro) which lack the sign 
11/, characteristic o f inscriptions from  Chanhujo-daro:

T
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S e a l  i n s c r i p t i o n s

5024 II/ 5035 II/
0413 V ( - 0 7 * $  2375

A fter this digression on the dues provided by the 
archaeological context, we return to those given by 

Mesopotamian seals. M any o f them (26/272) add the name o f 
the owner’s father to that o f the owner:

Ur-Lamm a son of Urgar. (Ur III)

A n  indication o f  descent such as this also served to show that 
the owner was a free citizen. On the seals o f women, which are 
relatively rare, we find ‘daughter o f ’ and ‘wife o f ’ .

Different combinations o f these most simple and most 
frequent types o f seal inscriptions occur, and the father’s 
profession or office is often indicated too:

Abu-taab, son o f Lu-Inanna the merchant. (Old Akkadian) 
En-miussa, the anointing priest of the E ’e, son o f L u ’lu. 

(U r H I)
Lugal-engardu the scribe, son o f  Ur-meme the prefect o f  the 

temple of the goddess Inanna. (Ur III)
Adda, son o f  Lugal-Eriduse the cupbearer o f  the god Ba’u. 

(Ur III)
Ahumma, son o f  Dingir-amu the shepherd o f  the fatted 

sheep. (Ur H I)

M any inscriptions (52/272) further identify the rank o f the 
owner by mentioning the higher authority on whose behalf he 

acts. Dependants style themselves ‘servants’ or ‘slaves’ o f 
their masters, just as their masters are ‘servants’ or ‘slaves’ o f 
the king, the king in turn being the ‘servant’ or ‘slave’ to a 
deity. Tem ples are also referred to:

Sarkalisarri the king of Akkad, Kirbanum the scribe (is) his 
servant. (Old Akkadian)

Sulgi the great man, the king o f U r, Naram-ili the messenger 
(and) doorkeeper (is) your servant. (Ur III)

Amar-Suena the strong man, the king o f  U r, the king o f  the 
four quarters, Lugal-itida the scribe, son of Ur-Dumuzida 
(is) your servant. (Ur III)

Sin-mustal son o f  Sin-mangir, servant o f  (king) Rim -Sin. 
(Old Babylonian)

Tispak, the hero, my god, Puzrum the scribe (is) your 
servant. (Old Akkadian)

Eli-eressa daughter of Ilsu-ibnisu, maid servant o f the gods 
Zababa and Ba’u. (Old Babylonian)

Nanna-mansi the diviner, servant of the god Nanna (and) 
(king) Nur-Adad. (Old Babylonian)

About 20 Neo-Sum erian and early Old Babylonian 
inscriptions record that the king has presented the seal to a 
relative or to a high official on his appointment:

Nurahaum, beloved o f  the god Tispak, king o f  Esnunna, has 
presented (this seal) to Usasum his son-in-law, son of 
Abda-El, r a b i ä n  A m u r r i m .  (c.2000 bc)

Other seals mention just the name o f one or two divinities, 
with or without attributes:

The divine mistress of (the city) Isin. (Old Akkadian)
The god Ninurta, the goddess Nin-Nibrua [i.e. the chief

deities of the city o f Nippur]. (Old Babylonian)
Amurru the son o f Anu, the deity whose lustration is pure

[i.e. cleansing]. (Old Babylonian)

Such seals, notably ones bearing the names o f the divine pair 

‘ Samas and A ya ’ , are found in great numbers, and their poor 

quality is typical o f mass-production in the Old Babylonian 
period. T h e  omission o f a personal name implies that different 
persons could use such a seal in some routine action. 
Im pressions o f them  have been found on documents 
recording transactions. In  the Indus Valley, seals without text 
and only simple iconography, such as the many identical 
swastika seals, probably belonged to institutions where 
several individuals were authorized to use them in lower 
ranking tasks.

Votive seals, a minor category in M esopotamia, may have 
been put to such a functional use, rather than being mere 
ornaments. (There are, however, votive seals with positive 
inscriptions which were obviously never meant to be 

impressed.) T h eir inscriptions identify the donor and the 
divinity:

T o  divine Bëlat-iskun, Ilak-nu” id the stone-cutter has
donated (this seal). (Old Akkadian)

Chinese seals o f the Han dynasty and the earliest Egyptian 
seals differ rather radically from  the Mesopotamian seals in 
containing very few  proper names o f individuals. M ost o f 
them display nothing but official titles or names of 
institutions. Official seals o f this kind might exist among the 
Indus seals too, along with the larger number o f seals bearing 
proper names. T h e  appearance o f numerous institutional 
seals in historical India reinforces this possibility. B u t how 
can one distinguish between these two categories i f  one cannot 
read the script? T h e  fact that institutional or official seals tend 
frequently to repeat themselves can be a clue (fig. 7 .2 1).

However, duplicated inscriptions are in  a minority among 
the Harappan seal texts. T h e  m ajority are likely to follow the 
Mesopotamian analogy and bear proper names. Although the 
Assyriologist D. 0 . Edzard (1990) agrees on this point, the 
conclusion does not, in his opinion, give rise to any kind o f 
optimism: i f  we are dealing with proper names, then the 
difficulties o f decipherment become practically insur­
mountable. Fo r one thing, the names may, but need not, be in 
the language in which the texts are written, whatever it be: in 
the Old Akkadian seal inscriptions, we find both Sumerian 
and Akkadian proper names. T h is is undoubtedly a correct 
observation, and we shall see that it is valid in the case o f the 
Indus seal inscriptions too (§ 8.2).
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Y  111 5 ' f i l l  " 0 6 ih  111 11 I 7
f i r n 5 Y  m i 11 0 5 M'I 2 i 6 M 2.

I f i m i 5 ' Y imi 110 .3 f h  liili .3 i h  $ A s

Y  Ill 7 ' t  in "<$> 2. i h  iMY ,k .O 2. i h © A 'V ^ l l 2.
' t  1111 

1 Ill 2. ' f  iiii 2. i h S A 2.

I I 2. 2 4 1 1 1 1  "  1 5

V 4 3 V A . 3 s V © ® 2

3 V A .." 0 2. Vn:rn: " 0 4 V  ' I t 2

wm 2 V J . ^ 2 V 4\ # 2. I I I 3

2. V * l l \ ' 0 2. V .J,'.y,lil,V " 0 2 U § 3

m
U 0 0 V 4 V I  M A . 2. v ^ & - 3 v i r , 3

U * T 4 U » 2 v ^ ^ 2

V * Y " ® 3 3 V ....... 2

U * Y M0 2 V 3 V  è 2.

V ; t :  ^ 1 1 1 3 Ul l f l 3 VHn1 3

V ' Y O 4 V ^ " 0 2 ' \ J ) i  ' ' 1 4

3  ' v ^ » 2 V m ! E J 2.

2. t / 5
2 t  Ill W .3 N M ,3

4  Ul l l l l .3 2 t  IIIWI 2 .3

A U" . 0 l l 2 t » .3 t  Ill W 2 N ^ " 0 3

N m i M 4 - t 2. Ë t l I l W * 2. N 4

i h  /\ 3 t &  ■ 2 t f  { 2. 2

ih I!I! 2 i' 0 2. 2. i ù : i 2

m t f l 3 t * i r ® 2. t  i i f  i ̂ 3 i à ' i t r n 3

i & 0 2.

2 E?"U 2 £ . 3

F i g .  7 . 2 1 .  Seal msmpriims that appear more than once, arranged in five major groups by final signs. The first group stands oUt by its 
high incidence ° f  duplicates. This group consists o f two series, ending in f  and ih  respectively. The sign T is always and ih  in some 
cases preceded by a varying number. That these two series are interrelated is suggested by seal 2322 ih  f  f  T f ,  where the sequence 
r  r  T T equals T "" (§ 5 .2). Two seals belonging to this group were found in a single house in Kalibangan, the one with the text T 
being a cylinder seal (fig. ^ . ^ X  the other, reading T "" , a square stamp seal (fig. 14.26), and displaying a rare iconographie motif. On 
the basis of  the Kalibangan seals, this group o f officials may have been of a military nature, either soldiers or guards, for the motif may be 
interpreted as a deity o f war (§ 14.2).

T h e  second group o f duplicated seal inscriptions includes two that might well be official titles, given their form (ligatures ending in 
the ‘man’ sign) and their brevity (just one sign: fig. 5.4); the other two texts also contain or imply (fig. 5.3) a ‘man’ ligature. T h e third 
group comprises inscriptions ending in the sign V “) which closes the great majority o f all the inscriptions. It may include common 
personal name^  but short and frequent texts are likely to be names o f deities, especially as some sequences like V 4 ,  V Q D  1 • or 
V  T  are shared with inscriptions on the tablets (§ 7.3). For the fourth group, see § 6.2. The fifth group is simply what remains.
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Seal inscriptions

Onomastics, the study o f  names, clearly provides one o f the 
most useful and relevant types o f external evidence that can be 
brought to bear upon the study o f the Indus seals. A  b rie f note 
on the structure o f  Sumerian and Akkadian proper names is 

therefore in order. L ik e  the names o f most other ancient 
oriental peoples, including the Egyptians, Syrians, etc., they 
were to a large extent theophoric, i.e. they contained names o f 
deities. Fo r example, during the U r I I I  dynasty, Sumerian 

proper names which included the god Enlil comprised three 

main types (cf. L im et 1968: I26f.):

1 The genitive construction (the final syllable, containing the 
genitive suffix - l à ,  is often omitted): LU- /  U r -  /  G e m è -  / 7 r n - / 
dE n - l t t - l â  ‘Man / Dog / Slave-girl / Servant / of Enlil’ ; 
dE n - l i l - l à  ‘(He is) Enlil’s own’.

2 Names with a predicative construction: ‘Enlil (is) great’, 
‘Enlil (is) learned’, ‘Enlil (is) an encouragement’ , ‘Enlil (is) a 
hero’ , ‘Enlil (is) favourable’, ‘Enlil (is) your god’ (words of 
the father addressing his son), ‘The father (is) Enlil’ , 
‘Amar-Su’ena is the farmer of Enlil’ .

3 Other constructions: ' ‘Enlil knows’, ‘Enlil is gratified’, 
‘Would there be a town without Enlil?’ (the name resembles 
the wording of a hymn), ‘ Ibbi-Sin who has confidence in 
Enlil’ , ‘In the presence of Enlil’, ‘T o  Enlil I have explained’, 
‘Let Enlil make live’ , ‘The speech of Enlil (is sure)’ .

In  the M esopotamian seals, names o f  divinities are also 
found outside proper names o f individuals, especially in 
priestly titles, and in the ‘beloved o f the god N. N . ’ formula. 
T h e  divine names that were native to M esopotamia were 
nearly always preceded by the determinative sign d i n g i r  ‘god’ . 
Thus names o f divinities or the word ‘god’ can be expected to 
occur often in the inscriptions o f the Indus seals, in positions 
suiting both proper names and priestly titles.

T h e  cultic scenes on the fam ous ‘Proto-Siva’ (fig. 10 .18 ) 
and ‘fig deity’ (fig. 14 .35) seals suggest that these large and 
finely carved seals belonged to the high priests o fth e  depicted

deities. On the latter seal, a person wearing a horned 
head-dress sim ilar to that o f the anthropomorphic god inside 
the fig tree is kneeling in front o f the sacred tree and raising his 
hands in worship. In  the ancient N ear East, the king was often 
portrayed as the high priest and representative (‘governor’ ) of 
the chief divinity o f the country. Can we interpret the closely 
comparable inscriptions o f the ‘Proto-Siva’ and ‘fig deity’ 
seals as priestly titles in line with similar Mesopotamian seals? 

Both texts end in the plain ‘m an’ sign, preceded by a ‘fish’ sign 
plus the normally final sign V :

M-304 (‘Proto-Siva’) 1:
M -1186  (‘fig deity’) (1st line) V  $ 3

(2nd line) BJ

The rough meaning o f those three similar final signs could in 
both cases well be ‘T h e  man (i.e. servant) o f god N. N .’ ; the 
initial signs could stand for epithets o f the respective deity.

This hypothesis implies that the large group o f signs having 
the basic appearance o f ‘fish’ (and others sharing the same 
position in the inscriptions; fig. 6.5) denote divinities. I t  is not 
improbable that ‘fish’ , the ideographic meaning o f the ‘fish’ 
signs, should be found in inscriptions o f a river-borne 
civilization having fish as a major component o f the diet. In 
fact, there are Harappan texts where this meaning appears to 
occur, and they will be discussed in detail later (§§ 10 .2—3). 
B ut i f  the Indus inscriptions are assumed to be mainly proper 
names and titles, the ‘fish’ signs are most likely to involve a 
phonetic transfer through rebus. This could serve as a 
starting-point for a linguistic decipherment. Assuming the 
iconic meaning to be ‘fish’ and the intended meaning to be 
‘god’, the question is: are these meanings linked by 
homophony in any historically plausible language? Before 
replying to this question (in § 10 .1)  we must consider the 
problem  o f the Indus language.

1 2 1
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The linguistic context





8  In search of the Indus 
language

8. I R e s tr ic t io n  o f  th e  se a rch

T h e Indus script can be deciphered only i f  its language can be 
identified as one belonging to a fam ily sufficiently well known 

from other sources (§ 3.3). B ut how can we find out whether 
the Harappan language is a member o f any known language 
family? Or did the Harappans speak several languages? There 
are different kinds o f evidence, some o f them quite complex, 
which must all be taken into account:

1 the linguistic patterns revealed by the distributions of signs in 
Indus texts;

2 the best-informed reconstructions of the early linguistic 
history of the area;

3 the configurations of archaeological cultures and historical 
circumstances.

T h e  area o f the Indus Civilization is quite extensive and is 
likely to have included many languages. In  the area o f the 
M esopotamian Civilization several literary languages were 
used, Sumerian and Akkadian often side by side in one and 
the same city. T h e  Indus inscriptions, however, suggest that 
only one ‘official’ language was used across the vast Harappan 

realm and throughout its entire duration. T h e  evidence for 
this consists in the syntactic uniform ity o f the texts, the same 
characteristic sign sequences being repeated everywhere. 
(The validity o f  this argument is supported b y  the entirely 
different sequences on many Indus seals from the N ear East, 
discussed in the next section.) Regional dialects o f this 
‘ official’ language, which undoubtedly existed, are very 
difficult to recognize in a morphemic script. T h is is illustrated 
by the situation in modern China, where speakers o f  different 
dialects o f the Chinese language may not understand each 
other’s speech, but can read the sole Chinese script.

T h e  Indus inscriptions have also yielded some evidence o f 
the structure o f the Indus language. These typological 
features can be compared to those o f various real languages, 
which can thus be identified as likely and unlikely candidates. 

The Indus language appears to prefer premodification,
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In search o f  the Indus language

because the optional elements usually precede the head word 
o f the phrase (§§ 6. 1 —3). T h is is quite clearly the case with the 

numeral qualifiers, which can be recognized on the basis o f 
their outward appearance and distribution (§ 5.2). T h is  word 
order excludes, for example, the Tibeto-Burm an languages, 
in which the order is N  +  N um . T h e likelihood that the 
Harappan language has agglutinative morphology is much 
less certain.

These few  typological features that seem to characterize the 
Indus language are not very helpful i f  we have to match them 

against all the 6,ooo languages o f the world. But the languages 
o f  Easter Island and M esoamerica, for instance, hardly 
qualify as historically likely cognates o f the Indus language, so 
efforts spent in such comparisons are wasted. T h is 
consideration applies to even closer regions. T h u s some 
scholars have noted that the so-called ‘A ltaic’ languages fit the 

typological characteristics o f the Indus inscriptions, implying 
that they should be taken into account as serious candidates. 
Historically, however, these languages, originally restricted to 
Siberia, are a remote possibility. T h e T u rk ic- and M ongo­

lian-speaking peoples became mobile and started expanding 
westwards only after they had adopted horsemanship from 

Iranian-speaking nomads in the first m illennium  BC. 
Typological parallels between the ‘A ltaic’ languages and the 
language o f the Indus texts sim ply cannot be used in and o f 
themselves for the establishment o f any genetic relationship 
between these languages. What alternatives, then, can be 
considered reasonable possibilities? I f  we set some limits, we 
can proceed m ore effectively, examining arguments for and 
against the various candidates.

The archaeological evidence defines fairly exactly the 
extent o f the Indus Civilization and the related Early and Late 

Harappan cultures. O bviously this area, with its immediate 
surroundings, is the most likely place to look for possible 
descendants or cognates o f the Harappan language. T o  be on 

the safe side, the search may be extended from the Indo- 
Iranian borderlands to Central Asia and the whole o f  the 
Indo-Pakistani subcontinent. These languages w ill be 
considered more closely in sections 8.3ff. W e also know the. 
H arappans’ spheres o f commercial and cultural interaction. 
Another area where cognates o f the Harappan language may 
be sought on this basis is the ancient N ear East, for there is no 
doubt about the contacts o f the Indus Civilization with 
Western A sia, chiefly the G u lf  and Mesopotamia.

M any languages are known to have died out during thepast 
few hundred years. Obviously numerous languages spoken in 
the ancient N ear East and the area o f the Indus Civilization in 
the third m illennium  BC are likely to have disappeared without 

any recognizable trace. Coüld the Indus language have van­
ished in this way? W e will have something more to say about

this possibility in sections 9.2—3. B ut first we turn to the 
ancient N ear East and the Iranian plateau.

8.2 L a n g u a g e s  o f  th e  a n c ie n t N e a r  E a s t  a n d  th e 
Ira n ia n  p la te a u

A  number o f languages existed in the ancient N ear East (fig. 
8. I ). W e shall start with a quick survey o f them , going from 

north to south, then consider our typological criteria and 
finally discuss other pertinent evidence.

Anatolia was in constant contact with Syria and 

M esopotamia and may be included in the survey, even if it  can 
be considered less relevant to the Harappan problem on 
account o f its greater distance. Anatolian is the oldest known, 
and an archaic, branch o f the Indo-European family, 
supposed to have arrived via the Balkans c.2700—2600 bc  
(§ 8.4). It consists o f several closely related languages. Hittite, 

documented c. 1800—1200 b c  in cuneiform script, was spoken 
in central Anatolia, from where the Hittites ruled their empire 
(fig. 8.16). T h e  contemporary Palaic was spoken by their 
vassals in the north, and Luvian by their rivals in western and 
southern Anatolia. Luvian was written both in cuneiform 
(c.1400—1200 bc) and in the Hittite hieroglyphic script 
(c. 1300—700 bc); it survives in later Lycian  and Lydian 
(attested c.500—300 bc  in the Greek alphabet) and probably 
also Carian (seventh century BC in a script o f its own). 
Armenian, spoken in northeastern Anatolia, represents 
another branch o f Indo-European, which arrived somewhat 
later. T h e  Hittite cuneiform documents o f the second 
millennium b c  have preserved considerable evidence o f 
lja tt ic , the isolated language o f the earliest population in 
northern central Anatolia. Ancient tradition recorded by 
Herodotus (1,94) and inscriptions from the island o f  Lem nos 
suggest that the isolated language o f Etruscan (see § 3.3), too, 
was originally an Anatolian language.

Another branch o f Indo-European, which early found its 
way to Western Asia, is the Proto-Indo-Aryan spoken by the 
rulers o f the M itanni kingdom in northern Syria c.1500 BC 
(fig. 8 .16), to be discussed in more detail in section 8 +  Within 
the next two centuries, these Aryan nobles became 
linguistically assimilated to their subjects, who spoke 
Hurrian. H urrian, recorded for 2,000 years from the third 
millennium b c , was related to the Urartian o f the Lake Van 
area, known from the ninth to the sixth centuries bc . Recently 
these two languages have been shown to belong to the 
Caucasian family.

T h e  Kassites, who ruled the M iddle Babylonian kingdom 
c.1730—115 5  BC (fig. 8 .16), are usually thought to have come 
from the mountains on the border o f Iran, but the first king to 
bear a Kassite name, Kastilias, ruled at Hana (near M ari) on
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Languages o f the ancient Near East

F i g .  8 . I .  Languages spoken in the 
ancient Near East. The map mainly 
reflects the situation in the third and 
second millennia bc . The Hurrians of 
Mitanni were ruled by Proto-Indo- 
Aryan-speaking nobles c. 1500-1300 bc 
(fig. 8.16). The recently discovered 
‘Syro-Arabian pastoral technocom­
plex’, dated to c.6000-2000 bc , may in 
its older stage (c.6000-4000 bc) repre­
sent speakers of the Proto-Semitic 
language. This map has been adapted 
from an unpublished one by Gene 
Gragg (1979), with the borders of the 
Syro-Arabian pastoral technocomplex 
added after Zarins 1986: 237, fig. 68.
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the middle Euphrates. T h e  Kassites started speaking 
Babylonian and their original language is only very poorly 
known from a few Kassite-Akkadian lists o f words, gods and 
names. From  these samples it appears to be an isolated 
language. Only the name S u - r i - y a - a s ,  equated with that o f the 

Akkadian sun-god S a m a s ,  is clearly Aryan (Sanskrit s ü r y a  

‘sun ’), which undoubtedly reflects the influence o f the 
neighbouring contemporary M itanni rulers. G uti (in the third 

millennium b c ) and Lullubi (second millennium) are other 
very little-known languages spoken in the western end o f  the 
Iranian plateau.

T h e Sem itic languages were dominant in the ancient N ear 
East from at least 3000 bc . T h ey  form the Afroasiatic fam ily 

together with the distantly related ‘Ham itic’ languages o f 
N orth Africa, which do not form a coherent branch but 
com prise several independent groups: ancient Egyptian 

(documented from  3000 BC, surviving now only as a liturgical 
language in Coptic), the Berber languages o f N orth Africa 
(including Tuareg), the modern Cushitic languages o f 
Ethiopia and Somalia (including Somali), and the modern 
Chadic languages spoken around northern Nigeria. Proto- 
Afroasiatic is supposed to have been located in N orth Africa, 
possibly in the area o f the present Sahara desert.

T h e  original home o f the Sem itic languages is thought to 
have been in either the Arabian peninsula or the Horn o f 
Africa. T h e  Sem itic languages are divided into two major 
branches, East Sem itic and W est Semitic. East Sem itic 
comprises the ancient language o f  Mesopotamia, Akkadian, 
which is documented from the twenty-seventh century BC to 

the first century ad . Its two later branches reflect the political 
division: Assyrian in the north and Babylonian in the south.

West Sem itic has two sub-branches, Northwest (or 
Central) Sem itic and South Semitic. N orthw est Sem itic 
comprises (1)  Aram aic, originally spoken in Syria and 
documented from  about iooo bc  (it was used as the official 
language o f the Persian empire from Egypt to the Indus 
V alley, and still survives as Syriac); and (2) Canaanite, whose 
ancient form is known from Byblos (c. 1600—1400 b c ) and 

probably also com prises Eblaitic in northern Syria  (twenty- 
fourth century bc), the poorly attested Am orite (c.2000— 

1500 bc) , and Ugaritic (documented at Ras Shamra in Syria, 
c.1400—1200 b c ); ■ more recent forms o f Canaanite are 
Phoenician, originally spoken in Lebanon but carried by 
seafaring merchants all over the M editerranean (documented 

c.1200 bc  to ad 500), and H ebrew (documented from c.1200 

b c ). Traditionally, A rabic (documented from  the sixth 
century ad) has been classified as South Sem itic, but recent 
research suggests that it too belongs to Northwest Semitic.

T h e  South Sem itic sub-branch comprises the non-Arabic 
Sem itic languages o f south Arabia (attested 'from  the ninth 
century b c ) and Ethiopian Semitic (including modern

In search o f the Indus language

Amharic), imported from south Arabia around 500 bc  and 
attested from the fourth century ad .

In its phonology, syntax and vocabulary, Akkadian was 
heavily influenced by Sumerian, an isolated language that was 
spoken in the alluvial plains o f southern M esopotamia until 
about 1900 BC, when Sumerian died out as a spoken language, 
although it continued to be used as a classical language in the 
cuneiform documents. I t  was most probably the Sumerians 
who created the cuneiform script in the U ruk IV  period, 
c.3300 bc  (§§ 2. 1 —2). There is no solid evidence for Proto- 
Euphratic, a hypothetical substratum language that Sumerian 
is often supposed to have replaced.

T h e  principal neighbours o f the M esopotamians to the east 
lived on the alluvial plain o f Susiana at the foot o f the Zagros 
mountains. In  the Late  U ruk period the ‘Proto-Elam ites’ o f 
Susa seem to have adopted the art o f writing from the 
Sumerians, using the same materials and devices, but 

adapting the script to their own apparently different language 
and using pictograms o f their own (fig. 2.2). Among the 
languages o f the ancient N ear East, Proto-Elam ite may be 
singled out as the most probable candidate for being the Indus 
language, because archaeological evidence (tablets inscribed 
with the Proto-Elam ite script and Proto-Elam ite seals) 
suggests that it penetrated as far east as Shahr-i Sokhta in 
Iranian Seistan.

Unfortunately, the Proto-Elam ite script (c.3100—2900 b c ) 
is very poorly understood, and it is not certain (though it is 
likely) that it represents the same Elamite language as that 
known from cuneiform texts (c. twenty-third to fifth  century 
b c ) and from the L inear Elam ite script used in the twenty- 

third century in Susa (§ 2.3). In  any case, Elamite is the only 
reasonably well-documented non-Indo-European language 
that is known to have been spoken in ancient times in the vast 
area separating M esopotamia from  the Indus Valley (fig. 
1 .12 ) . T h e  only other non-Indo-European language o f this 
area, but known from  much more recent times, is Brahui. 
Brahui belongs to the Dravidian fam ily, spoken today at the 
eastern end o f the plateau, from Baluchistan to the Indus 
Valley (§ 9. 1 ). Elam ite has generally been considered to be an 
isolated language. In  recent years, however, it has been 
claimed as a distant relative o f the Dravidian family; the 
evidence is provocative, but inconclusive.

T h e  vast area between the N ear East and the Indo­
Pakistani subcontinent has for the past three millennia been 
occupied mainly by speakers o f the Iranian branch o f the 
Aryan or Indo-Iranian languages (fig. 8.2). Iranian proper 
names and place-names start being mentioned in the 
cuneiform  documents o f Assyria and Babylonia in the ninth 
century bc. M edian, spoken by the tribes who founded the 
first Iranian empire (c.673—549 b c ), is only scantily and 
indirectly known. T h e  first major monuments o f Iranian
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languages that have been directly preserved are the royal 
edicts o f the Achaemenid kings who ruled Iran c.549—3 3 1 b c . 

These inscriptions are in O ld Persian, the language o f Persis 
or the modern province o f Fars. A  different variety o f  Old 
Iranian (which is a more comprehensive term than Old 
Persian) is represented by Avestan, the language o f  the 
Avesta, the collection o f sacred texts o f the Zarathustran 
religion composed in southern Central Asia or in the eastern 
part o f the Iranian plateau. T h e  dichotomy o f W est Iranian 
and East Iranian is continued in the M iddle and N eo-Iranian 
phases. M iddle Iranian is dated roughly between the fall o f 
the Achaemenid empire and the Arab conquest o f Iran, and 
documented in Iran and Central Asia in several forms (West 
Iranian: M iddle Persian or Pahlavi in the south, and Parthian 
in the north; East Iranian: Sogdian, Chorasmian, Saka, 
Bactrian, all in Central Asia, plus m ainly onomastic traces o f 

Sarmatian, Alanian, and sorpe other languages spoken in the 
Eurasian steppes). Scarce inscriptions show that Iranian 
languages were spoken also by the KusaJJ.as and Sakas, whose 
realm extended from  Central Asia to northwestern and partly

even western India between c.ioo bc  and ad 3 00. T h e  more 
than 20 N eo-Iranian languages also comprise a western 
group, including m odem  Persian with its many dialects, 
Kurdish, Baluchi and others, and an eastern group from 
Ossetic, spoken in the Caucasus, to the archaic Pamir 
languages (Shughni, Sarikoli, Yazgulam i, W akhi, Ishkashmi, 
M unjani, Yidgha) and Pashto, the language o f the Pathans o f 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. T h e ■ relevance o f the Iranian 
languages for the Indus Civilization w ill be discussed later 

(§§ 8 .4-5; cf. also § 12 .2). ■

In  the G u lf, the eastern shores o f  Arabia were occupied by 
people with, a distinct local culture (including burial customs) 
and probably a language o f their own, at least from the late 
fourth millennium BC. A t the same time, the G u lf became a 
meeting place o f  various peoples coming from different 
directions. Archaeological and textual evidence attests to 
Sumerian visits from  c.3300 BC onwards (cf. below and § 1.4). 
Akkadian merchants, too, regularly sailed to the G u lf. 
Harappans had been trading in the G u lf since at least 
Akkadian times until the early centuries o f the second
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millennium BC. The Indus people exerted a particularly 
strong influence (possibly involving immigration ofH arappan 

merchants) in U r I I I  times, about 2050-2000 BC, when 
Bahrain replaced the eastern province o f Saudi Arabia as the 

centre o f Dilm un. W hile trade was carried on between 
Dilm un and Syro-Anatolia from  the twenty-fourth century 
BC to the second century ad , a drastic change in this 
relationship took place around 2000 BC. T h e  iconography and 
style o f  the stamp seals, among other things, suggests new 

northwestern influences in the G u lf, probably in the form  o f 
im m igration and even take-over o f the political power. From  
this tim e onwards, a sizeable portion o f the Dilm unites' appear 
to have been speakers o f  W est Semitic.

Between c.2500 and 1950 bc, the Mesopotamian texts refer 
to ‘westerners’ (M ar- tu  in Sumerian, a m u r r u  in Akkadian), 

usually called Amorites in scholarly literature. Theirlanguage 
belongs to the W est Sem itic group, and they are described as 

bedouin-like pastoral nomads living in the vast open steppes 
west o f  the Euphrates river and extending from  northern 
Syria all the way to south Arabia. M aterial remains 
(structures, including homesteads and cattle pens, lithics, rare 
ceramics and rock art) o f a homogeneous pastoral techno­
complex have been found at various sites in this huge area, 

dating from 6000 to 2000 bc . Its older phase, c.6000—4000 bc , 
might well represent the Proto-Sem itic speakers (fig. 8 .1). 
A rid  periods peaking around 3000 and 2000 b c  drove these 
nomads eastwards, to Mesopotamia and to Dilm un and 
M akan on the G ulf. A t first the Amorites infiltrated the 
Mesopotamian cities peacefully, but they became increasingly 
aggressive. In  2034 b c , K in g  Su-S in  o fU r  built a wall to keep 
the ‘westerners’ away. Y et his son Ib b i-S in  had great 
difficulties with them.

In the early twentieth century BC an Amorite dynasty ruled 
the city o f Larsa. T h e  city o f U r, which had become a 
dependency o f Larsa, served as a port for foreign trade. A t 
least 60 Amorite names occur in economic texts o f this period 
at U r, among them Zubabum , M i-il-ku-da-nu-um , M i-  
li-ik-i-li-a  and Alazum , who acted as traders sailing to 
Dilm un. A  mercantile agreement dated 1923 bc  and bearing 
the impression o f  a G u lf  seal (fig. 15 .1 )  mentions as the 
obligated partner H a-tin-lLi-iba-nu-um , son o f Ap-ka-lu- 
um, both ofw hich are Amorite names. Another contemporary 
tablet from Susa, again with the stamp o f a circular G u lf  seal, 
mentions several persons with Amorite names, among them 
M i-il-k i-il, son o f T e-im -dEn-za-ak. T h e  father’s name 
contains the name oflnzak , the tutelary god ofD ilm un. A  text' 
from  U r mentions a person with the Am orite name M e- 
a-ti-a-num  as an inhabitant ofD ilm un. Some Amorites living 

in Dilm un were associated with (sea) fishing. Several 
inscriptions found at Failaka contain Amorite names, and so

does the small cuneiform tablet found in association with a 
round Indus seal in Bahrain (§ 1.4).

M eagre though they are, the typological clues o f the Indus 
texts discussed in the last chapter help in eliminating some o f 
the principal candidates among the N ear Eastern languages. 
Sem itic languages are inflecting, Sumerian and Hurrian 
agglutinative languages. In  all three, the attribute (adjective' 

attribute as well as genitive attribute) is placed after the head 
word; this word order differs from  that o f the Indus language, 
i f  our inferences about the word order are correct (§§ 6 .1—2). 
Thus in Sem itic Akkadian (which also employs prepositions), 
we have a n a  (‘ to’ ) s a r r i  (‘ the king’) r a b î  (‘great’); and in 

Sumerian l u - g a l  ‘king’ , lit. ‘man great’ , e - g a l  ‘palace’ , lit. 
‘house great’ ; d u m u  n i n s u n - a k  ‘son ofN in su n ’ . In  Elam ite, the 
attribute also has the same ‘personal’ suffix as the head word. 
T h u s  the animate class nominal suffix - k ,  - t ,  - r  or - p  is 
postfixed to the genitive attribute s u n k i - m e  meaning ‘o f the 
kingdom’ (formed with the inanimate class nominal suffix - m ,  

which in the M iddle Elamite period replaced the older 
inanimate suffixes - t  and - n ) ,  depending on whether it follows 
the first, second or third person or the plural form o f the noun 
s u n k i  ‘king’ : s u n k i - k  s u n k i - m e - k  ‘ (I), the king o f thekingdom ’ 
vs. s u n k i - r  s u n k i - m e - r  ‘ (he,) the king o f the kingdom’ vs. 
s u n k i - p  s u n k i - m e - p  ‘the kings o f  the kingdom’ .

Som e other considerations support the elimination o f  the 
N ear Eastern languages. T h e  fact that a completely new script 
was created for writing the Harappan language makes it 

unlikely to be either Sumerian or Proto-Elam ite, both o f 
which had an earlier w riting system at their disposal. O f 

course it m ight be argued that Sumerian or Proto-Elam ite 
colonists could have forgotten their own script on the way and 
devised a new one.

It must be emphasized that not a single object o f  clearly 
M esopotamian origin has been recovered from the Early or 
M ature Harappan sites o f the fourth and third millennia BC. 
(Even from  Iran and the G u lf  there are only a few stray 
objects in the Indus Valley, undoubtedly items o f trade.) T h is 
contrasts with • the situation in the. G ulf, where the 
Mesopotamians were after the rich copper deposits o f Oman. 
Im ported 'U baid  pottery (found at many sites in Bahrain, 
^ t a r  and the eastern province o f Saudi Arabia) attests to the 
presence o f seafaring visitors from  southern Mesopotamia in 
the sixth and fifth millennia b c , as does the Jem det N asr 
pottery (found in the U nited Arab Emirates) again in the early 
third millennium BC.

When sea contacts finally developed between the Indus 
Valley and Mesopotamia in the Akkadian period, the 
cuneiform documents for the first time mention by name the
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F i g .  8 . 3 .  A squarish Indus-style stamp seal from U r (u.7683; 
BM 120573), with a cuneiform inscription. (a) Impression. (b) 
Reverse. Cf. Mitchell 1986: 280-1 no. 7 and fig. 1 1 1 .

country o f M eluhha as the most distant participant in the 
flourishing sea trade (§ 1.5). G iven  the probability that 
M eluhha at least partially refers to the Indus Civilization, the 
discovery o f foreign words expressly designated as M eluhhan 

in third millennium cuneiform documents would be o f 
considerable significance in settling the linguistic affinity o f 
the Harappans. U nfortunately no such words, excepting o f 
course the name M eluhha itself (considered in § 9.4), have yet 

turned up. (The ‘M eluhhan’ words o f later lexicographic lists 
pertain to the later M eluhha located in Africa; see § 1.5 .)  T h e  
cuneiform tablets, it is true, do mention by name several 
M eluhhans, but all these personal names are exclusively 
Sumerian and therefore not directly useful to the 

identification o f the Harappan language.
One squarish stam p seal w ith the im age o f  a bison and a 

cuneiform inscription was found at U r (fig. 8.3). The form 
and iconography o f this clearly locally made seal suggest 
H arappan affinity. Unfortunately the three signs are sketchily 
carved and therefore not legible with certainty. In  order o f 

likelihood, the signs may be read as (1)  s a k  or k a ,  (2) k u  or m a ,  

and ( 3 )  s i  or b a .  T h e  meaning o f  this text remains obscure; it 

m ay contain a foreign name or an unusual Sum erian name, 
such as k a  /  i n i m - d a b ^ - b a  ‘ (His) mouth is “ seized” ’ (referring 
to one unable to speak properly), or s a g - m a - B A  (cf. the proper 

name s a g - m a )  .

An Akkadian cylinder seal inscribed ‘ Su-ilisu, M eluhha 
interpreter’ (fig. 8.4) is highly significant in showing that the 
language o f  M eluhha differed so fundamentally from  the 
contemporaneous languages o f the ancient N ear East that an 
official interpreter was needed. T h is  is in agreement with the 
archaeological evidence, which shows that the Indus Civiliza­

tion evolved independently o f Mesopotamia.

T w elve cuneiform texts, dated between 2062 and 2028 BC, 
suggest that by U r I I I  times people associated with M eluhha

were fully integrated in M esopotamian society. T h is, o f 
course, is only to be expected after they had been present in 
the country for several generations. M eluhha appears now as 
the name o f a person and as the name o f a village near Tello, 
whose inhabitants had purely Sum erian names.

A  partial acculturation o f the Harappan merchants 
operating in the N ear East has been independently suggested 
by their adaptation to local conventions. Both cylinder seals o f 
the M esopotamian type and round stamp seals o f the G u lf 
type have been found bearing the Indus script and /  or 
Harappan iconography (with animals native to India but not 
to Mesopotamia, such as the rhinoceros: fig. 1.6).

G . R . Hunter has m ade an important observation con­
cerning the texts on the Indus seals coming from the Near 
East:

T h e  four examples o f round seals found in Mohenjo-daro show 
well-supported sequences, whereas the three from Mesopotamia 
show sequences of signs not paralleled elsewhere in the Indus 
script. But the ordinary square seals found in Mesopotamia show 
the normal Mohenjo-daro sequences. In other words, t h e  s q u a r e  

s e a ls  a r e  i n  t h e  I n d u s  l a n g u a g e , a n d  w e r e  p r o b a b l y  i m p o r t e d  i n  t h e  

c o u r s e  o f  t h e  t r a d e ;  w h i l e  t h e  c i r c u l a r  s e a ls , t h o u g h  i n  t h e  I n d u s  

s c r i p t , a r e  i n  a  d i f f e r e n t  la n g u a g e , a n d  w e r e  p r o b a b l y  m a n u f a c t u r e d  

i n  M e s o p o t a m i a  f o r  a  S u m e r i a n -  o r  S e m i t i c - s p e a k i n g  p e r s o n  o f  

I n d u s  d e s c e n t .  (Hunter 1932: 469, with emphasis added)

D uring the 60 years that have passed since Hunter wrote 
this, more Indus seals have been found both in the Indus 
V alley and in the N ear East, but the new finds have not 
invalidated his conclusions. On the contrary, a careful 
examination o f the N ear Eastern Indus seals with the help o f a 
concordance to all Indus inscriptions makes the difference 
between seals from Pakistan or India and those from 
M esopotamia stand out even more m arkedly than before. 
Tw o examples may serve to illustrate this point.

A  square stamp seal found at Kish bearing the figure o f a 
‘unicorn’ and a cult object (fig. 8.5a) is identical with the most 
common type o f seal from the Indus Valley in both its form 
and its iconography. Its inscription, V  8  XI:-, recurs in that 
form  on two seals from  M ohenjo-daro (one in fig. 8.5b) and 20 
times as a part o f longer inscriptions from the Indus Valley.

One circular seal from M esopotamia (fig. 8.6) has a 
five-sign Indus inscription reading V U ' ûO fr . A ll its signs 
are among the most common ones in the Indus script, one 
appearing over 40 times, others well over ioo times. Y e t none 
o f the juxtapositions o f signs occurring in this inscription are 
attested elsewhere. M ost striking is the fact that the sign V  is 
doubled only here, although its occurrences constitute about 
io  per cent o f the sign total o f all Indus inscriptions.

T h e  most natural explanation for such strange sign 
sequences on Indus seals with a N ear Eastern form would _
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F i g .  8 . 4 .  Impression of an Akkadian cylinder seal that, according to its inscription, belonged to ‘ Su-ilisu, Meluhha interpreter’ . 
Musée du Louvre / AO 22 310 , Collection D e Clercq. In  a letter dated 16  M ay 1990, D r Dominique Collon comments on the 
iconography as follows:

The seal depicts a seated figure, identifiable by her long hair as feminine and by her horned head-dress (chipped) as a deity. The flounced robe is also generally an 
indication of divinity. The child on her lap could be the owner of the seal but is more likely to be an attribute of the goddess. The figures approaching the goddess 
are probably the owner of the seal and his wife although it is possible that these are priestly figures. Several centuries later, in Old Babylonian times, it is the king 
who almost always carries the animal offering but he is probably seeking favourable omens and the deities he approaches are those particularly connected with 
omens (see Collon 1986: Ill, 37). On these later, Old Babylonian seals, the figure carrying a situla or bucket is generally a priest but here it is clearly a woman and 
there is nothing to indicate that she is a priestess or a queen. Both wear Akkadian dress and nothing distinguishes them as foreigners. The significance of the 
kneeling male figure and the pots behind is difficult to interpret: they could be an attribute of the goddess, and the large pots on stands are used even today for 
water -  perhaps an additional reference to the goddess’ fertility aspect. Among the seals illustrated by R. M. Boehmer ( 1965) seals 549 and 555 make clear that 
some sort of drink is involved. Boehmer’s plate 47 also shows that the scene belongs to a well-established iconographical group and was not specifically created for 
the Meluhhan interpreter — indeed it was probably chosen from a range of ready-cut seals in a seal-cutter’s workshop and the inscription was added. This would 
account for the fact that the figures overlap the inscription frame on both sides. Boehmer attributes the seal to his Akkadisch III period — i.e. from Naramsin 
onwards.

(a)

F i g .  8 . 5 .  Two square stamp seals with ‘unicorn’ and an 
identical sequence o f Indus signs. (a) From Kish (im  1822); cf. 
Mackay 1925. (b) From Mohenjo-daro (M-228).

F i g .  8 . 6 .  Impression o f a round stamp seal (bm  120228) 
probably found in Mesopotamia, engraved with very common 
Indus signs which, however, are arranged in a unique order. Cf. 
Gadd 1932: no. 17.
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seem to be that these seals belonged to merchants of 
H arappan origin who lived in Mesopotamia or the G u lf and 
had adopted local names but still maintained connections with 
their home country or visiting native Harappan merchants. 
Such people could have functioned as commercial agents 
monopolizing the Indus-M esopotam ian trade. T h e  total 
dissimilarity o f the native Harappan language and the local 

language, which are thus both used in the Indus seals found in 
the N ear East, leads to the same conclusion as that suggested 

by • the seal o f the ‘M elubba interpreter’ quoted earlier, and 
makes Sumerian, Akkadian and W est Sem itic, quite unlikely 
candidates for the language o f the Indus Civilization.

On the other hand, the hybrid inscriptions o f the N ear 
Eastern Indus seals constitute an important potential clue and 

a way o f testing the decipherment o f the Indus script. A fter a 
large enough number o f Indus signs has been confidently 
interpreted, it should become possible, by the application o f 
the phonetic values thus established, to read N ear Eastern 
names (and titles?) on these foreign Indus seals.

8.3 L a n g u a g e s  o f  S o u th  A sia

Turning from  the N ear East and the Iranian plateau to South 
Asia, we face the difficulty that nothing is directly known from 
any written sources about the linguistic situation in these 
areas during the third and early second millennia bc . T h is, o f 

course, is one o f the reasons why the decipherment o f the 
Indus script has posed such a great problem. T h e  different 
language families will now be surveyed in chronological order 
according to the age o f their oldest sources. F irst comes the 

Aryan or Indo-Iranian branch o f the Indo-European fam ily 
in its Iranian and Indo-A ryan sub-branches, then the various 
non-Aryan families.

Iranian languages — already surveyed in section 8.2 (fig. 8.2) 
— have been spoken around the northwestern border o f the 
Indian subcontinent continuously since approximately iooo 

bc , when the ancestors o f the various E ast Iranian languages 
are thought to have arrived. East Iranian languages spoken 
today in Afghanistan and Pakistan include Pashto and many 
less widely spoken languages o f an archaic character, like 
Wakhi. T h e  Old Persian kings ruled the Indus Valley from 

the late sixth to late fourth century bc . T h e  Indo-Scythian 
dynasties o f Sakas, Kusanas and Parthians (Pahlavas) 
extended their rule to the Indo-Gangetic divide and western 

India between the first century bc  and the third century ad . 
T h e  Baluchis, who speak a West Iranian language, are 
thought to have arrived in Baluchistan around the tenth 

century ad (§ 9 .1).
F o r a period o fa  thousand years, from the late second to the 

late first millennium bc , literary records available from South 
Asia are exclusively in Indo-Aryan languages. T h e  earliest

texts, the hymns o f the J}gveda, are assumed to have come 
into being during the latter h alf o f the second millennium bc, 

but it has not been . possible to date their composition exactly; 
their final redaction, however, took place only about 700 b c . 
T h ese  documents, recording an archaic form  o f O ld  Indo- 
Aryan, are lim ited to the northwest o f the subcontinent. 
D uring the early first millennium bc , the younger Vedic texts 
covered ever-widening areas o f north India (fig. 8.22). Their 

dialects were gradually approaching Classical Sanskrit, that 
variety o f Old Indo-Aryan which was spoken in the northwest 
around 400 b c , when it was described by Panini in his 

marvellous grammar. Classical Sanskrit is close to the Epic 
Sanskrit o f the bardic tradition which composed the core of 
the great epic Mahabharata, perhaps in the fifth century Bc, 
and thereafter continued to extend and elaborate it until about 
AD 400.

M iddle Indo-Aryan represents a stage o f linguistic 
development that presupposes Old Indo-Aryan, which it 
replaced as spoken language by the third century Bc. 
S a r i z s k r t a - b h a s i i  ‘refined or perfected speech’ continued to be 
cultivated by the learned Brahm ins only. M iddle Indo-Aryan 
is represented by various dialects called in the sources by the 
term p r ä k r t a - b h ä s ä  or Prakrit, which denotes either ‘natural 
speech’, ‘vulgar speech’ or ‘speech derived (from Sanskrit)’ . It 
must be noted, however, that M iddle Indo-Aryan has, to 
some extent at least, coexisted with Old Indo-Aryan as early 
as the times o f the J}gveda, whose language has been 

penetrated by some typically Prakritic features.
T h e  sociolinguistic position o f Sanskrit as a prestige 

language is illustrated by the convention adopted in the 
dramatic literature, the earliest examples o f which date from 
the first century ad . In  the dramas, the king and the Brahm ins 
speak Sanskrit, while women, children and all members o f the 
lower castes speak different Prakrits. T h is is a clear historical 
antecedent o f the present-day social stratification in South 
Asia, where there is great linguistic diversity. T h e  various 
Prakrits spoken in the dramas are named after specific regions: 
thus M agadhl is the eastern Prakrit o f M agadha, Sauraseni 
the Prakrit spoken in the country o f the Siirasenas around 
M athura, and M ahârâstrI the western Prakrit o f Maharashtra.

Gautam a Buddha and M ahavira Jin a , who lived between 
the sixth and fourth centuries Bc in eastern India, taught in 
the local language o f the common people, the M agadhI 

Prakrit. T h e  early texts redacted after the death o f these 
religious leaders were adapted to the appropriate regional 
languages when Buddhism and Jainism  spread westwards 
from M agadha. Thus birch-bark manuscripts o f  the Buddhist 
text Dharmapada found in the sandy deserts o f eastern 
Turkestan have preserved evidence o f GandharI, the Prakrit 
spoken in ancient Gandhara in the northwestern Indus 
V alley. Pali, which became the koine or link language o f
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Theravada Buddhism , is a mixture o f several dialects, but 
seems to have represented originally the Prakrit o f  V id isa in 
western central India, the place from which Asoka’s son 
M ahinda is said to have brought Buddhism  to Sri Lanka. 
Only a few characteristically eastern features survive in the 
‘M agadhism s’ o f Pali, limited to one or two fixed phrases o f 
the Buddha. Ardha-M agadhI, ‘half-M agadhI, used in the 
early parts o f the Jaina canon o f the Svetam bara school, has 

characteristics o f eastern as well as western dialects.

Around 250 bc, K ing Asoka issued edicts and had them 
carved on rocks and pillars in different parts o f his large 

empire, from Afghanistan and northern Pakistan all over 
North India and as far south as Karnataka. A fter the Indus 
texts, these inscriptions are the earliest directly preserved 

literary sources o f South Asia. T h ey  are also the first texts that 
can be dated fairly exactly. T h e  value o f  Asoka’ s edicts is 
further enhanced by the fact that they have been redacted in 
the local dialects, even i f  the bureaucratic procedures involved 

affect the authenticity o f the M iddle Indo-Aryan forms 
recorded in them. T h eir importance for the history o f 
Indo-A ryan can hardly be exaggerated.

T h e  decline o f Buddhism  and Jainism  and the revival o f  
Brahmanism in the second century BC coincided with an 
increasing diversification o f the Prakrits, which became 
m utually incomprehensible. A s the only supra-regional 
vehicle o f communication, Sanskrit became a link language 
that could be understood all over South Asia. T h is led to the 

renaissance o f Sanskrit, which started being used in 
inscriptions and in literature, even among the Buddhists o f 

North India with their Buddhist H ybrid Sanskrit.
Between the sixth and tenth century ad, M iddle Indo- 

A ryan  went through its last phase called apabhrarhsa  

‘ downfall, corruption’ . W ide-ranging change, especially in 
morphology and syntax, initiated the N eo-Indo-A ryan stage. 
Sinhalese spoken on Sri Lanka developed in isolation from the 
other N eo-Indo-A ryan languages; its evolution can be 
followed in an uninterrupted series ofinscriptions and literary 
texts. It has not been possible to establish a reliable 
genealogical tree diagram for the evolution o f  the various 
N eo-Indo-A ryan languages (fig. 8.7). T h ere is a universal 
tendency for peripheral dialects to be more conservative than 
those in the centre, and this may partly explain the contrast 
between H indi and its dialects and the nearly related Panjabi 

on the one hand, and the surrounding languages on the other, 

particularly Sindhi, Gujarati and M arathi, and Assamese, 
Bengali and Oriya.

M oreover, isolated dialects tend to preserve older forms 
than dialects in more accessible areas. T h e D ardic languages, 
spoken in the mountainous regions o f the northwest from the 
H indu K ush  to Kashm ir, are examples o f this tendency, being 
the only modern languages to retain the augment, for

instance; their ancestral forms seem to have more or less 
skipped the M iddle Indo-Aryan phase. T h e D ardic languages 

(comprising Kalasa, Khow ar, Darnell, Gawar-bati, SumastI, 
PasaI, Baskarlk, Tôrw âlI, M aiya, WotapùrI, TirahI, Sii:ia, 
Phalura, I;)umaki and Kashm iri) clearly belong to the 
Indo-Aryan group. T h e ‘K a fir ’ or N uristani languages (Kati, 
Tregam i, Waigaii, Prasun, Askun), spoken by fewer than
ioo,ooo people immediately west o f the Dardic languages in 

the Hindu K ush  mountains (fig. 8.7), form a peculiar group o f 

Aryan languages resistant to classification as either Indo- 

Aryan or Iranian (see § 8.4).
T h e first o f the non-Aryan languages o f South Asia to be 

recorded is Tam il, known from  inscriptions and literature 
that go back to the last centuries preceding the Christian era. 
Telugu, Kannada and M alayaJam, the other principal 
D ravidian languages o f South India, have been recorded from 
the middle or second h alf o f the first millennium ad . T h e rest 
o f  the D ravidian fam ily (to be discussed in greater detail in 
chapter 9) consists o f some 20 tribal languages noted down for 
the first time by modern researchers (fig. 8.8). T h e same 
applies to all the other non-Aryan languages o f the sub­
continent, which w ill be discussed in this section. Exceptions 
are T ibetan (written since ad 632), N ewari (in Nepal), Lepcha 
(in Sikkim) and M anipuri (in M anipur), all o f which have 
their own script systems o f Indian origin, as well as Burm ese 
(written since ad 1 1 13 ); these languages belong to the 
Tibeto-Burm an branch o f the large Sino-Tibetan fam ily (fig. 
8 .13).

T h e  M uslim  conquest o f  Sind in  ad 7 12  marked the 
beginning o f  Perso-Arabic influence on South Asian 
languages. I t  has led, among other things, to the fondation o f 
U rdu, a variety o f H indi written in the Arabic script and 
having a large proportion o f Perso-Arabic vocabulary. T h e 
sea trade initiated by Vasco da Gam a in 1498 brought 
European languages to South Asia. Portuguese and English 
have been especially influential.

Som e language families o f South Asia have not been 
mentioned so far to avoid repetition. We shall now proceed 
with the elimination o f irrelevant candidates in our search for 
the Indus language, paying attention to the archaeological as 
w ell as the linguistic evidence. Although archaeology con­
stitutes one o f the few sources o f information about the 
prehistory o f unwritten languages, it has been badly neglected 

in this connection. W e must be clearly aware o f the specula­
tive nature o f the information, however. Some methodo­
logical problems are, therefore, considered here.

Archaeological data, textual sources and linguistic evidence 
have preserved different aspects o f antiquity. Each o f these 
sources requires its own special methods o f study, and yields a 
limited reconstruction o f the past. T h e various reconstruc-
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Fig. 8 . 8 .  Present-day distribution of the Dravidian languages.
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tions may overlap in one or more basic aspects: time, space, 
content and external relationships. T h ese  partial overlaps 
may be sufficient for accurate correlations. A s different 
sources usually provide complementary information, their 
integration, when it is verifiable, can produce new insights. It 

m ay become possible to date and locate texts and languages 
with the help o f archaeology, and to interpret material 

remains with the help o f  texts.
Unfortunately, the correlation o f textual-linguistic and 

archaeological data is complicated by a variety o f factors. A  
language, like a material culture, can be adopted, and both can 
give and take loans in the form o f isolated words and isolated 
material characteristics. T h e correspondence between 
language and culture is not always one to one: the culture o f 
ancient M esopotamia, for example, was shared by peoples 
speaking com pletely different languages. A  num ber o f 

languages are likely to have vanished without leaving any 
recognizable traces, and the archaeological record is often 
quite lacunary. The usefulness o f a comparison naturally 
diminishes with the increase in the distance between the 
archaeological culture and the linguistic documentation that 
are being compared. Historical parallels show that the 
linguistic constellations o f  any given region can change 
fundamentally in 500 years.

Difficulties like these have often led to conflicting specu­
lations, and critical scholars have been unwilling to accept 
hypotheses resting on such unsafe foundations. But i f  the 
chances are reasonable, hyper-scepticism should not deter us 

from  suggesting an integrated hypothesis that best fits and 
explains the evidence. An uncertain but possible hypothesis is 
better than no hypothesis. N o such higher level reconstruc­

tion can ever claim finality, so it must be revised continuously. 
N ew  excavations and analyses are constantly refining our 
understanding o f archaeological cultures; changes are likewise 
being brought about by newly discovered texts, languages, 
etymologies, and so forth.

T h e  reconstructions achieved separately by archaeology, 
linguistics, philology and anthropology through the critical 
application o f their own special methodologies should be 
taken as the basis for a working hypothesis. Secondly, one 
should try to match the entire spectrum o f the archaeological 
cultures o f an area with the whole range o f languages and 
dialectsknown from  historical linguistics, instead o f operating 
with isolated cultures and languages. Each o f the different 
cultures and languages has its own real or assumed temporal 
and spatial range and is related to other cultures or languages 
in a particular way. T h e  individual pieces are thus tested 
against an overall pattern. ,

T h e  M esolithic hunter-gatherers o f South Asia and the 
prim itive Neolithic farmer-pastoralists o f the northern plains

and peninsular India must have spoken hundreds of 
languages, as the aboriginal tribes o f Australia and N ew  
Zealand did until- recently. T h e  differences between their 
cultures entitle us to assume that th e ir languages, too, were 
quite dissimilar from  those used in the advanced Neolithic 
cultures o f Baluchistan which started spreading to the Indus 
V alley and beyond in the fourth millennium BC (§ 1.6). Th is 
eastward migration led to a population explosion and to the 

permanent settlement o f large areas. Ethnographic parallels 
from  present-day India suggest some degree o f symbiosis 
between the nomadic and settled populations, based on an 
exchange o f goods and services.

Over the millennia, contacts o f this nature have led to 
bilingualism and the gradual assimilation and extinction of 
many local languages. Such dead languages are likely to be the 
source o f words for indigenous plants and animals that have no 
etymology in the known language families. It  has been 
estimated that as much as one-third o f the agricultural 
vocabulary o f H indi is o f unknown origin. In  less accessible 
and less hospitable areas the earlier inhabitants have 
undoubtedly preserved their original languages for a lon^frme. 
T h e  isolated Andamanese o f  the Andam an Islands is s poken 

even today, i f  only by a few  hundred people. A  fewirither 
hunter-gatherer tribes and prim itive farmers have preserved in 
their languages some (mainly lexical) remnants o f otherwise 
unknown languages; these include the Nahali in western 
M adhya Pradesh, the Irula in the N ilagiris o fT am il Nadu, and 
the now extinct Vedda and Rodiya in Sri Lanka (fig. 8.9).

T h e  Austro-Asiatic languages o f India were spoken by 
about 5 million people in  1 951 .  T h is  made them the third 
largest linguistic fam ily after Indo-European and Dravidian. 
Until the nineteenth century, they had been unwritten tribal 
languages. T h e  M unda languages o f central and eastern India 
(including M undari and Santali) form the westernmost 
branch o f the Austro-Asiatic family. K h asi (spoken in Assam) 
and Nicobarese o f the N icobar Islands link the western 
branch with the much larger eastern branch o f this great 
language fam ily spoken in Southeast Asia (fig. 8.10).

T h e  distribution o f  the Austro-Asiatic family best agrees 
with that o f the Eastern. Neolithic culture o f India. T h e  
Eastern Neolithic, known in several variants, dates from 
c.2000 BC. Its characteristic tool is the shouldered and faceted 
ground stone axe, widely distributed in Bihar, Orissa, Assam 
and Bengal. These axes have parallels in Southeast Asia and 
South China (fig. 8. 1 1).

Austro-Asiatic loanwords or other influences on the oldest 
phase o f Indo-Aryan in the northwest have not been 
demonstrated with any certainty. Among the most likely 
candidates is the Vedic word for ‘rice‘ , v r i h i  <  * v r i z h i ,  because 
rice cultivation seems to have spread from the Ganges Valley 
to Swat, to Pirak in the K ach i plain and to Gujarat in the first
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F i g .  8 . 9 .  Microlithic sites in South Asia (according to Schwartzberg 1978) and the areas in which the relict languages Nahali, Irula, 
Vedda and Rodiya are or were spoken.
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F i g .  8 . I O .  Distribution o f  the Austro-Asiatic languages. Redrawn from Pinnow 1959.
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F i g .  8 . I I .  Distribution ofEastern Neolithic cultures ofSouth Asia and their external relationships. Redrawn from Dani 1960: map 8.

quarter o f  the second millennium BC. T am il a r i c i  and related 
D ravidian words for ‘rice’ may go back to the same source. 

H ow ever, the etymology o f the Vedic word has remained 
unclear, and does not tally with the Proto-Austro-Asiatic 
words for ‘rice’ ( * b a k  /  * b a h ,  and reduplicated * b a ( k ) b a k ;  

* p s G  /  * p i G )  or their historical developments. T h e  earliest 
evidence for domesticated rice in India comes from  the 
Neolithic site o f Koldihw a on the Belan river near Allahabad 
in the m iddle G anges Valley. T h e  radiocarbon dates place 
these finds r.7000-4000 BC, and they may well predate the 
arrival o f the Austro-Asiatic speakers to the subcontinent 
from  the east. It  does not seem very likely, therefore, that the 
Austro-Asiatic languages would have been spoken in the 

Indus Valley in the third millennium BC.
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Furth er evidence to this effect is supplied by areal 
linguistics (§ 9.2). Retroflex phonemes are absent from the 
eastern Austro-Asiatic languages and are less completely 
represented in the M unda languages than in Indo-Aryan and 
Dravidian. T h is situation is best explained by assuming that 
the M unda languages came into contact with Indo-Aryan and 
Dravidian relatively late, which again suggests that Austro- 
Asiatic speakers were even in early times mainly confined to 
central and eastern India; the Ganges-Yam una doab may 
have been their westernmost border. T h e proper name o f one 
o f the principal enemies o f the early Aryans, S a m b a r a ,  is often 
quoted as evidence for Austro-Asiatic substratum in the 
Rgveda; but this name can be better explained otherwise

(§ 8.4).



F ig . 8 .12 .  Area in which the Burushaski language is spoken today; the Northern Neolithic of South Asia; the Yang Shao Neolithic of China; and ancient trade routes in 
Inner Asia.
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T h e isolated language o f Burushaski is spoken high in the 
Karakorum  mountains, in the valleys o f  Yasin, Hunza and 
N agir (fig. 8 .12). Burushaski has strong areal ties with the 
neighbouring languages Shina and Khow ar (belonging to the 

Dardic group oflnd o-A ryan), W akhi (East Iranian) and Balti 
(Tibetan). Outside this rather small area its influence has been 
minimal or relatively recent. Fo r instance in K ashm iri there 
appears to be little trace ofBurushaski. It  is therefore difficult 

to link it with the Northern Neolithic found in Kashm ir 
(Burzahom), the Potwar plateau (Sarai K hola I) and in the 
valley o f Sw at (Ghalegay I). Rather, it seems likely that the 
earliest speakers o f Burushaski entered their present 
homeland from the north after the inception o f the Northern 
Neolithic, and have never gone much further. A re the 
Burusho perhaps to be connected with the evidence o f some 
recently discovered petroglyphs in Chilas in the H indu K u sh , 
suggesting connections with the Tazm in culture that 
flourished in south Siberia c.3000—2500 bc? Such speculation 
cannot be soundly based until there has been archaeological 
excavation in the Hunza Valley.

T h e  N orthern Neolithic o f the third and second millennia 
bc  is considered to be genetically related to the Y ang Shao 
Neolithic cultures o f  northern China and M ongolia, with 
which it shares a number o f traits (fig. 8 .12). These shared 
traits include the burial o f dogs with their masters, distinctive 
rectangular stone knives with two holes at one edge, and 

underground houses which provided shelter against the cold 
o f the winter and the heat o f the summer. Somewhat 
comparable pit houses are still constructed along the Yellow  
R iver in China. N ephrite beads found at Loebanr in Swat also 
point to trade with Khotan.

T h e  language (assuming there was only one) spoken by the 
people o f  the Northern Neolithic may have died out, but not 
without influencing the later languages o f the regions. T h e  
many phonological and syntactic peculiarities o f  Indo-Aryan 
Kashm iri, which set it apart from the rest o f  the Dardic group, 
point to an extinct substratum language. W hatever the affinity 
o f that language was, it has not much relevance for the study 
o f the Indus Civilization, because the contacts between the 
Northern Neolithic and the Harappans were very limited. 
Am ong the few artefacts testifying to this infrequent 
intercourse is an E arly  Harappan pot o f the K o t Dijian type 
found at Burzahom in Kashm ir (fig. i4 .iç d ) .

One possible candidate for the Northern Neolithic seems 
worth further consideration, however. T h e  Tibeto-Burm an 
languages belonging to the great Sino-Tibetan fam ily occupy 
the mountain ranges bordering the Indian subcontinent on 
the north and the east (fig. 8 .13). T h e T ibetic branch consists 
o f Tibetan in its different varieties and the Himalayan 
languages (including, for example, K anauri on the upper 
Sutlej river and G urung spoken in Nepal, Sikkim  and Assam).

While Tibetan is thought to have come to T ib et from the 
northeast, the difference between the Tibetan and Himalayan 
languages allows the assumption that the latter may have 
arrived by a different route, from  the northwest, and thus the 
Northern Neolithic m ay have been Proto-Him alayan- 
speaking. T h is  is suggested also by the fact that a manuscript 
relating to the Bon religion o f  western T ib et has been 
discovered in D un Huang, written in the extinct Zhang 
Zhung language, which appears to have been closely related to 
Kanauri.

Exactly when the T ibeto-Burm an languages arrived in 
their present areas is unknown, but their location and external 
contacts make them rather unlikely candidates for being 
related to the literary language o f the Indus Civilization:

This linguistic family has always remained essentially external to 
India proper. Furthermore it appears that on the eastern 
frontiers of India these peoples have displaced earlier Austro- 
Asiatic populations and that their contact is not very ancient. It is 
possible that a few Sanskrit words may eventually be traced to 
this origin, but at present no satisfactory evidence of such 
influence is available. (Burrow 1973a: 376).

There is no permanent bond between race and language: 
one language can be changed for another. But language does 
play a role in the preservation o f ethnic identity. It  is a fact 
that most o f the people speaking Tibeto-Burm an languages 
belong to the M ongoloid racial type, and have done so for a 
long time. It used to be maintained that the skeletal remains 
from  Harappa attest to the presence o f a few  Mongoloids 
there, but this conclusion has not withstood the re­
examination o f the evidence by the Italian anthropologist 
M ario Cappieri. A  typological characteristic o f T ibeto- 
Burm an (the word order N  +  Num ) which is contrary to the 
Indus evidence has been mentioned already (§§ 6. 1 and 8. 1 ).

W e have thus concluded our preliminary survey o f the 
languages spoken in South Asia. T h e  peoples o f  these areas 
nowadays mainly speak Aryan and Dravidian languages. 
Some decades ago, the speakers o f Indo-Aryan constituted 
about three-quarters o f  the population o f the Indian 
subcontinent and the speakers o f Dravidian about one- 
quarter, but with the rapid increase in population the 
proportion o f the Indo-Aryan speakers has increased further. 
There has also been an extensive literature in the Indo-Aryan 
and Dravidian languages from early times. These two families 
have emerged as the main contenders for a genetic rela­
tionship with the Indus language, and the problems o f their 
prehistory will be discussed at some length in what follows.

8.4 T h e  c o m in g  o f  the A ry a n s

T h e  Aryan or Indo-Iranian branch o f the Indo-European 
( =  IE ) language fam ily is classified into three distinct groups:
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The coming o f the Aryans

F i g .  8 . 1 3 .  Distribution of the Sino-Tibetan languages. The Daic / Tai / Thai languages are not Sino-Tibetan, but seem to contain a 
layer of a Sino-Tibetan superstratum. Based on Shafer 1974: xvi and Egerod 1974: 722, fig. 24.

Indo-Aryan, Iranian and Nuristani. T h e  Indo-A ryan lan­
guages, spoken mainly on the Indian subcontinent, have had a 
continuous literary tradition since the second millennium b c , 

when the hymns of the Rgveda are supposed to have been 
composed in the northwest of Pakistan and India. T h e  earliest 
directly preserved texts are the M iddle Indo-Aryan inscrip­
tions o f K in g  Asoka belonging to the third century b c . T he 
Iranian languages, spoken in historical times on the Iranian 
plateau and the Eurasian steppes, have their earliest directly

preserved monuments in the Old Persian inscriptions o f the 
Achaemenid kings (sixth to fourth century b c ). The songs of 
Zarathustra, the most ancient parts o f the holy texts of Avesta, 
may be either just a little or considerably older, and are 
thought to have been composed in the northeast o fthe Iranian 
plateau. T he Nuristani languages spoken in the Hindu K ush 
mountains are known from modern times only.

Both philologists and archaeologists have long tried to solve 
the questions of where and when the Aryan branch came into
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F i g .  8 . 1 4 .  The spread of the Proto-Indo-European language c.3000-2800 bc according to M arija Gimbutas: primarily from the Pit 
Grave (Yamna) culture of the Pontic-Caspian steppes and secondarily through the Globular Amphora / Corded Ware horizons. After 
Gimbutas 1986: 8, fig. 2.

being, how exactly the Proto-Aryan language disintegrated 
and when and by which routes the various Aryan groups came 
to the N ear East, Iran and India. Hundreds o f hypotheses 
have been proposed, based on different kinds o f source 
material. Although the research so far has not been able to 
produce definitive answers, recent discussions have defined 
many aspects o f  the Aryan problem more clearly and thus 

brought it closer to a solution. T h e startling discoveries in 
Central Asia made lately by Soviet archaeologists have 
provided fresh evidence in the light o f which the pieces o f the 
puzzle m ay now be reassembled.

T h e  Pit Grave (in Russian, Yamna) culture which flour­
ished in the Pontic-Caspian steppe c.3500—2800 BC was first 
thought to represent the Proto-Indo-European speakers by 
Gordon Childe in 1926. T h is  idea has been elaborated since

the 1950s by M arija Gim butas, who has spoken o f the 
‘K urgan  (i.e. barrow) culture’ (fig. 8.14). In  1989, J .  P. 
M allory published a well-informed and many-sided synthesis 
o f the relevant evidence endorsing this hypothesis, which has 
been the one most favoured by Indo-Europeanists in recent 
times. In  regard to its contents, location and chronology, the 
Pit G rave culture compares well with those o f the Proto­
Indo-European speech community, whose disintegration can 
be dated towards the end o f  the fourth millennium BC (§ 8.5). 
There are some parallel traits, but as yet no convincing link, 
between the P it G rave culture and the Corded W are horizon 
o f central and northern Europe, which is most likely to have 

been associated with the early spread o f the Indo-European 
language into these regions (fig. 8.14).

T h e  Indo-Iranian languages share with Greek and
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Armenian certain innovations. T h e forefathers o f  Proto- 
Greeks, Proto-Arm enians and Proto-Aryans m ay therefore 
have lived in contact with each other for some time in the 
steppes north o f the Black Sea early in the third millennium. 
They separated, however, before the IE  palatal gutturals 
became affricated in the Satom group o f languages. In 
addition to the Aryan languages, the Satom language group 
included Baltic, Slavic, Albanian and Armenian. T h eir 

protoforms were spoken in the centre o f the IE  area, while the 
Centum languages preserving the original gutturals were 
spoken on the periphery. H ittite and related dialects in 

Anatolia, the oldest known Indo-European languages written 
in early second millennium BC (§ 8.2), belong to the Centum 
group, which is otherwise found m ainly in western Europe. 

T h e  presence o f an isolated Centum language called 
Tocharian in Chinese Turkestan is difficult to explain 
archaeologically unless it was carried eastwards as early as 
c.3000 BC by an early Pit G rave offshoot in south Siberia, the 
Afanasievo culture. T h is  is a good example ofh ow  expansions 

from the Pontic-Caspian region can account for the dispersion 
o f the Indo-European languages.

Baltic and Slavic, which share a number o f linguistic 
features with Germ anic, also have idiosyncrasies in common 
with Indo-Iranian, and were their closest neighbours in ■ the 
Satom period. I f  Proto-Baltic and Proto-Slavic were spoken 
near their earliest historically attested areas, Proto-Aryan is 
likely to have been spoken in the Pontic-Caspian steppes. 
This hypothesis is supported by other considerations.

The U ralic languages contain a number o f loanwords 
borrowed from  neighbouring Indo-European languages, 

datable by linguistic criteria from Pre-Indo-European to the 
present day. T h e  U ralic protolanguage is nowadays thought 
to have disintegrated by c.4000 b c ; the succeeding phases o f 
its Finnic branch are dated as follows: Proto-Finno-U grian 
c.4000—3000 b c , ' Proto-Finno-Perm ic c.3000—2000 bc , and 
Proto-Volga-Finnic c.2000—1500 bc . T h e  early U ralic 
speakers are commonly identified with the hunters and fishers 

o f the forest zone stretching from northeastern Europe to 
western Siberia and associated with the Com b- and P it- 

marked Pottery tradition. Archaeological evidence for early 
Indo-European contact with this northern tradition is 
provided by the Eneolithic Samara culture in the m iddle 
Volga forest-steppe.

Som e o f the Aryan loanwords in U ralic languages go back 

to protoforms that are so close to Proto-Indo-European that 
they can be recognized as being (Pre-)Aryan in origin only 
from their exclusively Aryan distribution on the Indo- 
European side from  which they were taken.

An example is the etymon meaning ‘spindle’ , found in all the 
languages o f the Baltic-Finnie branch (Finnish k e h r a ,  etc.) and

also in languages o f the Volgaic branch (Mordvin E  f t  ’  e fe ,  s ts e fe ,  

M  k s t ’i f ,  Cheremis P c f r ,  s ü ö ° r ) .  The internal Finno-Ugric 
evidence yields a reconstructed protoform * k e f t r a  /  * k e s t r a  

(possibly< *  k e t s t r a )  ‘spindle’ that goes back at least to the 
Volga-Finnie period but is likely to be as old as Proto-Finno- 
Ugric. On the Indo-European side, the etymon is attested in the 
Aryan branch alone, in both Iranian and Indo-Aryan, including 
Sanskrit c ä t t r a -  and c a t t r a -  ‘spindle’, of which the latter 
corresponds to Pashto c a s a i  ‘spindle’ <  Old Iranian * c a s - t r a -

<  Proto-Aryan * k e t st r o - .  The Proto-Aryan reconstructions seem 
to represent the Proto-Indo-European stage: * k e t st r o -  <  * k e f t r o -

<  * k e r f t r o - <  * k e r t - t r o - <  * k e r t -  >  Sanskrit k n - k m â t t i  ‘spins’ , 
k a r t t r ,  ‘spinner’ . (Koivulehto 1979, summarized)

In addition to such very early Proto-Aryan loanwords, 
U ralic languages also have some younger loanwords, which 
already have a distinctly Proto-Aryan form. A  well-known 
example is the numeral ‘ io o ’ , Finnish s a t a ,  Veps and Estonian 
s a d a ,  Livonian s a i d ; Lapp  N  c u o t t e  | c u o d e ;  M ordvin E  s a i o ,  

M  s a i a ; Cheremis (M ari) s i i l f a ;  Votyak s u ;  Zyrian s o ;  Vogul 
s ä t ,  s e t ,  s a t ;  Ostyak s o t ;  Hungarian s z a z .  T h e reconstructed 
protoform presupposed by these words is * s a t a ,  traditionally 
considered to go back to the Proto-Finno-U gric period. But in 
spite o f its wide distribution on the Finno-Ugric side, 

Proto-Aryan * c a t a m  /  s a t â m  (not Proto-Iranian * s a t a m  or P IE  
* ( d ) k r r J . t o m )  ‘hundred’ is now thought to have been borrowed 
only after the Proto-Finno-U gric period. Still other 
loanwords in U ralic languages reflect Proto- or later Iranian, 
which is in agreement with the archaeological model suggest­
ing an unbroken cultural continuity from the Eneolithic to the 
Iron A ge in the Pontic-Caspian steppes.

T h e  late phase o f the Pit G rave culture, known as the H ut 
G rave culture and dated to c.2800—2000 bc , is m ost likely to 
represent the Proto-Aryan-speaking community. T h e  Pit 

G rave and H ut G rave cultures were succeeded without break 
by the T im ber G rave (in Russian, Srubnaya) culture, which 
flourished c.2000—800 bc  in the Pontic-Caspian steppes, and 
by the related Andronovo cultures, which covered an enor­
mous area o f the steppes from the southern Urals over 
Kazakhstan to southern Siberia c. 1 80<Q-{)oo bc (fig. 8. 15). T h e  
T im ber G rave and Andronovo cultures in their turn were the 
direct ancestors o f the Iron A ge cultures o f the Iranian­
speaking Scythians and Sakas.

T h e  earliest directly preserved written evidence o f an 
Aryan language is found in documents relating to the 
kingdom ofM itan ni in northern Syria, dated c.1500—1300 BC 
(fig. 8.16). W hile the m ajority o f  the M itanni population 
spoke the local H urrian language, the ruling aristocracy had 
Aryan names and invoked Aryan gods as oath deities in their 
treaties. A  H ittite text on horse-training and chariotry written 
by a M itannian called Kikkuli employs a number o f technical 
terms which are o f Aryan etymology.
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F i g .  8 . 1 6 .  The Mitanni kingdom and its neighbours.

It  is now generally agreed that M itanni A ryan is related to 
the Indo-A ryan rather than the Iranian or N uristani branch. 
Here the linguistic evidence is not as conclusive as the oath 
deities mentioned in the M itanni treaties. Paul Thiem e ( I 960) 
has shown that the cuneiform renderings correspond to the 
Vedic deities M itrâ-Varunâ (dual form for a pair), Indra and 
N asatya ( =  Asvinau, dual). A ll these gods are invoked as 
protectors o f treaties in  the Rgveda, and in one stanza they are 
mentioned together and in the same order (J}S  io ,i2 5 ,ib c ) . 
Only M itra, whose name originally means ‘contract, treaty’ , is 
common to both the Vedic and the Zarathustran religions, 
while Varuna is known from  the Veda alone. Indra, the chief 
god o f the Vedic pantheon, is mentioned in the Avesta only

twice (Vldevdat 10,9 and 19 ,43), both times as a bad ‘demon’ 
together with Saurva (Vedic Sarva) and Na1Jhai8ya (Vedic 
Nasatya). T h e  Avestan word for ‘demon’, d a e v a ,  goes back to 
* d a i v a ,  the earlier form o f the Vedic word for ‘god’ , d e v a ,  

while the Avestan and (Proto-Iranian) word for ‘god’ is b a g a  

(related to Old Slavonic b o g ü  ‘god’ ).
T h e  M itanni Aryans in  the west (Syria) and the Indo- 

A ryans in the east (India) are both assumed to have come from 
a Proto-Indo-Aryan ‘homeland’ that was situated in the 

middle o f these two peripheral areas, somewhere in southern 
Central Asia or the eastern parts o f the Iranian plateau. After 
the arrival o f  Proto-Iranians from the northern steppes, 

Zarathustra, who was born in that country, instituted a

147



In search o f the Indus language

religious reform, condemning the cult o f the d a i v a s  (cf. Yast 
I 3,8ç-f)o) which had continued until his times. W orshippers 
o f d a i v a s  seem to have existed even in Mäzandarän, between 

the Caspian Sea and the Elburz mountains, on the route to 
Mitanni.

It  is thought that the Proto-Indo-Aryan language 
associated with the M itanni nobles was practically dead by 

15 0 0 -130 0  BC, as its speakers had largely adopted the local 
H urrian language. Roman Ghirshm an (1977) has proposed 
that the symbiosis between the M itanni A ryans and the 
H urrians may have started earlier and further east. In  any 
case, Proto-Indo-Aryan, havingalreadyclearly diverged from 
Proto-Iranian, must have existed around 1600 b c ; Thom as 
Burrow  (1973a) has estimated that the separation o f these two 

A ryan  branches had started by 2000 bc  at the latest.
Ghirshm an thought that the M itanni Aryans had come 

from the Gurgan plain at the southeastern corner o f the 
Caspian Sea. One ofh is arguments was the similarity between 
the dark luxury ceramics o f the M itanni palaces and the 
Gurgan G rey Ware o f the Tepe H issar I I Ic  horizon. T h e  
sim ilarity is not very close, however. On the other hand, 
Cuyler Young (1985; in press), a leading authority on early 

Iranian archaeology, is inclined to see the Early W est Iranian 
G rey Ware that suddenly appears in great quantities all along 
the Elburz mountains, in Azerbaijan and around Lake Urm ia 
c.1500 bc  as an evolved form o f Gurgan G rey  W are; in 
addition, there are linkages in the metallurgy. T h is major 

break, represented by Early West Iranian G rey W are in the 
archaeological record o f Iran, cannot yet signal the arrival o f 
the M edes and the Persians, who are first mentioned as being 
in the Zagros area in the N eo-Assyrian textual sources c.850 
b c . T h eir coming is linked with the appearance in  the ninth 
century o fL a te  West Iranian B u ff Ware, entirely new pottery 

in every respect, which is clearly ancestral to Achaemenid 
ceramics and is probably derived from the buff wares that 
appear in the Gurgan region around the eleventh century b c .

Ghirshm an thought that the horsemanship for which the 
Mitannians were so famous had its origins in the regions 
southeast o f  the Caspian Sea. A  cylinder seal from Tepe 

H issar I I Ib  bears what has been claimed to be the earliest 
known representation o f a horse-drawn chariot (fig. 8. 17). 
T h e chariot has two cross-bar wheels, which represent a 
transitional stage between solid wheels and spoked wheels. 

M iniature models o f trumpets, made o f gold and silver, have 
been found at Tepe H issar I l l e  (and probably at Tureng 
Tepe, too) in Gurgan; as Ghirshm an pointed out, trumpets 
were needed for directing chariots in battle, and an Egyptian 
bas-relief o f Ramses I I I  (early twelfth century b c , soon after 
intensive Egyptian contacts with Mitanni)" shows that 
trumpets were used in training horses.

Close similarities in a wide variety o f characteristic cultural

F i g .  8 . 1 7 .  A horse-drawn two-wheeled chariot on an alabaster 
cylinder seal from Tepe Hissar IIIb  in northern Iran. After 
Littauer and Crouwel 1977: pl. 9b.

traits connect the Gurgan assemblage o f northern Iran (Tepe 
Hissar I l lc )  and the intervening piedmont o f the K opet Dagh 
mountains (Namazga V I) further east with M argiana 
(modern M erv), comprising the delta oases o f the M urghab 
river, and with Bactria (northern Afghanistan). T h e 
excavations o f Viktor Sarianidi and other Soviet archae­
ologists have revealed in these regions a previously unknown 
Bronze Age civilization now called the ‘Bactria and Margiana 
Archaeological Com plex’ or B M A C  (fig. 1 .17 ) . Recent (1990— 
1) calibrated radiocarbon dates place the two continuous 
phases o fB M A C  I and II at c.i 900-1700 and 1700—1500 b c , 
corresponding to the Nam azga V I phase in the K opet Dagh 
area. Very typical o f the B M A C  are ‘miniature columns’ , 
which apparently had a ritual function (35 such columns were 
found i n  s i t u  in Togolok-21), and magnificent weapons, seals, 
vessels o f stone and precious metal, and toilet objects (pins, 
antimony bottles and mirrors), all usually decorated with 
animal and mythological motifs. Flexed burials with nearby 
cenotaphs also distinguish the B M A C . According to the 
continuing research o f C. C. Lam berg-K arlovsky and Fred 
Hiebert, the assemblages at the Gurgan and K opet Dagh sites 
represent diffusion from M argiana and Bactria rather than 
vice versa, as was earlier thought. T h e B M A C  spread to 
Seistan, too (Godar-i Shah and Shahr-i Sokhta). A  strongly 
stratified society is implied by the abundance o fluxury goods, 
as well as the construction and maintenance o f an elaborate 
irrigation system, which was the economic basis o f the 
culture, and monumental architecture with strong 
fortifications.

In  Bactria, the B M A C  appeared at about the time when the 
M ature Harappan colony of Shortugai on the Oxus river 
ceased to be occupied. An abundance o f many kinds o f 
weapons, especially shaft-hole axes im pressively decorated 
with animal and m ythological motifs, are characteristic o f the 
Bactrian variant o f the B M A C . T h e  horse is represented in 
these weapons (figs. 8.25—8.26), and miniature trumpets 
similar to those from the Gurgan sites have been found.
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Together they suggest that the ruling elite engaged in chariot 
warfare. A  bronze statuette from the plundered tombs o f 
Bactria even shows a horse with a naked, ithyphallic rider, 
who presses his bent legs backwards beneath the horse, 
without stirrups (Bothmer 1990: 43, no. 29).

An important argument in favour o f the hypothesis that the 
warring elite o f the Bactrian culture spoke Proto-Indo-Aryan 

has emerged from the excavations directed by Jean-François 
Jarrige during the past two decades. T h e  French 
archaeologists have been digging at a strategically important 
point along one o f the main routes that lead from  Baluchistan 

to Sind, at the entrance to the Bolan Pass. A t M ehrgarh-7, at 
Sibri, and between M ehrgarh and N ausharo, there are 

cemeteries with typically B M A C  graves and cenotaphs: the 
grave goods include pottery whose shapes are quite similar to 
those o f the pottery found in Bactria and M argiana, and a 
wide variety o f artefacts characteristic o f the B M A C . A  very 
rich B M A C  hoard with ‘miniature columns’ , a gold vessel 
with four wolves in relief, and other prestige objects was 
found at Quetta in 1985. A t Nausharo, the M ature Harappan 
phase is succeeded by the B M A C ; there is no evidence here o f 
the Jhukar culture, which in Sind now initiates the L ate  

H arappan phase (c .1900-1800 b c ). On the other hand, while 
the Jhukar culture clearly continues predominantly Harappan 
traditions, it has a number o f new elements that can be traced 
back to the B M A C , such as the steatite whorls very common 
in Central Asia. T h ere  is thus good evidence for the presence 
o f the entire B M A C  in Baluchistan and for its significant 
interaction with the Indus Civilization at the end o f the 
M ature Harappan period. T h e  population movement that is 
implied coincides with the distintegration o f the Indus 
Civilization (§ I .6).

A  locally made cylinder seal known from an impression on a 
potsherd from Taip-depe in M argiana was divided into two 
registers by means o f a plait. This is a device that was 
inaugurated in Syria in the eighteenth century BC. A t this time 

Assyria was trading with Cappadocia and importing tin from 
the east. T h e  source o f this tin may have been in central and 
northern Afghanistan (Kandahar and Badakshan), where the 
Harappans and the Bactrians appear to have obtained their 
tin. On the other hand, from the eighteenth century bc 
onwards, north Syrian seals show such a typically Central 
Asian m otif as the two-humped Bactrian camel. There are 
also a number o f  other parallels; e.g. the copper mirrors with 

anthropomorphic handles that have been found in Bactria and 
Baluchistan go back to Egyptian prototypes via Syria. A ll this 
evidence for cultural contacts supports the suggested Central 
Asian origin for the M itanni Aryans.

Viktor Sarianidi’s recent excavations in M argiana have 
contributed a new argument in support o f the hypothesis that 
the Aryans o f  M itanni and the Indo-Aryans who composed

the early hymns o f the l}gveda came from  Bactria and 
M argiana. T h e  most popular god o f the l}gveda is Indra, also 
invoked at M itanni, but a demon for Zarathustra. A  central 
element in the cult o f Indra was a drink originally called 
* S a u m a : Vedic S o m a  corresponds to Avestan H a o m a ,  the 
cultic drink o f Zoroastrianism. T h e  botanical identity o f this 
plant has been debated for a long time, but most specialists 
nowadays opt for E p h e d r a .  Evidence for E p h e d r a  has been 

discovered in residues o f liquid contained in ritual vessels 
placed on shelves on the walls, and actual plant remains have 
survived under successive layers o f plaster coating on these 
shelves. T h e  vessels and shelves were in special rooms in the 
tem ple-forts o f T ogolok-21 and G o n u r-i, dating from the 

B M A C  II  phase (c.1700—1500 b c ).
So far everything has suggested a straightforward 

identification o f the nobility in the B M A C  with Proto- 
Indo-A ryan speakers. T h e  textual evidence o f the l}gveda, 
however, forces us to restrict this identification to the later 
phase o f the Bactria-M argiana culture. I t  seems that the 
Proto-Indo-Aryans came into being around the eighteenth 
century b c , during the period o f transition between B M A C  I 
and I I ,  when two distinct, successive Aryan tribes seem to 
have fused together, with a concomitant restructuring o f 
religion. A  parallel process was the later amalgamation o f the 
Proto-Indo-Aryans o f Central Asia and o f Proto-Iranians in 
Zarathustra’s reform, which reinstituted Ahura <  *A sura in 
place o f Indra and other d a e v a s .  L e t us first consider the 
textual evidence relating to the postulated fusion.

Im portant clues to an archaeological identification o f the 
Rgvedic invasion are provided by the references to the 
enemies o f the Rgvedic Aryans. Indra and his proteges, the 
earliest Rgvedic kings, are said to have destroyed the 
strongholds o f these enemies, who are called D i i s a ,  D a s y u  and 
P a n i .  When Sir M ortim er Wheeler unearthed the huge 
defensive walls o f H arappa in 1946, he identified the Dasa 
forts as the fortified cities o f the Indus Civilization. T h is 
hypothesis was widely accepted until 1976, when W ilhelm 
Rau published his study o f the relevant Vedic passages. Rau 
showed that, unlike the square layout o f the Indus cities, the 
Dasa forts had circular and often multiple, concentric walls. 
M oreover, the D asa forts were not regularly inhabited cities 
but functioned as only temporary shelters.

I have proposed identifying the D asa forts with the 
hundreds o f fortified villages that have been discovered in 
Bronze Age Bactria and M argiana. Th is is precisely the region 
where the Dasas, Dasyus and Pal).is had been placed a 
hundred years ago on the basis o f Old Persian, Greek and 
Latin  sources. In  Old Persian inscriptions, D a h a  ( <  * D a s a )  is 
the name o f a people and (in the plural) o f a province situated 
next to that o f the Sakas (fig. 1 . 1  ). According to Q  Curtius 
Rufus (8,3) and Ptolem y’s Geography (6,10,2), the people
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II
F i g .  8 . 1 8 .  Ground-plan o f the ‘temple-fort’ at Dashly-3 in 
Bactria (north Afghanistan), with three concentric circular walls. 
c. 1900-1700 BC. About 150 x  150 m. After Sarianidi 1986a: 59.

called Daha lived on the lower course o f  the river M argos 
(modern M urghab), that is, in M argiana, while Pomponius 
M ela (3,42), based on Eratosthenes, says that the river Oxus 

bends towards the northwest near the Dahas. Strabo ( 1 1 ,9,2) 
informs us that a people called Parnoi was one o f  the Da(h)a 
tribesand that they had previously lived along the Okhos river 
(modern Tejend  in M argiana). Vedic P a 1 J i is best explained as 
derived from * P t ; 1 J i ,  a low-grade variant o f P a r n o i ;  this 
ethnicon and the name o f the Dasa king P i p r u  m ay both go 
back to the Aryan verbal rootpi:- (present p i p a r t i  or p r n d t i )  ‘to 
bring over, rescue, protect, excel, be able’ .

A  fortified ceremonial centre with three concentric circular 
walls was found in the B M A C  I settlement in the oasis o f 
D ashly-3 in north Afghanistan (fig. 8. 18). T h e  tradition o f 
building forts with three concentric walls survived in Bactria 
until Achaemenid times (fig. 8.19). T h e  form o f these forts 
agrees with the description o f  a ‘threefold fort’ ( t r i p u r a )  in the 
Satapatha-Brahmar.ia (6,3,3,24—5). In  later Vedic and Hindu 
mythology, t r i p u r a  is usually the abode o f Asuras, ‘ demons’, 
opposed to Devas, ‘gods’ . T h e  Rgveda speaks o f  ‘a hundred 

forts’ o f the Dasas, while the Aryans themselves are never said 
to have had anything but fire or river as their ‘fort’ . T h e  later 
Vedic texts confirm this by stating that when the Asuras and 
D evas were fighting, the Asuras always won in the beginning, 
because they alone had forts. T h is suggests that the earliest 
Rgvedic Aryans were newcomers in M argiana and Bactria, 
whose hundreds o f fortified villages they m ust in any case 
have passed on their way to northwest India. T h e  Rgvedic 
Aryans describe their enemies as rich and powerful,

150

F i g .  8 . 1 9 .  Ground-plan ofthe Achaemenid fortress at Kutlug- 
Tepe in Bactria. About 40 x  40 m. After Sarianidi 1986a: 73.

defending their cattle, gold  and wonderful treasures with 
sharp weapons, horses and chariots. T h is description fits the 
first phase o f  the B M A C  in Bactria, with its finely ornamented 
golden cups and weapons, and animal figures including the 
horse (figs. 8.25—6).

T h e  difference in the skin colour between the fair Aryans 
and the dark Dasas, emphasized in the Rgveda, points to the 
same conclusion. Darkness o f skin is a very relative concept, 
however, and need not mean more than a very slight 
difference in complexion: compare m u s t a l a i n e n  ‘black man’ as 
the F innish  name for the local Gypsies. Nevertheless, it has 
been one reason why the Dasas are still commonly thought to 
have been the non-Aryan aboriginals o fln d ia . Another reason 
is the later m eaning o f the word d ä s a  ‘slave’ in Sanskrit. T h is 
meaning, however, is due to the fact that people with the 
ethnic name Dasa were taken captive in war, just as the 
English word s l a v e  originally denoted a captive S l a v  or the 
Finnish word o r  j a  ‘slave’ a captive A r y a n .  M any peoples call 
themselves by their native word for man or human being. T h e  
tribal name D a h a  (from earlier D a s a ,  possibly related to 
Mycenaean Greek d o e r o  <  * d o s e lo s  ‘slave’) appears to be 
originally a noun meaning ‘male person, man, hero’, which 
survives as such in Khotanese Saka d a h a .  T h e  W akhi word 
d i i i ,  b a y s k  has the same meaning; it goes back to Old Iranian 
d a h y u  from earlier d a s y u .  These are East Iranian languages 
later spoken in the Dasa area. T h e  Dasas, Dasyus and Par.iis 
could therefore actually have spoken an Aryan language, 
though one dialectally different from that o f  the Rgvedic 
Aryans.
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One o f the main reasons why the Dasas, D asyus and Pai:iis 
are still commonly thought to have been non-Aryan speakers 
is the apparently foreign look o f many o f their proper names, 

even i f  V a r c i n  and P i p r u  do make the opposite impression. 
M ost important in this respect is the name S a m b a r a ,  which so 
far has been considered to be o f Austro-Asiatic origin, being 
connected with the tribe o f the Austro-Asiatic-speaking S o r a  

( <  S a b a r a )  in the state o f Orissa in eastern India. The 

M ahabharata, however, has preserved several variants of 
Sambara as the name o f an enemy o fln d ra , one o f them being 
S a r h v a r a .  T h is  suggests that Sam bara is a Proto-M âgadhï- 

like variant of a noun meaning ‘protector, defender’ , from the 
root v i ; -  ‘ to surround, cover, protect’ . T h e  etymology agrees 
well with the meaning ‘ fort(ification)’, which s a m b a r a  as a 

neuter noun appears to have in the Rgveda (2,24,2), and with 
Karl Jettm ar’s comparison o f the D ashly-3 fort with Avestan 
v a r  ‘ fort’ . It  would also explain the variation between a form  
with the nasal and one without it, S a m b a r a  :  S a b a r a ;  rather 
than providing evidence for Austro-Asiatic infixation, it can 
be evoked as evidence for different ablaut grades, paralleled 

by the alternation in the Sanskrit prefix s a m -  :  s a - ,  the latter 
going back to the reduced grade * s Y !J - . T h e  alternation o f 
palatal and dental sibilants, one o f the most characteristic 
features o f eastern Indo-Aryan, is attested (in Vedic, Epic and 
M iddle Indo-Aryan texts) also for the word d i i s a  itself.

T h e  Rgvedic Aryans make it clear that the rituals o f the 
Dasas differed greatly from the Aryans’ own worship o fln d ra  
with the cultic drink Soma. T h e enemies and their evil gods 
possessed ‘magic power’ , m a y a .  T h e  Dasas worshipped gods 
called Asuras, while the A ryan  gods were called Devas. It  is 
true that, after the fusion o fth e  Aryans and Dasas, even Aryan 
gods like Indra are occasionally called Asura, through Indra 

originally has the title ‘slayer o f Asuras’ . T h e  forem ost Asura 

is Varuna, often paired w ith M itra; as the universal ruler 
( s a m - r i i j )  Varui:ia upholds the cosmic order ( i ; t a )  ‘with the 

magic power o f A sura’ . In  the Avesta, Varui:ia is not 
mentioned but has an exact counterpart in Ahura (Mazdah) 
‘the (wise) L o rd ’ , whom Zarathustra re-established as the 

highest god in eastern Iran instead o f the d a e v a  Indra, whom 
he condemned as a demon: the Avestan compound M i d r a -  

A h u r a  corresponds to the (secondary) Vedic and M itanni 
compound M i t r i i - V a r u r z i i ,  the Avestan Ahura guards a s a  

( <  * i ; t a )  and is h u - m i i y i i  ‘endowed with good m aya’ . Varui:ia’s 

name is probably derived from  the root v i ; -  ‘ to surround, 
protect’ and may be just a variant o f the D asa name 
S a m b a r a  =  S a r h - v a r a .  T h e  word s a m - v a r a r z a ,  which usually 

means ‘enclosure’ (for keeping and defending cattle), occurs 
as a proper name in Rgveda 5 ,33 ,10 ; in the Avesta, the cognate 
word h c ; m - v a r 3t a y -  means ‘ (manly) courage’ and is also a 
divinity (Yast io ,66; 1 1 ,2 ,  etc.).

Rgvedic hymns indicate that some Aryan kings entered into

alliances with the irreligious enemy, and that some rich Dasa 
kings like Balbiitha T aruksa started worshipping Indra. 
Apparently in order to secure the loyalty o f their new ly won 
Dasa subjects, early Aryan kings made a compromise and 
adopted the cult o f Varuna, the principal god o f the former 
enemy. T h us in the Rgvedic hymn 4,42, addressed to both 
Indra and Varui:ia on behalf o f Trasadasyu, Varui:ia first says, 
‘ I , Varui:ia, am the sovereign; it was I who was first destined to 

be Asura. T h e  gods follow the advice ofVarui:ia’, but then he 
admits that Indra is the unparalleled god o f war, insuperable 
in his fury created by Soma. In  Rgveda io , i 24,5, Indra invites 
Varui:ia to join the ranks o f the devas as a king after the defeat 
o f the Asuras. Because b o t h  Indra a n d  Varuna are invoked in 
the M itanni oath o f 1380 bc , the M itanni Aryans must have 
come from Bactria and M argiana a f t e r  this amalgamation o f 
early Rgvedic Aryans and Dasas had taken place.

I f  the Rgvedic A ryans conquered southern Central Asia 
and northwest India as newcomers, we would expect them to 
have arrived from  the northern steppes, the original Aryan 
homeland. T h e  coming o f the steppe nomads was indeed once 

thought to be a possible reason for the sudden decline of 
wealth in the B M A C  at the shift between its phases I and I I  
(now dated to c.1700 b c ). However, this hypothesis has not 
been so popular with archaeologists in recent years, because 

no traces o f violent destruction have been found. M oreover, 
the vestiges o f a southward expansion o f the Andronovo 
culture from the steppes o f Kazakhstan (fig. 8 .15) have been 
dated mainly to the latter part o f  the second m illennium  bc . 

However, this Soviet chronology o f the steppe cultures, 
chiefly based on typology, is suspected to be too low.

E arly  Andronovo cemeteries in the southern U rals, such as 
that on the Sintashta river dated (by Soviet scholars) to c . i  600 
b c , also favour the invasion hypothesis. T h e horse-chariots 
buried with their owners in the Sintashta cemetery had two 
wheels with ten spokes each (fig. 8.20). In the ancient Near 
East, most chariots continued to have only four spokes until 
about 1400 bc . T h us the chariotry o f the early Andronovo o f 
the northern steppes was more advanced and had the potential 
to introduce new chariot technology into the ancient Near 
East, where the M itanni Aryans appear as masters in chariotry 
by the sixteenth century bc  (§ 8.5). In  fact, one Syrian seal 
dated between 1750 and 1600 bc  shows a war-chariot with two 
eight-spoked wheels.

I f  the Sauma Aryans were originally steppe nomads 
representing the early Andronovo culture, who became the 
rulers o f the B M A C  c . 1700 b c , what about the Dasas? T h e 
B M A C  I emerged with the second phase o f occupation in 
M argiana. T h e  form o f the rectangular fortified settlements is 
a . continuation o f that o f the first phase but their proportions 
are monumental, with walls over m o metres long and 4 metres 
wide. T h e  continuity with the ceramics o f the earlier phase is
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F i g .  8 . 2 0 .  A chariot burial at the Sintashta river cemetery near 
Chelyabinsk in the southern Urals. Early Andronovo culture, 
dated to c.1600 bc. After Piggott 1983: 92, fig. 47.

extremely close, but the small finds exhibit a drastic change, 
with a sudden explosion in luxury goods. These prestige 
objects clearly betray an ultimately N ear Eastern, more 

particularly Elam ite, influence. T h e  distance to Elam  is 
bridged by Shahdad in Kerm an, where a great num ber o f 
comparable objects has been found. It has also recently 
become clear that, for example, the compartmented metal 
seals ofBactria go back to the traditions o f the Early Harappan 
period in Baluchistan. M argiana was first occupied during the 

late Namazga V  period (c.2100-1900 bc) by settlers coming 
from the piedmont region immediately to the west, the 
assemblage being closely similar to that o f Anau and Namazga 
in everything but architecture. In other words, the B M A C  
essentially continues the local, undoubtedly pre-Aryan 
traditions, just as the Gurgan G rey W are to the west goes back 
to earlier local painted pottery.

T h e  only possible connection o f the B M A C  I or the Hissar 
I l l b  horizon with the Dasas would be for a small wave o f 
Aryan-speaking nomads to have taken over the leadership in 
southern Central'Asia around 2000 bc  and totally adopted the 
local culture, yet retained their own language. There is some 
very scant evidence for the presence o f such nomads in the 
discovery in 19 9 1 o fa  few sherds ofPoltavka-type ceramics on 
B M A C  I floors at Togolok-1 in M argiana, linked with the 
lower Volga steppes (fig. 8.24a). As the Dasa religion did not 
include the cult o f Saum a, this would im ply that drinking the 
extract o f the E p h e d r a  plant as a way o f increasing fighting 
powers was an innovation o f the early Andronovo culture, 
where advanced chariot technology had also been developed 
in the meantime (fig. 8.24b).

After their assumed conquest of the Dasa forts in M argiana 
and Bactria around 1700 bc  (which m ayhave taken place more 
peacefully than the texts suggest), the Saum a Aryans too 
would have largely adopted the earlier local culture, thereby

IS2

transforming the cult o f the Asura-worshipping Dasas into 
the pre-Zarathustran D aiva cult (involving the *Saum a 
drink). Im m ediately after this second cultural fusion had 
taken place, one group o f the resulting acculturated Proto- 
lndo-Aryans branched westwards to Gurgan, and from there 
to northern Syria, becoming the rulers o f the M itanni 
kingdom, while another faction continued (at least partly via 
Seistan) eastwards to Swat, founding there the Proto-Rgvedic 
( =  Proto-Dardic) culture o f the Gandhara Grave culture 
(Ghalegay IV  period) (fig. 8.24b).

T h e pottery o f  the intrusive Ghalegay IV  culture o f  Swat, 
which flourished from the eighteenth to the fifteenth century 
bc , bears some resemblance to (but is not identical with) the 
B M A C  pottery o f Bactria. Ghalegay IV  is the first cultural 
assemblage of Swat to have the horse, and its area o f 
distribution largely coincides with that o f the Dardic 
languages, which are the only ones to preserve some distinctly 
Rgvedic dialectal variants such as the gerund formed with the 
suffix - t v ï .  T h e spread o f the Ghalegay IV  culture to the 
Punjab in the sixteenth century bc , with its concomitant 
acculturation, agrees with textual evidence that attests to 
battles in the plains and to the intrusion o f new dialectal forms 
and subject-matter into the Rgveda.

T h e  culture of Pirak I, dating from the eighteenth century 

bc , is the first culture in Sind certainly in possession o f the 
horse and the camel. T h is intrusive culture differs from the 

B M A C  tradition and may represent in an unacculturated 
form the steppe nomads whom we have assumed to have taken 
over the B M A C  about this time. Their arrival marks the 
introduction o f agricultural innovations, for the cultivation of 
rice was introduced in Sind, as it was in Swat, in the Ghalegay 
IV  phase. In  both cases the rice undoubtedly came from the 
Ganges Valley, suggesting a new level o f mobility in North 
India. Even the terracotta stamp seals o f Pirak and the only 
seal o f the Ghalegay IV  period so far found in Swat resemble 
each other.

T h e succeeding Ghalegay V  phase in Swat, dated to 
c.1400—800 bc, is thought to have analogies with the early Iron 
Age cultures o f western Iran, such as Hasanlu V. Som e o f the 
recently discovered petroglyphs in the upper Indus Valley at 
Chilas also have west Iranian parallels o f this same period. 
This prompts one to consider the old problem posed by the 
Nuristani languages from a new perspective. T h e Nuristani 
disaspiration is an important isogloss with the Iranian 
languages, though the development is identical only with 
regard to the voiced aspirates. Their position on the western 
edge of the D ardic languages certainly suggests that the 
Nuristani languages arrived from the west later than the 
Dardic languages, and not vice versa, as is generally assumed.

A  few archaeological links have been recorded between the 
Ghalegay V  culture o f Swat and the Painted Grey Ware
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F i g .  8 .2 i . Distribution ofPainted Grey Ware (r.1100—350 bc) and Northern Black Polished Ware (c.700-100 bc) in  northern South 
Asia.

culture (fig. 8 .21) o f  the M adhyadesa, the ‘middle region’ o f 
the N orth Indian plains, but after this, the culture o f the 
northwest developed in relative isolation. T h e  pattern agrees 
with the Vedic culture (fig. 8.22), which started in the 
northwest, but in  the middle and late Vedic period had little 
contact with that region. With their spread from  Swat to the 

plains, the Ghalegay IV —-V1  cultures seem to offer the best 
counterpart to the early Vedic culture. Apart from  the latest 
phase, during which some iron was used, these cultures

belong to the Chalcolithic period, and inhumation and 
cremation exist side by side, as in the J,lgveda. T h e  Painted 
G rey Ware culture, in its turn, flourishing between iio o  and 
350 bc  in the Madhyadesa (fig. 8 .21), provides a close parallel 
with the middle and late Vedic culture (fig. 8.22) temporally, 
spatially and in terms o f cultural content.

Before the expansion o f  the Gandhara Grave culture, the 
Harappan or (in the case o f OCP) Early Harappan traditions 
were continued in the Late  Harappan Chalcolithic cultures
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F i g .  8 . 2 2 .  Places and peoples mentioned in the Vedic texts, c . i  500-500 bc. Incomplete with regard to the earliest period. Redrawn 
from Witzel 1987: 210.

that occupied the plains o f northwest India (fig. 1 .17 ) :  the 
Cemetery H  culture o f the Punjab, the Jhukar culture o f  Sind, 
and the Ochre Coloured Pottery (O CP) culture o f the 
G anges-Yam una doab (around modern Delhi). On the other 
hand, some unmistakably intrusive traits appear in these 
cultural complexes. A  major source o f these new features is 
undoubtedly the B M A C , which arrived in South Asia via 
Baluchistan around the nineteenth century bc  (see pp. 148h). 
These early ‘ Indian D asas’ , are likely to have become the 
ruling elite o f the Late  Harappan cultures. It is their tradition 
that probably developed the complex fire-altar ritual, which is 
not mentioned at all in the Rgveda, but is suddenly 
incorporated in the Vedic ritual at the beginning o f the middle 
Vedic phase, that is, when the Punjab had already become the 
focus o f the Vedic culture and the earliest Yajurvedic texts 
were compiled (fig. 8.24a). <

An antennae-hilted sword com ing from  extensive illicit 
digs in Bactria is closely similar to comparable swords from

Fatehgarh near Delhi (fig. 8.23). This suggests that ‘ Indian 
Dasas’ may have introduced some artefact types found in the 
Copper Hoards o f the upper Ganges Valley. On the other 
hand, the ‘fish’ symbol incised on one o f the 
‘anthropomorphs’ typical o f the Copper Hoards (fig. 4.2), and 
the discovery o f one such anthropomorph in Harappan layers 
at Lothal, point to some Harappan influence. However, the 
main tradition behind the Gangetic Copper Hoards seems to 
be the local O CP assemblage (possibly related to the Early 
Harappan Sothi W are complex), which has been encountered 
at one or two sites that have yielded Copper Hoards. T h e  
introduction o f swords may mark a Dasa infiltration leading to 
elite dominance. When the Vedic culture penetrated the 
Gangetic Valley to the east in the middle Vedic period, the 
Vedic Aryans had to fight with ‘barbarians’ who worshipped 
Asuras and spoke a language that has been identified (on the 
basis o f the sample in Satapatha-Brahmax:ia 3 ,2 ,1 ,23) as akin to 
the easternmost branch o f the later M id d le  Indo-Aryan
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F i g .  8 . 2 3 .  Antennae-hilted copper swords. (a) From Bactria in 
northern Afghanistan, representing the BM A C . Length 52 cm. 
(b) From Fatehgarh in Uttar Pradesh, India, representing the 
Gangetic Copper Hoards. Length 63.5 cm. After Parpola 1988b: 
285, fig. 10, based on (a) Sarianidi 1986a: fig. 75, and (b) Gordon 
1960: pl. 27b.

languages, M agadhl. M agadhans are mentioned as a hostile 
tribe living in the east as early as the Atharvaveda. T h e  

hypothesis that M âgadhî is descended from an earlier wave o f 
A ryan  immigrants (the Dasas) is also in agreement w ith the 
age-and-area model o f cultural anthropology.

T h e  use o f iron and a grey ceramic ware in thePainted G rey  
W are phase m ay have spread to India from Central Asia and

the Iranian plateau mainly through Baluchistan. T his event 
appears to be documented at Pirak I I I  ( c . 1 10 0  b c ), and is 
perhaps connected with the arrival o f the East Iranian 
speakers to the Indo-Iranian borderlands.

T h e  hypotheses concerning the formation o f the Aryan 
branch o f Indo-European, as proposed in this section, are 

summarized in fig. 8.24.

8.5 T h e  h o rse  a rg u m e n t

T h e  view that an early form o f Indo-A ryan was spoken by the 
Indus people continues to have its supporters. It  is therefore 
necessary to emphasize in conclusion one important reason 
why the H arappan people are unlikely to have been Indo- 
European- or Aryan-speakers. T h is is the complete absence o f 
the horse ( E q u u s  c a b a l l u s )  among the m any wild and 
domesticated animals that have been identified at a large 
number o f Early and M ature H arappan sites (table 8.1).

Because the horse issue is so very central and conflicting 
reports exist, it seems advisable to quote a fairly up-to-date 
authoritative report:

Fig. 8 .2 4 .  Formation of the Aryan branch o f Indo-European in three hypothetical stages: (a) £.2800-1700 bc , (b) £.1700-1400 bc, 
(c) £.1400—700 BC.
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(b)

(c)

Fig. 8.24. (cont.)
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T ab le  8 .1. U n g u l a t e s  r e p r e s e n t e d  b y  f a u n a l  r e m a i n s  a t  s i t e s  i n  t h e  G r e a t e r  I n d u s  V a l l e y

Mehr-
garh
I I I I I I - V I I

Bala-
kot

Jalil-
pur

Nau-
sharo

Har-
appa

Mohen-

jo-
daro Sibri Pirak

W i l d

E l a p h a s  m a x i m u s  (Indian elephant) ? + + + ?

R h in o c e r o s  u n i c o r n is  (one-horned rhinoceros) + +
E q u u s  h e m io n u s  (khur, onager) + + + + + ? ? + +
S u s  s c r o f a  (wild boar) + + + + + + + + +
A x i s  a x is  (chital, spotted deer) + p + +
A x i s  p o r c in u s  (hog deer) + +
C e r v u s  d u v a u c e l i  (barasingha, swamp deer) + + + + ?

B o s e la p h u s  t r a g o c a m e lu s  (nilgai, blue bull) + + + +
B o s  p r i m i g e n iu s  (wild cattle) 
B u b a lu s  a r n e e  (wild water buffalo) 
A n t i l o p e  c e r v i c a p r a  (blackbuck) 
G a z e l l a  b e n n e t t i  (chinkara, gazelle) 
C a p r a  a e g a g r u s  (wild goat)
O v is  o r i e n t a l i s  (urial, wild sheep)

+
+
+
+
+
+

+

+
+
+
+

+ +
?

+

?

+
+ + + +

D o m e s t ic

E q u u s  c a b a l lu s  (horse)
E q u u s  a s in u s  (donkey)
C a m e lu s  b a c t r i a n u s  (two-humped camel)
B o s  i n d i c u s  (zebu, humped cattle) + +
B o s  t a u r u s  (non-humped cattle)
B u b a lu s  b u b a l i s  (domestic water buffalo)
C a p r a  h i r c u s  (domestic goat) + +
O v i s  a r i e s  (domestic sheep) + +

+
+

? ? +
+ + + + + + + +

? ? + ? ?
? ? ? ? ?

+ + + + + + + +
+ + + + + + + +

After Meadow 19 9 1: 55, table 2.

There are, as yet, no convincing reports o f horse remains from 
archaeological sites in South Asia before the end o f the second 
millennium bc. M any claims have been made (e.g., Sewell 19 3 1; 
Nath 1962, 1968; Sharma 1974) but few have been documented 
with sufficient measurements, drawings, and photographs to 
permit other analysts to judge for themselves. An additional 
complication is that some specimens come from archaeological 
deposits which could be considerably younger than the main 
body o f material at the site (e.g., Mohenjo-daro and Harappa). 
Identifications, no matter how firm, are not particularly useful if  
the bones on which they are based come from poorly defined 
contexts.

Northwestern South Asia is the home of E q u u s  h e m io n u s  k h u r , 
a subspecies o f ‘onager’ or Asiatic wild ass (Groves and Mazak 
1967). This animal, before the present century, was distributed 
throughout the alluvial plains o f the northwestern portion of the 
subcontinent and in Balucnistan (Roberts 1977), intergrading 
with the Persian onager ( E . h .  o n a g e r )  in eastern Iran. Today, a 
relict population finds refuge in the Rann o f Kutch. The wild

relatives o f the horse ( E .  c a b a l lu s )  and donkey ( E .  a s in u s )  are not 
native to the Iranian plateau and South Asia, the domesticated 
animals having been brought into the area probably from the 
west and north. It is the date and circumstances o f the 
introduction of these domesticated forms which is at issue. 
(Meadow 1987: 908k)

W h y should the horse be such a strong indicator o f the 
Aryan and Indo-European culture? T h e first strong evidence 
for horse domestication comes from  Dereivka on the Dnieper 
river, a site belonging to the Ukrainian Srednij Stog culture, 
which flourished about 4200—3500 bc . D uring the following 
Pit G rave culture (f.3500-2800 bc), widely considered as 
Proto-Indo-European-speaking, full-scale pastoral tech­

nology, including the domesticated horse, wheeled vehicles, 
stockbreeding and limited horticulture, spread from  the 
Ukraine eastwards over the vast grasslands.

T h e  Proto-Aryan word for ‘horse’ , * a s v a -  (retained in
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Vedic but in Avestan already changed into a s p a - ) ,  is clearly a 
Proto-Indo-European inheritance. It has undergone the 
sound change * k > * c > * s ,  assumed to have taken place 
dialectally in the late Satam phase o f the Indo-European 
period. L ike its cognates, Old Irish e c h ,  Latin  e q u u s ,  Old 
English e o h ,  G othic a i h w a - ,  Tocharian y a k w e ,  Proto-Aryan 
* d i v a -  is derived from Proto-Indo-European * ( H 1) e k w o s  

‘horse’ (Lithuanian further has e f v a ,  a f v a  ‘mare’). T h is  word 
is thought to date from the early phase o f Proto-Indo- 
European, because it is almost certainly related to the 
adjective * ( H , ) ö k u s  ‘sw ift’ (whence Greek OkUs and Sanskrit 

d s d - )  and because these two words are linked by derivational 
processes no longer operative in the late phase o f Proto­

Indo-European.
Various terms associated with the wheeled vehicle 

represent the most recent technological concept solidly 
reconstructed for Proto-Indo-European from most o f the 
Indo-European languages and therefore are temporally most 
diagnostic for the maintenance o f Proto-Indo-European 
linguistic unity. Archaeological evidence suggests a rapid 
dispersal o f wheeled vehicles from the N ear East through 
Transcaucasia and the Pontic steppe to central and 
northwestern Europe within a few centuries in the late fourth 
millennium  bc . T h is again fits with the idea that the carriers of 
the Pit G rave culture spoke a late form o f Indo-European.

Am ong the earliest textual evidence relating to the Aryans 
is the name o f the M itanni king T u ( i ) s ( e ) r a t t a ,  corresponding 
to the Vedic attribute t v e s d - r a t h a -  (  <  * t v a i s d - r a t h a - )  ‘having 
an impetuous chariot’ (J3._S 5 ,6 1,13 ) . T h e  textbook on the 

training o f chariot horses written in H ittite by a M itannian 
called K ikku li contains several technical terms that have 
unanimously been considered to be o f  Aryan etymology.

W hen the R gvedic tribes invaded northwestern India, they 
drove ( v a h - )  in war-chariots ( r a t h a - )  with two wheels 
( c a k r a - ) ,  an axle ( a k s a - )  and a thill (ifii-), and drawn by horses 
( a i v a - ) .  A ll these terms have a good Indo-European 
etymology and thus indicate that the Vedic chariotry had its 
roots firm ly in the Proto-Indo-European heritage. In  the 
middle Vedic period, the horse was the principal victim  in the 
most magnificent royal sacrifice.

T h e  horse and chariot can thus with good reasons be 
expected to be physically and ideologically present in the 
archaeological cultures identified as Aryan. This is the case in 
the Gurgan culture o f  northern Iran, with the chariot seal of 
Tepe H issar I I Ib  (fig. 8 .17), in the Bactria and M argiana 
Archaeological Com plex (figs. 8.25—8.26), and in the Late  
H arappan or Post-Harappan. cultures o f the Indian 
subcontinent. A t Pirak I and II ( f .18 0 0 -130 0  b c ), the horse 

has been found only in thfe form  o f equid figurines with a 
forelock, a characteristic feature o f the domestic horse, while 
the first bones definitely attributable to the horse come only
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F i g .  8.25. A  horse-headed macehead from plunder excavations 
in northern Afghanistan. Copper. After Sarianidi 1986a: 2 1 1 .

Fig. 8.26. Shaft-hole axe with horse head. Afghanistan, early 
second millennium bc. Copper alloy. Height 7.9 cm, width 
14.9 cm. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 1989.281 . 39 
(gift ofN orbert Schimmel Trust, 1989). After Pittman 1984: 70,

fig. 32.

F i g .  8.27. (a, b) Representations of the horse on black-on-red
painted pottery from Bïr-kôt-ghwandai, Swat Valley, northern 
Pakistan. Latter half of the Ghalegay IV  period (c.1700—1400 bc) . 
A fter Stacul 1987: fig. 46: f  ( =  a), h ( =  b).
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from Period I I I  (c.I30 0 -8 oobc). In the Swat Valley, the horse 

is present in the G halegay IV  period (c .i70 0-1400  b c ) at 
Kr-köt-ghwan<;lai, both in the motifs of painted pottery (fig. 
8.27) and osteologically: out of 158  equid bones, 13  have been 

identified as those o f E q u u s  c a b a l lu s .

T h e picture is totally different when we turn to the Indus 
Civilization. There is no evidence of the horse whatsoever, 
either osteological (table 8 .1) or representational. T h e  horse is

never depicted in the H arappan seals, amulets or statuettes, 
although m any other animals are. It  is the image o f the 
‘unicorn’ bull that dominates in the seals, and the Harappan 
deities wear the buffalo’s horns as their crowns. T h is evidence 
does not prove that Aryans never visited the Indus Valley in 

the third millennium — a few  probably did — but it does 
suggest that the Indus Civilization in general and its rulers 
were non-Aryans.
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9 D ravidian languages and the 
H arappan culture

9 .1 T h e  B ra h u i p ro b le m  a n d  N o rth  D ra v id ia n

A  Dravidian language, Brahui, is spoken by several hundred 
thousand people in the mountain valleys and plateaux o f 
Baluchistan and Afghanistan, a core area o f the Early 
H arappan Neolithic cultures. Its presence there is an anomaly 
referred to as the ‘Brahui problem ’ , which S ir D enys Bray 
defined as follows in his pioneering description o f the Brahui 
language:

Then there is his alien, and to the ears of his neighbours 
barbarous, language, an island of Dravidian utterly severed from 
its kin by many hundreds of miles of surrounding Indian and 
Iranian languages and possibly by far more hundred years of 
isolation. . . Who are these strange, Dravidian-speaking 
tribesmen? . . .  And i f  the racial riddle o f such a commixture of 
people is unanswerable, what of their language? Polyglot in 
vocabulary, it is sheer Dravidian in structure. Is it indigenous to 
Baluchistan or immigrant? I f  immigrant, whence and when did it 
wander in? And i f  it is indigenous, when and why and how did its 
kin wander forth beyond its utmost ken? (Bray 1934: II, 41)

B ray  him self was very much inclined to  see the key to the 
Brahui problem in the Indus Civilization and the 
contemporary Bronze Age cultures o f Baluchistan. H e also 
thought that doubts arising from  the great contrast ‘between 
the highly developed city-civilization o f M ohenjo-daro and 
the wandering tent-life o f the hill Brahuis’ could be resolved:

Sir Aurel Stein [19 31] faces the difficulty with imaginative 
candour. In  the Brahuis he sees not indeed the descendants of the 
ancient settled race who founded the civilisation, but 
descendants of the semi-barbarous peoples on the fringe, its poor 
relations as it were. And he points to the Brahui hills above the 
plains about Mohenjo-daro, bleak, barren, affording the invader 
neither attraction nor room for settlement, as just the ground 
where a nomadic fringe of the city-civilisation might be left 
undisturbed throughout the ages, long after the cities had been 
blotted out. Real or imaginary, the picture Sir Aurel draws is true 
to life; how true no one perhaps can feel who has not himself 
wandered in those unkind hills and seen the wilder Brahuis
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encamping for the night in  their goats’ hair tents. (Bray 1934: 11, 
42)

S ir Joh n  M arshall had already pointed out in  1924 that the 
presence o fB rah u i in Baluchistan suggests that the Dravidian 
languages entered India through this area. T h e  most 
im pressive attem pts to find linguistic relatives for the 

' D ravidian language family, indeed, have connected it with the 
Elam ite language once spoken in southwestern Iran, with the 
U ralic fam ily in northern Eurasia, and with the ‘Altaic’ 

languages that have spread from Siberia and M ongolia. 
However, none o f  these long-range comparisons can be 
considered as proven or generally accepted.

In  recent decades, M arshall’ s view has been essentially 
endorsed b y  leading Dravidologists including M . S. 
Andronov and K am il V. Zvelebil, who have seen the Brahuis 

as the first group that broke off from the mainstream of 
Dravidian languages when they entered the Indian 
subcontinent around the fourth m illennium  BC. M arshall’ s 

hypothesis was, however, opposed fro m its  inception in 1924, 
when Ju les Bloch suggested that the Brahuis had come to 
Baluchistan quite recently from South or Central India,

where the other D ravid ian  languages are spoken. Georg 
M orgenstierne disputed B loch ’ s hypothesis in 19 32 , while 
M urray B. Emeneau, in  his important studies on Brahui 
published in the 1960s, was hesitant. In  a recent paper, Jo se f 
Elfenbein (1987) has strongly argued along the same lines as 
Bloch (fig. 9. I ).

As the prehistory o f Brahui is o f considerable relevance to 
the issue concerning the language o f the Indus Civilization, 
the evidence relating to it must be examined carefully. We 
shall first deal with Brahui’s relationship with Baluchi and the 
known history o f the tribes speaking these two languages. 
T h is  w ill be followed by an examination o f the relationship o f 
Brahui to the otherD ravidian languages. In  addition to purely 
linguistic evidence, we shall deal with the evidence o f ethnic 

names as well, because these have figured in the discussion. In 
conclusion, I shall argue that the truth m ay lie somewhere 
between the two rival hypotheses mentioned above.

Brahui has been spoken in very much the same areas as 
Baluchi (or Balochi), an archaic Iranian language: broadly, 
from southeastern Iran (the province o f Sistan-va- 
Baluchestan) over southwestern Afghanistan to western
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Pakistan, where the province ofBaluchistan is their core area. 
Baluchi is a N orthw est Iranian language. Its M iddle Iranian 

ancestor was close to the Parthian spoken to the southeast o f 
the Caspian Sea. T h e  Baluch are assumed to have migrated 
from  that region towards the southeast in several successive 
waves, starting around the seventh century and reaching the 
borders o f Sind and west Punjab by about the twelfth century. 

According to S ir H arold B ailey  (supported by Elfenbein), the 

name B a l o c  m ay come (via *  W a r d a u c )  from  the ancient name 
for eastern Baluchistan, Old Iranian *  V a d r a v a t i ‘ (land) with 
underground water channels’ , Greek G e d r o s i a .  I f  the Baluch 
acquired their present name only after settling in their present 
habitats, this would explain why they are not mentioned by 
this name in any sources earlier than the tenth century.

According to the 1961 census o f Pakistan, 363,000 people 
spoke Brahui as their prim ary language ( 1 5 1 ,  ooo in the K alat 
region o f Baluchistan), and 87,000 people as their second 

language. T h e  Brahu i are traditionally nomadic tribesmen. 
D uring the winter season, they used to take their flocks from 
the cold highlands o f Baluchistan to the lowlands o f Sind, 
m igrating back again for the summer season. T h ey  have 
started staying in Sind permanently only in relatively recent 
times, from the end o f the eighteenth century onwards; this 
has increased their contact with the Indo-A ryan languages o f 
Sindhi and Siraiki (or Lahnda). Estimates o f the numbers o f 
Brahui speakers liv ing in southeast Afghanistan vary between
50,000 and 200,000 (Elfenbein thinks the latter figure m ay be 

a mistake for ioo,ooo); the m ajority are tenant farmers or 
hired herders working for Baluchi or Pathan khans, and most 
o f them also speak either Pashto or Baluchi or both. Elfenbein 
( i 987) estimates the grand total o f Brahu i s p e a k e r s  now to be 
around 500,000, o f whom perhaps only about 100,000 are 
prim ary speakers.

D uring the past decades, the numbers o f Brahui speakers 
have been declining somewhat in favour o f Baluchi speakers, 
who nowadays number around 3,500,000 in all. T h e  
tribesmen calling themselves Brahui in Iranian and Afghan 
Seistan have ceased to speak Brahui; they adopted Baluchi 
about two generations ago.

T h e  Brahui tribes are mentioned for the first time in 
Persian chronicles referring to a ‘Brahui Confederation’ 
established in  Baluchistan in the sixteenth century; in  1660 
M !r  Ahmad, belonging to the Brahui MTrwarl, established the 
Khanate in Kalat. In  the course o f its history, the Brahui 
Confederation made alliances with the surrounding tribes 
(mainly Baluchi, but also Pathans, Sindhis and others), who 
then became fe ll members of the confederation. M any o f the 
tribes have changed their language. Today, there are 24 
Brahui tribes in Pakistani Baluchistan. Sixteen are said to be 
o f non-Brahui origin, but six o f these speak B rahu i as their 

first language, while o f the eight tribes said to be Brahui in
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origin, only three rem ain Brahui speakers; the rest are either 
bilingual with Baluchi as their first and Brahui as their second 
language, or have completely given up Brahui in favour of 
Baluchi.

A s the Brahui themselves explain, their ethnic name in all 
probability denotes just one branch o f the Baluchi tribe:

The word ‘Brâhûï’ (older ‘Brähö!’) is almost certainly a modern 
term, taken from the Siraiki (‘Jatk i’) b r ä h ö , the local form o f 
i b r ä h t m , to which the Balochi - t adj. suffix has been added, as is 
usual, to form an ethnicon. As far as is known, this ethnicon was 
first used in the 16th C. to refer to a now vanished tribe ofBaloch, 
the IbrâhTmï, who dwelt amongst theJatts o f Awärän in Pakistani 
Makran. (Elfenbein 1987: 223)

Brahu i and Baluchi have for very  m any centuries been in 
close contact with each other. W hile the numerically fewer 
Brahuis had earlier enjoyed higher social prestige, the 
situation has been reversed since about 1750. T h e  symbiosis 
o f the Brahui and Baluchi speakers has resulted in an 
extensive bilingualism o f a rare, bilateral type (normally the 
minority alone is bilingual):

Amongst bilaterally bilingual speakers . . .  Brahui tribal matters 
between equals are discussed in Brahui; in group conversation 
between 3 or more persons, an inferior speaks to a superior in 
Brahui, who answers in Balochi; equals may use either language 
indifferently; in formal discussion, Balochi is used regardless of 
rank. For extra-tribal matters o f an official kind, Urdu is used i f  
possible with Government officials. Within a family context, an 
elder son speaks to his father in Balochi, a younger in Brahui; a 
father speaks to his son in Brahui i f  the mother is Brahui- 
speaking; in Balochi i f  the mother is Balochi-speaking. The 
language used between brothers and sisters depends on the 
language ofthe mother, in a polygamous society, and depends on 
status. A  husband speaks to a wife in her language, a wife to a 
husband in his -  but this depends also on status. (Elfenbein 1987: 
222f.)

Brahui is assumed to have been in close and continuous 
contact with Baluchi since at least the fourteenth century, and 
probably a few  centuries longer. D uring this long period 

Baluchi has exercised such a profound and pervasive influence 
on Brahui that it has been completely changed, not only 
lexically but also in phonology, morphology and syntax.

The main Balochi influences on Brahui are: ( 1 ) Brahui has largely 
adopted the Balochi phonological system; (2) the loss o f gender in 
Brahui; (3) Brahui has taken the imperfective prefix a- from 
Balochi; (4) Brahui has a present-continuative tense formed as a 
calque on its Balochi model; ( 5) the Brahui use of the conjunction 
ki is taken from Balochi; (6) Brahui uses suffixed pronouns after a 
Balochi model; (7) the Brahui verbal stern kan- ‘to do’ is 
borrowed from Balochi; (8) Brahui has an - ä  case, used as Joe., 
from  Balochi; (9) Brahui employs Balochi word order, and ( io) 
approximately 20 percent o f the Brahui lexicon are loanwords 
from Balochi. (Elfenbein 1989: 360)
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Brahui has been able to retain only its own D ravidian 
morphology and a small proportion o f its original D ravidian 
lexicon (constituting perhaps 15 per cent o f its vocabulary). 
T h us, only the first three numerals are Dravidian, while the 
rest are Baluchi. The influence o f Brahui on Baluchi, on the 
other hand, has been m ainly lexical, and the num ber o fB rahu i 
loanwords in Baluchi is very small.

T h e  overwhelming m ajority (more than 95 per cent) o f the 

Brahuis and Baluchis are Sunni M uslim s, and about one-third 
o f their vocabulary consists o f Persian and Arabic loanwords. 

B u t both Brahui and Baluchi also have a large num ber o f 
Indo-A ryan loanwords, perhaps a quarter o f the vocabulary. 
These words come from Sindhi and from southern Siraiki (or 
Lahnda), known in Baluchi as Ja tk l or Jac;l-galI, i.e. the 
language o f the Ja tt people. T h e  ethnicon J a n  comes from 
M iddle Indo-A ryan J a n a ,  from Old Indo-Aryan * J a r t a ,  

known from the Mahabharata in the f o r m J a r t i k a  as the name 
o f a people living in the northern Indus Valley. F ive  Brahui 

and several Baluchi tribes claim Ja tt origin, and the Hindu 
Sewa rulers o f K alat before the sixteenth century were Jatts. 
T h e  Jac;l-galI speakers o f Iranian Baluchistan apparently 

migrated from the east several centuries ago, and they arrived 
in M akran as early as the fourth century ad . Indo-A ryan 
loanwords have spread far to the west also through frequent 
reverse migrations of the Baluch and Brahui from the borders 
o f Sind westwards into Iran and Afghanistan. According to 
Elfenbein, Baluchi has got the retroflex consonants t  d  r  from 
Indo-Aryan: ‘T h eir presence is most marked in Eastern H ill 
Balochi (which has probably also the greatest num ber o fJa tk I 
loanwords), lessening as one moves westwards, and in Iran 
they tend to be assimilated to t  d  r ,  respectively’ (Elfenbein 
1989: 358f.). However, a more likely source would seem to be 

Brahui, which likewise has three retroflexes t  d  r ,  all o f 
Proto-Dravidian origin.

But although Sindhi and Siraiki have exerted a very strong 
influence on Brahui vocabulary, ‘ there is no real evidence for 
any deeper, structural influence from  Indo-A ryan on 

Brahu i . . . “ Linguistic aggression”  against Brahui has been 
almost entirely by Balochi until quite recent times, when 
U rdu has taken over as chief aggressor, together with Sindhi 
and Siraiki for those Brahui-speakers who live in  S ind ’ 

(Elfenbein 1982: 79f.).
T h e  absence o f  any deeper structural influence o f  Indo- 

A ryan  upon Brahui would seem to rule out the possibility that 
Brahui has arrived from  the plains o fln d ia  in relatively recent 
times. In  1962, M urray Emeneau had reservations in this 
respect, because some structural changes in Brahui were 
ambiguous and could potentially be due to Indo-Aryan 
influence. N ow  these doubtful items have been removed by 
JosefE lfen bein , who has shown the source to be Baluchi here 

too. T h e  conclusion can therefore be drawn that Brahui has

certainly been spoken in Baluchistan ever since the Baluch 
arrived there perhaps a thousand years ago. T h e only 
controversial issue is whether the Brahui were living in 
Baluchistan before that time. T h e  answer to this question can 
be sought in Brahui’ s relationship with the other Dravidian 
languages.

Since M . B. Em eneau’ s study (1962a), it has generally been 
agreed that no dialectal features connect Brahui specifically 
with any o f the Central or South Dravidian languages; in 
contrast, Brahui belongs to a separate North Dravidian 
subgroup with Kurukh and M alto, by  virtue of several shared 
innovations:

1 Most important among these innovations is the fricativiza- 
tion o f the Proto-Dravidian word-initial velar stop ( * k -  >  x - )  

before vowels other than the high vowels * i ,  * i  and * u ,  * i i ,  in 
which position it remains unchanged (k-).

2 The change of Proto-Dravidian word-initial * c -  into k- 
before * u ,  * i i ,  * e  and * e  in a few etyma.

3 The change of Proto-Dravidian * v -  into b-. It is possible that 
this is not a shared innovation in the two branches o f North 
Dravidian but a separate development. A  parallel change has 
taken place in Eastern Indo-Aryan and the Kurukh-Malto 
change may have been induced by it.

4 The use o f a velar suffix * - k -  in the formation of the past 
tense.

5 Seven words not found in other Dravidian languages.

T h e  Kurukh language is nowadays spoken by about
1,300,000 people from N epal and M adhya Pradesh to Bihar, 
Orissa, Bengal and Assam. M ost o f the Kurukh speakers live 
in the Chota-N agpur plateau, the greatest concentration 
being in the Ranchi D istrict o f Bihar and the neighbouring 
Raigarh D istrict o f M adhya Pradesh. Kurukh has remained a 
relatively uniform language, so its , spread over vast areas in 
N orth India is fairly recent. It  is also closely related to Malto, 
which is restricted to the Râjm ahâl hills in Bihar and West 
Bengal and spoken by about 90,000 people.

In their folk narratives, the K urukh speak o f the Azamgarh 
region (about m idway between Lucknow  and Patna) as their 
original home, from which they migrated in ancient times to a 
(not certainly identifiable) place called Hardiban, and later, 
along the N arbada river, to Gujarat. T h e invasions o f the 
Gurjaras (in the fifth and sixth centuries ad) and the M uslim s 
(from the eighth century) into the D aybal-Broach-U jjain 
area, however, forced the Kurukhs to retreat eastwards 
towards Bihar and back to Rohtas near the Son river, where 
they split into two groups: the M alto went northeast to the 
Rajm ahal hills, and the Kurukh to the Chota-Nagpur plateau

(fig. 9 -I ).
These Kurukh legends about their migration to Gujarat 

and back have been referred to as a possible bridge to South 

India. T h e  name K u r u k h  (phonemically / k u r x / ,  phonetically
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F i g .  Q .2 . Migration pattern o f nomadic people in Baluchistan at the end o f the nineteenth century. After Scholz 1983: fig. 5.
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[ k i i r u x ] )  has been etymologically connected with K o t f , a g u ,  the 

name o f a Dravidian people and language in Karnataka. 
However,

because ofTam il k u t a k k u  ‘west’ , the PD r root reconstructed here 
[*kwt-V-k-] may originally have denoted the point o f the 
compass, and only later on came to be used as the name o f a 
people. In this case it would not be necessary to assume a direct 
relationship between K o d a g u  and K u r u x  (or between the 
speakers o f these languages), for such a geographical designation 
[i.e. ‘westerners’] may have been used for quite different ethnical 
groups. (Pfeiffer 1 9 7 2 : 6 4 )

T h e  T am il word k u t a  ‘ setting sun’ indeed suggests that the 
ultimate etymology o f these words may be the Proto- 
D ravidian verb k i t a  ‘ to lie down, rest, fall down’, for the 
change i > u  before retroflexes is common in- Dravidian.

What is more important, no grammatical features of 
Kodagu link it with N orth Dravidian. On the other hand,

D . N . Shankara Bhat (1968, 19 7 1)  has claimed that the 
Koragas o f South Kanara speak (besides T ulu) a separate 
D ravidian language which shares several grammatical 
features with N orth D ravidian and Kurukh in particular. 
However, the evidence presented so far is in many respects 
uncertain, and such authorities as M artin  Pfeiffer (personal 
communication) and P. S. Subrahmanyam  (1983) have 
reserved their judgement.

On the present evidence, then, the North Dravidian branch 
consists o f just two sub-branches, Brahui and Kurukh-M alto. 
Brahui, of course, has diverged from Kurukh and Malto much 
more than they have from  each other. T h us more than h alf 
(108 etyma) o fB rah u i’ s relatively small Dravidian vocabulary 
(202 etyma) is not represented m  Kurukh-M alto. 
Nevertheless, I am inclined to think that the split within 
N orth D ravidian is much more likely to have occurred in the 
first millennium  ad (as suggested by Elfenbein) than the 
second millennium BC, and that it m ay well have been caused 

by the G urjara and M uslim  invasions.
On the other hand, the linguistic separation o f N orth 

Dravidian from  the rest o f Dravidian must be much older. As 

Thom as Burrow  pointed out in 1943, the change o f Proto- 
Dravidian * k -  into Proto-N orth Dravidian * x -  is absent from 
the numerous loanwords which Brahui, K urukh and M alto 
have borrowed from  Indo-Aryan, the very few  exceptions 
being m ostly reborrowings o f Dravidian borrowings in 

Indo-Aryan. T h e  only notable exception is Brahui x o l u m  

‘wheat’ <  Sanskrit g ö d h ü m a  ‘wheat, T r i t i c u m  s a t i v u m ' (first 

attested in the Yajurveda; the Sanskrit word is also the source 
ofProto-N uristani * g o d ü m a ) .  I f  this etym ology is correct (and 
the Brahui word is not rather related to Tam il k ü l a m  and 
Central Dravidian k ü l i ,  k ü { l i  ‘ grain, paddy’ , as recently 
suggested by Burrow and Emeneau), it would im ply that the 

N orth D ravidian sound change was still productive at the very

beginning o f the Indo-Aryan influence. Burrow ’ s argument 
implies that the sound change had already taken place and was 
no longer productive in N orth Dravidian when it came into 

contact with Indo-A ryan languages. On the other hand, 
Sanskrit k h a l a -  ‘threshing-floor’, a loanword from D ravidian 
attested as early as the Rgveda ( c .  1000 b c ), starts with an 
aspirated velar stop, apparently reflecting the North 
Dravidian fricativization o f Proto-Dravidian *k- (cf. Tam il 
k a l a m  ‘threshing-floor’ vs. K urukh x a l l  ‘field’ ); compare 

Rgvedic Sanskrit m u k h a m  ‘m outh’ <  Proto-Dravidian m u k a m  

‘face, mouth’ , reflecting the lenition o f *-k- in intervocalic 
position.

On the basis o f the K urukh legends, Elfenbein locates the 
N orth D ravidian homeland on the Narbada river. He 
concludes that Proto-Brahui speakers migrated through 
Gujarat and Sind to their present home around K alat in 

Baluchistan about i,ooo years ago, and became absorbed early 
into the Baluch tribal system (fig. 9 .1). There is little doubt 
about this early absorption and its occurrence in Baluchistan. 
I disagree with Elfenbein, however, about the location of the 
N orth Dravidian homeland. In  m y opinion it was in 
Baluchistan rather than in ‘Central W est India’ , which means 
that the Proto-Brahui speakers were already in Baluchistan 
when the Baluch came, rather than vice versa.

Baluchistan was h ardly uninhabited w hen the Baluch 
arrived there, as there is archaeological evidence o f  more or 
less continuous occupation from the seventh millennium BC. 
A ll this time nomadic people have migrated seasonally 
between highlands and lowlands, spending the hot summers 
in the coolness of the hills and the cold winters in the mildness 
of the plains (§ 1.6). In  19 0 1, 60 per cent o f the Brahuis were 
nomadic and 13 per cent semi-nomadic. Since that time, these 
figures have been drastically decreasing, but in former times 
seasonal migrations brought large numbers o f Brahui and 
Baluchi nomads annually to Sind (fig. 9.2). M any groups 

extended their w inter wanderings to Gujarat and Rajasthan. 
It is easy to imagine that the Kurukh and M alto represent one 
such nomadic tribe which continued its migration to the hills 
of central and eastern India when once its way back to 
Baluchistan had become blocked. It is more difficult to 
imagine that people o f the plains forced their way into the 
rugged mountains o f Baluchistan, especially i f  those 
mountains were already occupied by such hardy tribes as the 
Baluch. And would the Baluch have accepted such plains 
people into their fold, respecting them as much as or even 
more than themselves? I f  the Brahuis were not the indigenous 
inhabitants o f Baluchistan, who were? Certainly not the 
Baluch, who came from  northern Iran in the tenth century ad 
or later.

The conclusion that the Brahui and Kurukh-M alto 
represent remnants o f the language spoken by the
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descendants o f the Early  H arappan population ofBaluchistan 
is supported by the evidence o f Old Indo-Aryan, to which I 
shall turn in § 9.3, after considering areal linguistics in  a 

broader perspective.

9.2 L in g u is t ic  co n v ergen ce  in  South A sia

M an y language families and individual languages spoken in 
South Asia lack ancient written sources. Areal linguistics 

provides evidence that is indispensable in charting their 
prehistory and thus also in determining which language was 
spoken by the Harappans. Som e o f this evidence has already 
been hinted at here and there.

T h e  w ay in which a person speaks a second or third 

language is influenced by his or her mother tongue and vice 
versa. Linguistic transferences mediated by bilingual 
individuals gradually lead to borrowings and structural 

resemblances between contiguous languages. Areal isoglosses 
(that is, geographical lines that separate neighbouring regions 
according to distinct linguistic features) cut across the 
boundaries set by the genetic relationships.

Som e peoples have been able to  maintain their language 

through millennia; others have yielded to social, political or 
cultural pressures and changed their language. But even i f  a 

language has died out, it m ay be possible to determine its 
earlier presence in the area from loanwords and from the 
structural influences it has exerted on the remaining 

languages. T h e  term ‘adstratum’ refers to a living language 
exerting influence on another language, ‘ substratum’ to an 
older local language that has died out but influenced the 
language that has replaced it, while ‘ superstratum’ refers to 
the opposite, a language which newcomers have given up in 
favour o f the local language, which they have adopted, adding 

to it their own ‘accent’ and other peculiarities.
T h e  mapping o f isoglosses thus makes it possible to 

ascertain the former extent o f different language families to 
some degree. H istorically significant patterns emerge when 
several isoglosses cluster into isogloss bundles with 
approximately the same boundaries, and when the origin o f a 
given linguistic feature and the direction ofits diffusion can be 
established. Here it is important to establish whether the 
feature can be attributed to the reconstruction o f the 
protolanguage o f the family or branch involved, and whether 
it is present in the cognate languages outside South Asia.

It  goes beyond the scope o f the present book to present a 
comprehensive and up-to-date summary o f the major areal 
isoglosses in South Asia. However, figure 9.3 charts the most 
im portantconclusion that D r B ertil Tikkanen has drawn from 
his ongoing (and so far m ostly unpublished) analysis and 
synthesis o f the currently available evidence. It  concentrates 
on the only linguistic feature that demarcates South Asia as a

linguistic area in Asia, namely the presence o f retroflex or 
(post)alveolar versus dental stops. Other retroflex consonants, 
such as sonorants, sibilants and affricates, have either a 
narrower or a broader distribution. It is possible to 
distinguish between two basic retroflex typologies (A and B) 
and subtypes within each o f them. There is a convergence 
along the contact areas towards the less marked types (A). 
This retroflex typology correlates to some extent with other 
areal isoglosses. Fo r the sake o f clarity, however, these other 
areal features have not been indicated on the map, excepting 
just one isogloss most relevant for the theme of this book, • 
nam ely the distinction between forms excluding and 

including the addressee in the pronoun of the first person 
plural, ‘we’ .

T ikkanen’ s analysis suggests that Dravidian had once been 
spoken also in all those parts o f the type A  retroflex system 
area which are Indo-Aryan-speaking now. T h is distribution 
makes Dravidian the most likely language to have been spoken 
by the Harappans.

9.3 D ra v id ia n  su b stra tu m  in flu en ce  on O ld  

In d o -A ry an

Recent analysis of extensive cranial and dental material 
suggests two major biological discontinuities in the 
population o f the Greater Indus Valley, the first between 6000 
and 4500 BC, and the second between 1750  / 800 and 200 bc :

T h e  results of this research do not support Renfrew’s Neolithic 
Arya Hypothesis [which] . . .  calls for introduction of Indo- 
European speakers with the development of agriculture . . .  The 
Harappan Civilization does indeed represent an indigenous 
development within the Indus Valley, but this does not indicate 
isolation extending back to neolithic time. Rather, this 
development represents internal continuity for only 2000 years, 
combined with interactions with the West and specifically with 
the Iranian Plateau . . .  The second biological discontinuity . . .  
indicate[s] a change during the millennium following the end of 
the Harappan Civilization. This latter difference could be 
interpreted as support for Renfrew’s ‘Mounted Nomads of the 
Steppe’ hypothesis . . . [which postulates] a movement of 
Indo-European speakers into South Asia after the end of the 
Harappan Civilization but before composition of the Hymns of 
the Rigveda [i.e.] . . .  after 1750 bc  but before moo bc. (Hemphill 
et al. 1992: 173-4 , with the order of the quotations changed)

T h e Aryan-speaking nomads thus seem to have started 
coming to the Indian subcontinent at the beginning o f the 
second millennium bc  (§§ 8.4—5). Initially their numbers must 
have been very small in comparison to the population living in 
the cities and villages o f the Indus Civilization, estimated to 
have been at least a million. A ll the Harappan people could 
not possibly have been killed or driven away. Archaeological 
evidence also shows that the Harappan traditions continued
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without a break, becoming transformed gradually into the 
various Late H arappan cultures (§ 1.6). T h e new elements 
appearing at this level, such as the Jhukar seals which have 
parallels in the Bronze Age culture o f M argiana and Bactria, 
are likely to represent the incoming m inority who formed a 
dominating élite speaking an Aryan language (§§ 8.4-5).

N or could the H arappan language(s) have disappeared 
overnight. In  the course o f centuries and through gradually 

increasing bilingualism, the earlier population eventually 
adopted the A ryan languages. A n analogy closer to our time 
m ay illustrate this process. A fter Caesar’ s legions had 
conquered the Gauls, the originally Celtic-speaking tribes of 
what is now Fran ce gradually adopted the Latin  language. 
Such a process oflinguistic assimilation leaves evidence o f the 
disappearing substratum language in the structure and 
vocabulary o f the surviving language: the way in which a 
person speaks a second language is affected by his or her 
m other tongue. M odern French has developed from  a vulgar 

Latin  that was rather different from the Latin  on which 
modern Italian is based. Less than a millennium separates the 
Indus Civilization from  the earliest preserved literary sources, 

the hymns o f the Rgveda, so the chances o f finding some trace 
o f Harappan substratum influence in them look fair.

Geographical references and cultural content suggest the 
Ghalegay IV  culture o f Swat (c. 1700—1400 b c ) as the m ilieu o f 
the most ancient Indian hymns o f the Rgveda (§ 8.4). B ut were 
there any H arappans in Swat before the arrival o f the Rgvedic 
Aryans? T h e  earliest inhabitants o f the Sw at Valley had a 
Neolithic culture with a pebble-tool industry, Ghalegay I 
(c.3000—2500 b c ), which was comparable to that o f Neolithic 
sites in Him achal Pradesh and, north o f the H indu K u sh  and 
Pam ir mountains, in south Tadzhikistan and in China. There 
is nothing to connect them with the E arly  Harappans. B ut the 
culture o f  the Ghalegay I I  period (c.2500-2000 bc), 
contemporaneous with the Indus Civilization, is very 
different. Its fine wheel-made and painted pottery is similar to 
that o f Hathial I and Sarai Khola II near T axila , a regional 
variety o f the E arly  H arappan K o t D iji-style pottery. T h e  
scarcity o f structural remains and domestic articles in 
Ghalegay I I  Sw at contrasts with the abundance o f the 
pottery, suggesting a periodic rather than continuous 
occupation. Giorgio Stacul (1987: I 17) plausibly suggests that 
this reflects Harappan exploitation o f Sw at’s rich coniferous 
forests, evidenced by the fact that some Harappan houses 
were built o f deodar cedars. U n til recently, this wood has 
been transported from Swat by floating it down the river.

T h e  next period, Ghalegay I I I  (f.2000—1700 b c ), is 
characterized by the almost complete disappearance o f the 
Harappan-related wheel; made pottery and by the reappear­
ance of the pebble-tool industry, accompanied by a coarse 
pottery similar to that o f the Northern Neolithic at Sarai

Khola I near Taxila  and at Burzahom in Kashm ir (fig. 8.12). 
T h is culture persisted as a minor component during the 
following Ghalegay IV  period (f.1700—1400 bc), which may 
represent the early Rgvedic culture. T h e  potter’s wheel and 
the related traditions o f period I I  did not entirely disappear 
during period I I I ,  however, for they reappear little by little in 
period IV .

T h is cultural background would account for the paucity o f 
Dravidian substratum influence upon the early Rgvedic 

language. Still, few though they are, some Dravidian loan­
words can be recognized in the Rgveda, including p h d l a m  

‘ (ripe) fruit’ (cf. P D r p a l a m  ‘ripe fru it’) as well as m ü k h a m  

‘mouth’ and k h a l a -  ‘threshing-floor’ (§ 9 .1). T h e  Harappans 
used a plough, and the Rgvedic word for ‘plough’, l i i n g a l a ,  is 
probably derived from  Proto-Dravidian * n i i n g a l  /  * n i i n g a l  

(there are other examples o f the replacement o f Proto- 
Dravidian * n -  with l -  in Indo-Aryan, cf. § 12 .2), even i f  the 
etymon m ay ultimately go back to Austro-Asiatic.

T h e  num ber of D ravidian loanwords increases dramati­
cally in post-l}gvedic literature. Thom as Burrow has pres­
ented a list o f 85 ‘words in Sanskrit which can be traced either 
with certainty or with a high degree o f probability to a 
D ravidian origin’ . T h e  great m ajority of these appear in the 
later Vedic texts, the earliest classical Sanskrit texts like 
Panini’ s grammar, and in Pali, between f.700 and 300 BC.

This is significant from the point o f view of locality where the 
influence took place. It is not possible that at this period such 
influence could have been exercised by the Dravidian languages 
of the South. There were no intensive contacts with South India 
before the Maurya period by which time the majority o f these 
words had already been adopted by Indo-Aryan. I f  the influence 
took place in the central Gangetic plain and the classical 
Madhyadesa the assumption that the pre-Aryan population o f 
this area contained a considerable element o f Dravidian speakers 
would best account for the Dravidian words in Sanskrit. (Burrow 

i 9 7 3 a: 3 86)

T h e  Rgveda is assumed to contain not only Dravidian 
loanwords but also phonological and syntactic Dravidism s, in 
particular the development o f ( i)  retroflex phonemes, (2) the 
gerund, and (3) the quotative and (4) onomatopoeic 
constructions, all o f which are absent from the closely related 
Iranian branch o f Aryan languages. In  each case, however, 
alternative explanations are possible and have been suggested: 
a spontaneous internal development or the influence o f some 

other language fam ily, including unknown substrata. But the 
cumulative evidence weighs heavily in the balance. One 
further reason why some scholars have been unwilling to 
accept these structural features as Dravidism s, in addition to 
the small number o f D ravidian loanwords (which are also 
called into question), is their early and sudden appearance. 
T h is , however, is exactly what can be expected i f  the
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Dravidism s were adopted indirectly, through another Aryan 
language that had been subject to direct substratum influence 
o f Dravidian for a longer time. W e must bear in mind that the 
Rgveda was largely composed in the plains o f the Punjab 
relatively late, and redacted even later. T h e  language, as well 
as the contents, o f the Yajurveda reflects an entirely different 

tradition, which probably evolved in the Punjab and was 
incorporated in  the Veda only during the acculturation that 

m ay be assumed to have taken place after the descent o f the 
Rgvedic tradition from  the Sw at Valley. Epic Sanskrit, which 
contains a larger number o f Dravidian loanwords than the 

Vedic texts, is likely to go back to the same ‘Proto-Yajurvedic’ 
dialect o f Old Indo-Aryan. Prakritization, which eventually 

led to a radical simplification of the complex Indo-Aryan 
syllable structure through assimilation and intrusive vowels, 

is best explained as an adjustment to the phonology o f a 
Dravidian substratum.

9.4 A rc h a e o lo g ic a l id e n tifica tio n  o f  P ro to -D ra v id ia n  
sp e a k e rs

In  the third millennium, when the Aryan languages had 
probably not yet arrived and the Gangetic V alley had not yet 
become intensively cultivated (it is thought that this became 
possible only with the arrival of iron f.1000  b c ), and with the 
south only sparsely populated, speakers o f the H arappan 

languages are likely to have formed the m ajority o f the South 
Asian population. A s far as numbers o f speakers are 
concerned, the D ravidian fam ily is the best match for 
H arappan among the known non-Aryan language fam ilies of 
long standing in South Asia. A fter Indo-Aryan, the Dravidian 
languages make the second largest . linguistic fam ily: until 

recently, about one-quarter o f the entire population spoke 
Dravidian. Speakers o f the third largest linguistic fam ily, 
Austro-Asiatic, num ber just a few per cent.

In  1965, K am i! Zvelebil, one o f the leading Dravidologists, 
linked the carriers o f the cultures characterized by the 
heterogeneous B lack-and-Red W are ( =  B R W ) with the 
-l'eakers o f Dravidian languages, because both ‘once 
inhabited the w h o l e  o f India’ , and because the interaction 
between the culture marked by the Painted G rey  W are 
(identified with the Vedic culture) and the surrounding B R W  
cultures around 500 BC coincides with the period o f a massive 
influx of Dravidian words into Sanskrit. There is certainly a 
lot to be said for this identification, provided it is not made too 
exclusive. A n exclusively Dravidian identification o f the 
B R W  cultures would leave little room for non-Vedic Indo- 
A ryan, including Proto-M agadhl, which is known to have 
been spoken east o f the V ed ic area in the Brahm ana period 
(§ 8.4). Since the B R W  is ultimately o f H arappan origin and 
makes an early appearance in  Late  H arappan cultures with

intrusive elements, a more balanced view is to see it as a 
ceramic style which became fashionable among both native 
Dravidians and the earliest wave(s) of Indo-Aryans who 
interacted with them.

T h e identifications made in section 8.3 onwards leave only 
one major archaeological complex that can be aligned with 
Proto-Dravidian: the H arappan culture with its Early 
H arappan background. In  fact, this is by far the most 
satisfying match both tem porally and geographically, 
particularly in view o f areal linguistics (§ 9.2) and also the 
distribution o f the N orth Dravidian branch and the dating of 
its principal innovation (the spirantization of P D r * k - )  to the 
very beginning of its contact with Indo-Aryan languages 
(§ 9 .1). There are other arguments, too, supporting this 
equation.

A  provisional analysis of the Indus inscriptions has given us 

a few hints o f the typological characteristics of the Harappan 
language, notably the hypothesis that different sorts of 
attributes (including the adjective and genitive attributes as 
well as numerals) precede the head word (§§ 6 .1—3). Proto- 
D ravidian matches perfectly these characteristics, D ravidian 
languages being the only ones in the Indian subcontinent with 
a consistent ordering of modifier before modified.

Som e cultural traits o f the Indus Civilization have 
linguistic implications. Its standardized weights reveal that 
the numeral system was a mixed one, binary or octonary plus 

decimal. T h e  smaller ratios weigh t  t  i ,  iJ and of the basic 
unit (13 .625 grams), the bigger ratios 2, 4, i o , 12 .5 , 20, 40, 
100, 200, 400, 500, 800 times the basic unit. T h is agrees with 
the traditions o f classical India, where 8 x  8 =  64, and 
i o  x  i o  =  100, were considered ‘round num bers’, not to 
mention the former division o f the monetary unit, the rupee, 

into i6 annas. There is evidence in the num eral system of 
Proto-Dravidian for both a decimal and an octonary system. 
T h e  numerals for both ‘ten ’ ( * p a " / f t u )  and ‘hundred’ ( * n u r u )  

can be reconstructed for Proto-Dravidian. On the other hand, 

in  Proto-Dravidian the root for ‘eight’ ( * e n )  also means 
‘number’ and ‘to count’ , suggesting that this was the original 
turning-point in counting (once apparently performed with 
the help o f fingers but excluding the thumbs).

Based on palaeobotanical evidence, D . Bedigian (1985) has 
suggested that sesame m ay have come to M esopotam ia from 
India with the Indus trade, and in this connection called 
attention to the similarity between Akkadian e l l u  I  u l u  ‘ sesame 
oil’ and Sum erian i l u  /  i l i  on the one hand, and South 

Dravidian e l ,  e l l u  ‘ S e s a m u m  i n d i c u m ' on the other. Th is 
argument is not fo lly  satisfactory, however: ( 1 ) according to 
most recent research, sesame is an originally African cultivar; 
(2) the evidence for sesame in the Indus Civilization is rather 
poor; and (3) the quoted Dravidian word can be reconstructed 
only for Proto-South Dravidian, not for Proto-Dravidian.
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T h e most important single piece o f actual linguistic 
evidence relating to the Indus Civilization is the toponym 
M e l u h h a ,  mentioned as a distant foreign country engaged in 
sea trade in the cuneiform sources o f the Akkadian through 
Old Babylonian times (§ 1.5). In  1960, C. J .  G add (in 

Leem ans 1960: 164) hazarded the guess that this toponym 
might be etymologically related to Sanskrit m le c c h a ,  a word 

that signifies a ‘stranger speaking a language unintelligible to 
the Vedic Aryans’ . It must be noted, however, that the earliest 
occurrence o f Sanskrit m le c c h a  (in S B  3 ,2 ,i ,i8 ff .)  refers to 
people living rather a long way from the H arappan area, 
namely, the ‘Asuras’ o f the east, who moreover spoke a 
M agadhI-like M iddle Indo-Aryan language. Even so, m le c c h a  

might preserve a H arappan ethnic name, as these M lecchas 

appear to be descended from the ‘Indian Dasas’ who, upon 
their entry into Sind, evidently mixed with Indus people

(§ 8.4).
T h e  cognate Pali word m i l a k k h a  ‘barbarian’ suggests that 

Sanskrit m l e c c h a  goes back to * m l e k s a ,  which in turn may, as 

S ir  Harold Bailey has ' pointed out, represent * m l e x a - ,  where x 
stands for a velar spirant not found in Indo-Aryan. W ith the 
metathesis characteristic o f Central Dravidian and with the 
normal (Proto-)Dravidian spirantization o f * - k -  in the 

intervocalic position, this word could go back to Proto- 
Dravidian * M e l - a k a m  ‘highland’ . T h is compound, however, 
is not known from any Dravidian language. T h e  second 
element does figure in the Old Tam il toponym T a m i l a k a m  

‘T am il country’ ; the question o f a possible relationship 
between this toponym and M e l u h h a  is bound up with the 

problem concerning the etymology o f the ethnic name T a m i l  

and its Sanskrit form  D r a v i d a  or D r a m i l a .

In early cuneiform texts, M e l u h h a  can also be read M e l a h h a  

( m e - l a h - h a ) ,  which is closer to * M e l a k a m  or even 
( T a ) m i j a k a m .  T h e  meaning ‘high country’ would be in 
agreement with the Sum erian characterization o f M e l u h h a  as 
‘highland’ (§ 1.5); this meaning would fit Baluchistan, the 
original home o f the E arly  Harappans (§ 1.6). In  fact John 
Hansman (1973) has tried to connect M e l u h h a  with the ethnic 
name B a l u c h  (for a different etymology, see § 9 .1) ; Hansm an’s 

bridge is the N eo-Assyrian word m b a l u h h u  ‘ galbanum’, an 
extract o f a tree growing in eastern Iran  and Afghanistan (a 
timber called l - s i - i n - d a - a  in the same N eo-A ssyrian text 
probably denotes ‘wood from Sind ’ ).

T h e  place-names o f the H arappan area provide one more 
potential source o f dues to identifying the H arappan language 
(see also § 7.4). Settlement names are particularly relevant, 

because they m ay go back to the Early Harappan period but 
not further. Am ong the elements which denote ‘village’ or 
‘town’ in the Harappan: area there are several o f common 
occurrence that are o f non-Aryan etymology, and all o f these 
have a Dravidian origin and occur frequently in  South Indian

i/o

place-names. T h ey  include n a g d r a  (cf. B i n a g d r a  in Sind on 
Ptolemy’s map [ / , 6 i ] = M i n n a g d r a  in Periplous 38 =  M i n  

N a g a r  near Bahmanabad in a thirteenth-century Sindhi 
chronicle; M i n a g d r a  in Saurashtra in Ptolem y 7,63 =  M i n -  

n a g d r a  in Periplous 4 1 ,  exporting much cotton; N a g d r a  in 
Afghanistan in Ptolemy 7 ,43, etc.); p a l l i  ‘village’ (whence v a l l i  

and modern - o l i ,  - o l  in  Gujarat), corresponding to South 
Dravidian p a l l i ; and p a t a ( k a )  or p à t i  (whence - v a t a ,  - v a t i ,  etc., 
modern - v a d a ,  v à d ,  etc. in  Gujarat) as well as p a t t a n a  

(Gujarati p a t t a n ) ,  all originally ‘pastoral village’ from the 
D ravidian root p a t u  ‘to lie down to sleep’ . T h e word k o t t a  

‘fort’ (generally considered to be o f Dravidian origin) is of 

particular interest, because its distribution in N orth India is 
m ainlylim ited to the H arappan area and the northwest. M ost 
o f the Harappan settlements were fortified.

In  addition to place-names, other linguistic evidence 
suggests that Dravidian was form erly spoken in M aharashtra, 
Gujarat and, less evidently, Sind, all o f which belonged to the 

Harappan realm. It includes Dravidian structural features in 
the local Indo-A ryan languages M arathi, Gujarati and 
Sindhi, such as the distinction between two forms of the 
personal pronoun o f the first person plural, indicating 
whether the speaker includes the addressee(s) in  the concept 
‘we’ or not (fig. 9.3). Dravidian loanwords are conspicuously 

numerous in the lower-class dialects o f M arathi.
Further evidence for the form er presence o f Dravidian 

speakers in M aharashtra and Gujarat is supplied by the 
Dravidian kinship system. T h e  kinship systems prevalent in 
Dravidian-speaking South India today can be shown to be 
descended from  a common system, which distinguishes 
between marriageable cross-cousins (children of opposite-sex 
siblings, a brother and a sister) and unmarriageable parallel 
cousins (children o f same-sex siblings). T h e  Proto-Dravidian 
kinship terminology is logically dependent on the rule of 
cross-cousin marriage as an ordering principle. T h e  cross­
cousin marriage has two effects which have been prohibited in 
the Indo-Aryan kinship systems by rules o f m arriage: the 
exchange o f sisters in m arriage, and the perpetuation of 
affinity between two lineages (fig. 9.4). ‘T h u s sharp contrasts 
between the D ravidian and the Indo-Aryan kinship systems 
exist at every level: concepts (kinship terms), rules, behavior’ 
(Trautm ann 19 8 1: 25).

Thom as Trautm ann has carefully analysed stories in  
Sanskrit, Prakrit and Pali texts where Dravidian cross-cousin 
m arriage is placed in N orth Indian settings. M ost o f these 
tales, however, turned out to have been written in South India 
or S ri Lanka, reflecting conditions prevalent there and not in 
N orth  India. Nevertheless, their testimony is valuable in 
authenticating the antiquity o f cross-cousin m arriage in 
South India. B ut the Ja in a  literature composed in 
Maharashtra, Gujarat and Saurashtra also contains examples
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siblings siblings

cross cousins

siblings siblings 

parallel cousins

siblings siblings 

parallel cousins

cross

(a)

O B

r i i r iII
The perpetuation of affinity

(b)

F i g .  94- The Dravidian kinship system based on cross-cousin 
marriage. (a) Cross cousins and parallel cousins. (b) Synchronic 
and diachronic effects o f cross-cousin marriage. After 
T i ’ Utmann 19 81: 23, fig. 1.5  and 25, fig. 1.7.

o f  cross-cousin marriage. These undoubtedly reflect local 
marriage norms, for ‘though the languages o f this area are 
Indo-Aryan, m any of its castes are D ravidian in their kinship 
term inology, and for them the contemporary practice or the 
memory, preserved in proverbs and folklore, o f cross cousin 
marriage is reported in the ethnography’ (Trautm ann 19 8 1: 

3 3 7 ).

9.5 S o u th  D ra v id ia n  an d  the a rc h a e o lo g y  o f  
p e n in su la r  In d ia

T h e T am il language is spoken in the extreme south o f India. 
Protected from Indo-A ryan influence by surrounding 
Dravidian languages and conserved by an ancient literary 
tradition o f two millennia, Tam il has remained surprisingly 
close to Proto-Dravidian in its phonetic structure. The 

substantial corpus o f bardic poetry in  Old Tam il is also a 
unique source for ancient Dravidian culture and religion. The 
poems were composed and collected between about the first 
century bc and the sixth century ad . In  the earlier parts o f this 
literature, there is relatively little N orth Indian influence. The 
poetic conventions are original, Indo-Aryan loanwords 
scarce, and deities, officiants and other aspects o f the cult have 
native names. Obviously the Old Tam il traditions constitute a 
most important source in any attempt to decipher the Indus 
script based on the hypothesis o f a D ravidian affinity for the 
Indus language. But is there any historical relationship 
between the T am il culture o f the extreme south and the Indus 

Civilization o f the northwest? H ow did the T am il culture arise 
and when and where did the T am il language come from? 
These questions should be answered, not only to legitimize 
the use of Old T am il sources, but also in order to evaluate 
them better.

One o f the most widely supported hypotheses was 
proposed in 19 53 by Christoph von Fiirer-Haim endorf. He 
suggested that the Dravidian languages came to India from 
the west through Iran about 700 bc  with the carriers o f the 
M egalithic culture, which is distributed all over South India 
including T am il Nadu and which persisted there well into the 
early centuries o f the Christian era. T h e  isolated M egalithic 
stone cists near Karachi would explain the presence o f the 
Brahui speakers in Baluchistan.

T h e  last phase o f the M egalithic culture (c.300- ioo bc) 
does overlap the period o f Old T am il literature (c. ioo bc  -  ad 
600 ), which in its militaristic idealization of warfare 
(including such elements as the horse and iron weapons) 
closely resembles the martial character of the M egalithic 
culture (in which weapons were regular grave goods). Though 
cremation (cf. Pui:am 363) had by this time been imported 
from North India, M egalithic burial customs, too, were 
occasionally referred to (cf. Maryimekalai 6 ,66-7; Puram  2 3 1, 
228, 256). It is in d e e d  very probable that, during the last few 

centuries b c , the carriers of the M egalithic culture spoke 
Dravidian, at least in the extrem e south. But this does not 
necessarily im ply that the people who brought the M egalithic 
culture to South Asia also introduced the Dravidian languages 
there.

T h e  earliest Iron Age period in South In dia, c .u o o -8 0 0  
b c , is essentially a continuation o f the preceding Chakolithic
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culture, with the addition o f the iron daggers and arrowheads 
that appear in the graves. As in the Chalcolithic period, the 
graves are simple pits, which may have a ring o f stones around 
them, and which may be covered by stone slabs or a mound. 

T h e  burials are always complete inhumations. With the 
arrival o f the M egalithic culture around 800 bc , however, a 

completely new mode o f disposing o f the dead was 
introduced. From  now on, burial in ossuaries o f bones that 
have previously been exposed for excarnation and then 
broken gradually becomes predominant.

A  recent typological study by Jane R. M cIntosh ( 1 9 8 5 )  has 
established several tem porally distinct types o f megaliths, 
w hichhave spread from  north to south, starting c.800 bc  (fig.
9 . 5 ) .  T h e  earliest sites are in ancient Vidarbha, in 
northeastern Maharashtra. T h e  settlement pattern consists o f 
a habitation m ound surrounded by megalithic stone circles 
with burials. There is evidence o f advanced metal technology 
including iron-smelting. Important finds are copper 
ornaments for the face and flanks o f horses, which have 
parallels at early Scythian sites. Horses folly equipped with 
such ornaments and trappings, and with iron bits, were buried 

together with the dead (some o f whom had met a violent 
death) in almost all megalithic circles. T h e excellent carpentry 
tools fit in with the discovery o f postholes for habitation huts 2  

metres in diameter, with a semicircular hearth o f clay inside. 
These dwellings recall the yurts o f the Central and East Asian 
nomads.

T o  the first M egalithic phase (c.800-550 bc) belong also the 
cists made o f stone slabs, usually with a porthole in the eastern 

slab. Tem porally and geographically the nearest large group 
o f porthole megaliths are the cemeteries in the K uban region 
east o f the Black Sea and in the Caucasus, dated to the early 
centuries o f the first millennium bc . T h ey  are linked with 
South India by porthole megaliths at the Sialk B  necropolis 

( c . iooo-800 b c ) in northwestern Iran and at Las Bela in South 
Baluchistan. These burials are ofbroken bones, and the grave 
goods include horse forniture and iron weapons. T he 

M egalithic cairns o f M oghul Ghundai in Baluchistan have 
been compared with Sialk B , which is supposed to reflect the 
coming o f Iranian tribes from the steppes north o f the 

Caucasus.
A ll this evidence suggests the introduction o f the 

M egalithic culture into India by horse-riding and warring 
nomads, probably speaking an Aryan language that belonged 
to the Iranian branch. In  India, the invaders adopted the local 
B lack-and-Red Ware (§ 9 . 4 ) ,  which is the characteristic 
ceramic o f the M egalithic culture. L ike the Iranian Sakas, 
who later ruled western India, the M egalithic invaders, too, 
were com paratively few ' in relation to the earlier inhabitants 
and are likely to have quickly become linguistically 
assimilated.
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T h e M egalithic invasion into the Deccan was followed 
about two centuries later by raids from North India. T he 
introduction o f cremation to Maharashtra heralds the arrival 
o f northern influences in the late sixth century bc . It was 
followed by the foll-scale conquest o f Maharashtra around 
400 bc . Th is was probably when M ahärästrI, known as a 

literary language from the early centuries ad, was introduced 
into the Deccan. T h e  North Indian expansion continued until 
it reached its maximum extent in Asoka’s empire c . 2 5 0  b c . 
T h e M auryan political influence probably reached Karnataka 
around the end o f the fourth century bc , when the Digambara 
Jainas are traditionally supposed to have moved there. The 
ParaSu-Räma legend derives the Brahmanical culture o f the 
west coast, down to Kerala, from the Paiicäla area in Uttar 
Pradesh via Malwa, the Narmada river and S ürpäraka. The 
early Tam il-Brahm i inscriptions o f the second and first 
centuries Bc record gifts to Jaina and Buddhist monks and 
nuns, and the Parasu-Räm a legend (cf. Akam 2 2 0 )  and Vedic 
sacrifices are referred to in the earliest Old Tam il poems from 
around the beginning o f  the Christian era.

T h e M egalithic culture seems to have expanded 
explosively over the previously sparsely settled Kerala and 
Tam il Nadu around the fourth century Bc. (The popular 
guardian deity o f Tam il villages, the horse-riding A y y a m r ,  is 
likely to reflect these M egalithic traditions; the name o f the 
god is derived from Prakrit a y y a  corresponding to Sanskrit 
ä r y a ) .  While the similarity o f artefacts suggests a southward 

migration from Maharashtra and Karnataka, many cultural 
traits seem to have spread from Gujarat via sea traffic to Sri 
Lanka and Tam il Nadu during the fifth to. third centuries bc . 
Among such probably seaborne importations are swords, 
inurned cremation, and the irrigation agriculture o f rice, 
which greatly contributed to the prosperity o f these regions. 
T h e palaeography o f the Tam il-Brähm l script also suggests 
its derivation from Gujarat. In  the time o f the Old Tam il 
literature, sea trade flourished, and there were Graeco-Rom an 
trading stations on the western as well as the eastern coast o f 
South India.

T h a tth e  Dravidians could not have arrived in India as late 
as the M egalithic culture is clear from the fact that there is 
evidence in the Vedic texts for the presence o f Dravidian 
languages in the Punjab already in the second millennium bc 
(§ 9 . 3 ) .  Bridget and Raym ond Allchin ( 1 9 8 2 :  3 5 3 )  have 
therefore opted for the alternative that the Neolithic 
herdsmen o f South India already spoke Dravidian languages. 
While the unbroken continuity o f some very basic aspects o f 
the material culture in the villages (including the construction 
o f the huts) o f the Southern Neolithic with the subsequent 
cultures up to the present day may be advanced as an 
argument in favour o fits  Dravidian linguistic affinity, there is 
little to suggest any connection with the Harappan tradition o f
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the northwest. This impression is supported by the absence of 
any metal. About 2 10 0 -17 0 0  bc , permanent settlements with 

circular huts o f  wattle and daub on wooden frames were built 
on the tops and slopes o f granite hills. Some changes in the 
pottery and a few copper implements suggest the beginning o f 
contact with the north.

It is the subsequent Chalcolithic phase, c .170 0 -10 50  b c , 
falling between the Neolithic and M egalithic cultures, that 
offers a third and so far overlooked possibility o f explaining 
the coming o f the Dravidian languages to South India. T h is 
fully agricultural period was introduced by an invasion into 
Karnataka from the northern Deccan. T h e  copper tools and 
weapons are similar to those o fM alw a and Maharashtra. T he 
antennae swords found at K allur resemble those o f the 
Gangetic copper hoards and the sword from the clandestine 
excavations o f Bactria (fig. 8.23), which probably is the 
ultimate source. T h e wheel-thrown pottery is related to the 
Jorw e W are o f M aharashtra. A  bone o f the horse ( E q u u s  

c a b a l l u s )  found at H allur belongs to the beginning o f this 
period. A t the same time, there is remarkable continuity with 
the earlier periods, whose settlements and material culture, 
including stone axes as the commonest tools, continue 
without a break.

T he more northerly zone o f peninsular India that they 
came from, including M aharashtra, M alwa, Rajasthan and 
Gujarat, seems to have been controlled from about 1900 bc  by 
a warring elite, apparently o f the same ultimately Bactrian 
parentage as the seal owners o f the Jhukar culture in Sind (fig. 
1 .17 ) . In  spite o f  the new elements, the M ature H arappan 
culture continued consfuerably longer in  Gujarat than in the 
Indus Valley, and the last known examples o f the Indus script 
come from Daim abad in M aharashtra, dated to c.1700 bc 

(§ 4 .1 ). T h is suggests that the Harappan language survived for 
a long time in Gujarat and M aharashtra, and that the 
incoming, originally Aryan-speaking elite adopted the local 
Dravidian speech, just as the Aryan rulers ofM itanni adopted 
the local H urrian language (§ 8.4). Even today, Gujarati and 
especially M arathi have a high percentage o f D ravidian loan­

words.
T h e  oldest Tam il poems o f  the p u r a m  category are heroic 

war lyrics, and derive their spirit from a m ilitary society 
dedicated to ' war and raids. M oreover, it has been shown that, 
while the poetic conventions o f the Old Tam il bards were 
quite different from those o f the Sanskrit poetry o f North 
India, they are fairly closely paralleled by the earliest popular 
poems in M aharastri, H ala’s SattasaY, and that Kalidasa, who 
lived in M alwa, was also influenced by this South Indian 
poetic tradition. T he immediate context o f the Old T am il 
heroic poetry dating from the centuries around the beginning 

o f the Christian era naturally seems to be the M egalithic 
culture, but its affinity with Sattasa! rather suggests a

Proto-South Dravidian origin for this bardic tradition in the 
second millennium Chakolithic culture.

We have seen that Brahui, Kurukh and M alto make a 
separate North Dravidian branch (§ 9.1). I f  the hypothesis 
sketched above concerning the formation o f South Dravidian 
is accepted, the origins o f the remaining Central and 
Central-South Dravidian branches (to be discussed in § 9.6) 
may be sought in the early Chalcolithic cultures o fM alw a and 
the Chota-N agpur plateau, as these appear to be related to the 
Chalcolithic cultures o f the Deccan.

9.6 D ra v id ia n  a n d  d e c ip h e rm e n t o f  the In d u s scrip t

In  the second part o f this book I came to the conclusion that 
the Indus script was probably o f the logo-syllabic type (§ 5.4); 
the conclusion o f this third part is that the Harappan language 
is most likely to have belonged to the Dravidian family. Once 
these two conclusions are accepted as working hypotheses, we 
must also agree upon how Dravidian linguistic material may 
be used in the decipherment o f the Indus script.

W hether the Indus signs were used iconically, as 
ideograms, or phonetically, by taking advantage o f the rebus 
principle, the signs may be expected to stand prim arily for 
Dravidian root syllables, which all seem to have been 
monosyllabic originally. In  Dravidian languages, the bare 
root often has both a verbal meaning and a nominal meaning. 
Furthermore, in Proto-Dravidian (as in modern Tam il, for 
example) the bare stem could stand for inflected forms, and, 
as the meaning could be understood from the context, endings 
could be dropped. It may therefore not have been necessary to 
mark the case endings in the Indus script. In fact, they are 
mostly left out in the archaic Sumerian script (§ 2.2). Hence 
we are mainly operating with roots only. Fortunately this 
procedure is methodologically justified, for the reconstruction 
o f non-root morphemes is much more difficult and uncertain 
in the present state o f Dravidology.

About 25 Dravidian languages are known today (fig. 8.8). 
Several other languages once spoken inN orth  India have died 
out, but the Proto-D ravidian mother tongue o f all these 
languages can be reconstructed by the comparative method to 
a large extent and with a fair degree o f certainty. On the one 
hand, the divergences between the different Dravidian 
languages are not too great, and on the other hand, the parent 
language branched o ff into three or four major subgroups so 
early that the reconstructed form reaches back to a very early 
time. There is little disagreement about the North Dravidian 
and South Dravidian groups now (excepting the position o f 
Tulu), but whether what was until recently called Central 
Dravidian consists o f the Kolam i-Parji group alone or 
includes (as was earlier thought) the T elugu-K uw i group too, 
and whether the T elugu-K uw i is an independentbranch or an
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Tamil (37.7) 
Malayälam (21.9 
Toda (0.001) 
Kota (0.001) 
Kodagu (0.072) 
Ba<;Jaga (0.085) 
Kannada (21.9) 
Tulu (1.16)

South Dravidian

Telugu (44.76) 
Gö_r:1-<;fi (1.-69) 
Konda (0.034; 
Manda (0.00?) 
Pengo (0.001) 
Kuvi (0.196) . - 
Kil (0.051)

Kolami (0.067)-- y
N aiki (0.054)--- ' V
Gad(a)ba (0.011)— >_|
Parji (0. 030) ---- ’

Kurul\lJ (Oraon) (1.236) 
Mako (0.09)
BraJiili (0.3)

South-Central /  
Dravidian

?roto-
Dravidian

Fig. g .6 .  Provisional family tree o f the principal Dravidian 
languages, with the number of their speakers (in millions) in 
19 71. Based on Zvelebil 1990: xiv, 55-8.

early offshoot o f South Dravidian is still being debated. These 
uncertainties are expressed by broken lines in the fam ily tree 

in figure 9.6.
Effective comparative study o f  the long-neglected D rav­

idian languages became possible only a few decades ago with 
the publication o f a good etymological dictionary by Thom as 
Burrow  and M urray B. Emeneau in 19 6 1, augmented and 

revised in 1968 and 1984.

In  principle, only words and form s reconstructable for 
Proto-Dravidian are acceptable for the decipherment o f the 
Indus script, and in their reconstruction one must follow 
strictly the rules established by comparative linguistics.

Ideally, an etymon should be attested in at least two major 
branches. E tym a that appear only in a few languages within 
one sub-branch are suspect. In  the case o f two contiguous 
branches, the possibility o f borrowing is always at hand, 
especially between Tam il-K annada and Telugu.

A n  important methodological question is how much 
variation m ay be allowed between homophones. M ost 
languages have a fairly  large number o f words that are 

pronounced identically, although they have a widely different 
meaning, and often also a different origin. But no language, 
not even Dravidian languages, which are usually rich in 
homophones, possesses them in such quantities that it would 
be possible to compile an effectively functioning logo-syllabic 
script in which all rebus puns are based on perfect 
homophones, especially as these homophones should 
moreover express concrete objects or actions that can be easily 
identified in the written signs.

In  examining other early scripts, we noted that the 
limitations of homophony were overcome in various ways. 
T h e  Egyptian and Sem itic scripts, for example, ignored 
differences in vocalization (§ 2.3). B ut the method requires 
great rigour: rebus equations are the more convincing the 
closer the homophones are to each other. We cannot be as 
liberal as the ancient priestly ‘etymologists’ in the Vedic 
Brahmana texts, who, for example, equated the Sanskrit word 
u l U k h a l a -  with u r u k a r a -  (SB  7 ,4 ,1 ,13 ) . Only alternations 
actually attested within single Dravidian etyma, which can be 
presumed to have prevailed in the Proto-Dravidian also, may 

in principle be allowed between the posited homophones. I t  is 
necessary to allow for variation between short and long vowels 
and between short and long consonants, but these modest 
liberties are in line w ith the morphophonemic rules governing 
the Proto-Dravidian roots.
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P a r t  I V

Interpretations o f Indus 
pictogram s





IO The 'fish' signs o f the Indus 
script

10 .1  F ish  =  sta r: a s tra l  d iv in itie s

A n  early form o f Dravidian has emerged from this 
examination o f the evidence as the language most probably 
spoken by the Indus people. Assum ing that this was indeed 
the case, we m ay now turn to the ‘fish’ signs, which we found 
to be a good starting-point for testing our basic methodology 
for deciphering the script (p. 12 1) . As in other early 

logo-syllabic scripts, a sign m ay be expected to express ( 1 ) a 
pictorial meaning (here: ‘fish’) and (2) a phonetic meaning 
based on rebus (here: any homophone of the word for ‘fish’ in 

the language of the Indus script). T h e ‘fish’ signs fulfil one 
basic requirement o f decipherment by being pictorially 

recognizable. But the iconic meaning, which is directly 
comprehensible, is not so helpful in the identification o f the 
Indus language. From  the point o f view o f decipherment, the 
‘fish’ signs seem to have this advantage over other iconically 
transparent signs that most o f their occurrences are likely to 
have a rebus meaning, and a meaning that can perhaps be 
approximately determined from  the context.

T h e  pictorial interpretation o f the basic sign 11:  as ‘fish’ has 
been called into question. Fo r example, it has been suggested 
that what look like the fins o f a fish are just diacritic 
modifications of the basic sign >z, which depicts a loop or 
twist. It  is true that a sign 9. occurs on three potsherds coming 
from  Harappa and Kalibangan (though these singly occurring 
graffiti are not necessarily script: they m ay well be just potter’ s 
marks), and that there is an Egyptian hieroglyph 9. depicting a 

loop of cord; but i f  ‘loop’ was meant, it would be odd to 
m odify it almost everywhere so that it resembles a ‘fish’ so 

strongly that the overwhelm ing m ajority o f people who have 
commented on this sign in print have considered it to depict 
‘fish’ . T h e vertical position, which seems unnatural for a fish, 

can be understood as a means o f saving writing space.
In fact, the identification of the sign -9:-  as ‘fish’ can hardly 

be doubted, for in the iconography o f Indus amulets an 
identically drawn fish is shown in the mouth o f the fish-eating
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The 'fish ’ signs o f the Indus script

(b)

(e)

F i g .  i o . i .  Examples of the fish-eating alligator (gavial) in Harappan art. (a) An Indus seal from Mohenjo-daro (M-410). (b) The 
reverse side of an amulet from Mohenjo-daro (M-482). (c) One side of a moulded terracotta amulet in the form of a triangular prism from 
Mohenjo-daro (M-1429). Length 4.6 cm. (For the two other sides, see figs. i . io  and 12.7.) After Dales 1968: 39. (d) Reverse side of an 
Indus tablet from Harappa (H-172). (e) A Harappan painted pot from Amri IIIA . After Casal 1964: 11, fig. 75: 323.

alligator, called gharial or gavial (fig. io .i ), which in one case 
is surrounded by four more fish swim ming around it (fig. 
io .id ) . A  Harappan painted pot from Am ri I I I A  (fig. io .ie )  
shows the same motif o f alligator and fish, but in this case the 
fish has two pairs o f fins (instead o f just one pair in the 
simplified Indus sign) like most o f the more naturalistic 
representations o f fish on Early Harappan ceramics (fig. 
10.20). In  one exceptional seal from M ohenjo-daro, a very 
naturalistically depicted fish with eye and scales is placed 
horizontally above a two-headed animal, a bison-and- 
‘unicorn’ (fig. 10.2); it is paralleled by two Indus-style 
cylinder seals from the N ear East, one from T e ll as-Sulem a, 
showing a bird over a ‘unicorn’ and a fish (horizontally) over a 
bison (fig. 10 .3), the other from Ur, with a fish (horizontally) 
over and (vertically) in front o f a ‘unicorn’ bull (fig. 10.4).

There are, as we shall see (§§ 10 .2 -3) , some contexts where 
the plain ‘fish’ sign was most probably used in its primary 
pictorial meaning. However, the ‘fish’ signs are far too

numerous to denote ‘fish’ whenever they occur: roughly every 
tenth sign occurring in the Indus inscriptions is a ‘fish’ sign. 
Seal texts in particular are unlikely to discuss fish very often. 
Mesopotamian parallels rather suggest that the Indus seals 
mainly contain proper names and official (priestly) titles. T he 
‘fish’ signs may therefore well stand for the names o f 
divinities, which are basic elements o f proper names both in 
the ancient N ear East and in classical India (§ 7.5). T he task 

now is to see whether the two assumed meanings, ‘fish’ and 
‘god’, can be linked through a homophony in the historically 
and typologically most likely language, Proto-Dravidian.

In most Dravidian languages the usual word for ‘fish’ is m i n  

(table io .i ). This phonetic shape can be reconstructed also for 
the mother language, Proto-Dravidian. (Sanskrit m i n a  ‘fish’ , 
which has no convincing Indo-European etymology, is clearly 
a loanword from Dravidian, for it is not attested in the oldest 
Indo-Aryan texts, i.e. in the Veda, but is known only from the 
epics and M anu onwards, and it has no cognate in Iranian; nor
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Fish =  star: astral divinities

F i g .  1 0 . 2 .  A  naturalistically depicted fish placed above the 
Harappan iconographie m otif o f joined animals. Impression o f a 
seal (M-298) from Mohenjo-daro.

Fig. i o . j .  A  bird over a ‘unicorn’ bull and a fish over a bison. 
Impression o f an Indus-style cylinder seal (im  87798) from Tell 
as-Sulema (2: 662 / 236) in Mesopotamia, level IV  (Akkadian to 
Early Old Babylonian). Gypsum. Length 2.6 cm, diameter
1.6  cm. Drawing by Lamia Al-Gailani Werr. Cf. Collon 1987: 
143, no. 609.

Fig. 1 0 . 4 .  A  fish in front o f and above a ‘unicorn’ bull. 
Impression o f an Indus-style cylinder seal (im  8028) from U r  in 
Mesopotamia. White shell. Height 1.7  cm, diameter 0.9 cm. Cf. 
Mitchell 1986: 280 -1, no. 8 and fig. 1 12 .

is the word found in any N eo-Indo-A ryan language with the 
exception o f Sinhalese.) A  homophone m i n  denoting ‘ star’ 
likewise occurs in m any Dravidian languages and can be 
reconstructed for Proto-Dravidian (table 10 .1) . The 
relationship obtaining between Proto-Dravidian * m i n  ‘ to 
glitter, shine’ and Proto-Dravidian * m i n  ‘ star’ illustrates a 
common D ravidian grammatical process which uses 
alternation o f  vowel quantity to derive root nouns from  root 

verbs and vice versa. Another example o f this process that can 
also be reconstructed for Proto-Dravidian is * k a t z  ‘eye’ : * k ä t z  

‘to see’ . It  does not seem impossible that even ‘fish’ as a 
glittering thing could have its ultimate etymology in the root 

* m i n  ‘to glitter, to sparkle’ (but this hypothesis is in no way 
necessary for our argument):

Who that has seen the phosphorescence flashing from every 
movement o f the fish in tropical seas or lagoons at night, can 
doubt the appropriateness o f denoting the fish that dart and 
sparkle through the waters, as well as the stars that sparkle in the 
midnight sky, by one and the same word -  viz., a word signifying 
that which glows or sparkles? (Caldwell 19 13 : 573k)

T h e  conception o f stars as fish swimming in the waters o f 
the night sky is attested in the O ld Tam il text Paripatal 
(16 ,36—8), where the river Vaiyai is compared to the heavenly 
Ganges with its m i n .  T h e  Ganges, the holiest river o f India, is 
so sacred because it is believed to have descended from 
heaven: the Sanskrit name o f the ecliptic, the course which the 

planets travel through the sky, is ä k ä s a - g a r ig ä  ‘heavenly 
Ganges’ . While explaining the background o f the Rgvedic 
hym n 8,67, the Brhaddevata (6,88--<)o) speaks o f fishes rising 
to the sky:

Fishermen, having by chance seen fish in the water o f the 
Sarasvafi, cast a net, caught them, and threw them upon the dry 
land out o f water. And they [the fishes], frightened by the fall of 
their bodies, praised the sons o f Aditi. And they (the Adityas) 
then released them, and graciously conversed with them (the 
fishermen [and the fish]), (saying) ‘O fishermen, be not afraid of 
hunger’ , and ‘Ye shall obtain heaven.’ (trans. Macdonell 1904: II, 
233; that the latter phrase is addressed to the fish is suggested by 
the close parallel o f J B  3,193—4. According to M Bh 13 ,51,39 k , 
‘the Nisadas went to heaven with the fishes’ .)

In  Paficatantra (Tantrakhyayika 1, verse 95), on the other 
hand, a goose dives for the reflection o f a star in the night, 
thinking it a fish (and in disappointment abandons fishing 

efforts even in daytime).
T h e art o f the Indus Civilization reflects its ideological 

concepts. It  seems significant that painted M ature Harappan 
potsherds from A m ri I I I A  and C  combine the motifs o f ‘fish’ 
and ‘star’ (fig. 10.5). These potsherds suggest that the Indus 
people associated the two concepts and thereby support the 
hypothesis that the Harappans spoke a Dravidian language, 
where one and the same word is used for both o f these things.
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The 'fish’ signs o f the Indus script

T able i o . i . Representation o f the etyma * m i n  ‘fish’ and * m i n  /  *vi1_1 /  * v i 1_1t - V - k k -  ‘ star’ , * m i n  /  * v i n  /  * m i ' ( l  /  *vi1_1 ‘to glitter, shine, 
flash’ in D ravidian languages (for the sigilla o f G ondi and K u w i dialects and sources, see D E D R :  xxviii-xxx). As the words for 
‘ star’ and ‘firefly’ are the same in the M aria dialect o f G ondi, the word for ‘firefly’ is given in parentheses in the absence o f ‘ star’ . 
A s D ravidian loanwords, Indo-Aryan has Sanskrit m i n a  ‘fish’ (the oldest attestations are post-Vedic, in  M anu and the epics), 

Prakrit m i ' ( l a  ‘ fish’ and Sinhalese m i n  ‘ fish’ ; and possibly the only lexically attested Sanskrit m i n j -  ‘ to shine’ .

Language ‘fish’ (pl.) ‘star’ (‘firefly’) ‘to glitter, shine, flash (of lighting)’

Tam il min min
Malayâlam min min
Kota min min
Toda min min
Kannada min min
Koc;lagu ininï
Tu}u min1,1 (mei:iko}i, menkOri)
Telugu ininu (minügu, midügu)
Parji mini (minul)
Gadba min (minil) (munake)
Gondi (A.) 
Gondi (ASu.) 
Gondi (SR.)

min (mink)

Gondi (Tr.) min (mink) minko
Gondi (Ch. D.) min (mink)
Gondi (W.) min (mink) (minko)
Gondi (Ph.) min (minko)
Gondi (Mu.) m in (mink) mii;kom
Gondi (Ma.) min (mink) min'?konj(i)

(pl. min?kosku)
Gondi (L.) mic;lkos
Gondi (M.) mii;ko
Gondi (S.) min (minku)
Gondi (Ko.) (mi:rko)
Gondi (KoB.) 
Gondi (LuS.)

mi:rko

Konc;la min (minga)
Pengo min (minku)
Manda min (minke)
K ui minu (minga)
Kuw i (F.) minu (mrika)
Kuw i (S.) mlnu (minka)
Kuw i (Su.) minu (mi:iika)
Kuw i (P.) 
Kuwi (Mah.)

mlnu (mi:iika)

Kuwi (Isr.) m(i:i)inu (mi:iika)
Kurukh binkO
Malto minu bindke

min, minnu, minunku 
minnuka
mine- (past tense: mine-) 
mic- (miC-)
minuku, mirnugu, mii:iaku, minuku, mificu 
minn- (minni-)
mil)(u)kuni, mei:i(u)kuni, minukuni, meficuni, mincuni 
minuku, min(u)ku, mincu 
(minnal ‘spark’)

mire-
mi:rc-
midcânâ
midstânâ

mirsânâ
mirsTinâ, mirsTitânâ 

mirs-

mic;lsâ, mlrcâ 
mirkânâ

meershinta
mirs-

mrih’nai
mii:is-, mi:iih- (ml).ist-) 

mii:iig-
ml)ili- (ml)ist-)
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Fish =  star: astral divinities

F i g .  1 0 . 5 .  ‘Fish’ and ‘star’ motifs combined on Mature 
Harappan pottery from Amri: (a) period M A , (b) period IIIC . 
After Casal 1964: 11, fig. 92: n o .487 ( =  a) and fig. 78: no. 343

( =  b).

Fig. i o . 6 .  A  monochrome goblet painted with three ‘star’ 
symbols, discovered among 143 in a storage room (locus 118 ) at 
Mehrgarh, period V I I, c.3000-2600 bc. After Santoni 1989: 183, 
fig. 8: 2 1; cf. ibid. 18 1-5 .

One side edge o f seal l -66 from Lothal bears the single sign 
o f ‘plain fish’ , >&, while another edge has the single sign . 

This latter sign is attested just this one time and, apart from it, 
the Indus inscriptions proper do not contain a pictogram  of 
‘ star’ comparable to archaic Sum erian *  a n  ‘ sky’, and *  * *  
m u l  ‘ constellation’ . Y et the Early and M ature H arappan 
pot-m arks and painted motifs include symbols that can be 
interpreted as denoting ‘ stars’ (fig. 10.6). T h is suggests that 
the meaning ‘ star’ was expressed punningly in the Indus 
script, through the rebus principle, just as in Egyptian *  s b j  

‘star’ was also used to write the words s b j  ‘ door’ and s b  ‘to 
teach’ .

B u t the assumed phonetic meaning o f  the ‘fish’ sign in  the 
Indus seals was ‘god’ , not ‘ star’ . However, the ‘fish’ signs can 
be interpreted as denoting gods, i f  stars were used as symbols 
o f deities. T h is would indeed seem quite possible. In  India, 
the worship o f planetary deities has been popular for the past 
two millennia at least, and each o f the planets has one o f the 

principal gods o f Hinduism  as its overlord. W e shall soon 
consider more closely the textual evidence which suggests that 
this cult and some important astral myths go back to the Indus 

Civilization (chapter 1 1 ) .  '
O n the other hand, the Harappans were in  contact with the 

Mesopotamians, who early on associated their divinities with

Fig. I0-7- A  water carrier with a star on either side o f the head. 
Impression o f an Indus-inspired round Dilmun seal from Ur 
(u.16747). After Porada 19 7 1: pl. 9, fig. 5.

specific heavenly bodies. For example, Inanna-Ishtar, the 
goddess oflove and war, was symbolized by the planet Venus. 
In  the cuneiform script, the sign depicting a star has the 

meaning d i n g i r  ‘god’ , and this sign is usually prefixed to every 
god’ s name as a determinative o f divinity (§ 2.2 and fig. 2.3).

In  the ancient N ear East, the ‘ star’ sign marked divinities in 

art, too. T h e  following examples all concern deities who seem 
to be related to the Harappan ‘Proto-Siva’ (§ 14.2). Thus in 
the Early  Dynastic serpentine bowl from Khafajeh, a rosette­
shaped star is placed beside the head o f both o f the 
anthropomorphic deities depicted (fig. 14 .130 -0 ). These stars 
resemble the rosette-flowers which are set, in early Iranian 
and Sumerian fashion, into the loops of the huge horns worn 
by a buffalo-deity on a pot from  K o t D iji (fig. 14 .19a), an 
E arly  Harappan predecessor o f the Indus ‘Proto-S iva’ (fig. 

10 .18 ). Intermediate parallels have been found between the 
Indus V alley and M esopotamia. T h e  sitting ‘deity’ on the seal 
on a potsherd from Tepe Yahya IV A  in southeastern Iran (fig. 

14 .17 )  has a circle beside its head; there was probably another 
such circle on the other side, which has broken off. T h e 
Harappan-inspired water carrier depicted on a G u lf  seal from 
U r likewise has a star on either side o f his head (fig. 10.7). 

Edith Porada has compared this water carrier with an 
approximately eighteenth-century bc  Syrian cylinder seal, 
which represents a man with streams of water flowing from 
his shoulders in the fashion o f the Sumerian water-god Enki 
(fig. io.8). According to Porada, the two stars beside his head 
distinguish the man from  mortals or lesser supernatural 
beings.

A  most important parallel to these and other similar
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F i g .  1 0 . 8 .  A  naked anthropomorphic figure with streams of 
water flowing from his shoulders and a star on either side of his 
head. Note the fish beside the stream. Impression of a Syrian- 
style cylinder seal in the Pierpont Morgan Library, N ew York 
City, dated to c. eighteenth century bc. Cf. Porada 197I.

examples is  provided b y  a native Harappan seal from 

M ohenjo-daro. T h e  buffalo-horned god sitting in the ‘yogic’ 
posture has a star on either side ofh is head, in the loops o f the 
horns (fig. 10.9). In  other examples, such stars surround the 
buffalo in its animal form but with the addition o f a peculiar 
head-dress (M ackay 1938: 11, pl. 103.8), a m ythical composite 
animal (fig. 7 .14 : A2); and a fig tree around a deity (fig. 14 .5). It 
would thus appear, independently o f the suggested readings 

o f the ‘fish’ pictograms, that the Indus gods, like the N ear 
Eastern deities, had an astral aspect.

10 .2  F ish  a s  a n  e m b le m  o f  ‘P ro to -S iv a ’ , E n k i,
V a r m a  a n d  K a m a

I f  stars functioned as emblems o f divinity for the Indus 
people, as was suggested in section 10 .1 ,  why did the 
H arappans not express the m eaning ‘star’ d irectlyw ith  a ‘ star’ 

pictogram in their script, as the ancient Egyptians did? W hy 
did they resort to the more complicated rebus principle and 
use a ‘fish’ pictogram? One answer is that, though this method 
m ay appear more complicated to us, it probably did not 
appear so to the Indus scribes, in whose language the same 
word denoted both ‘fish’ and ‘ star’ . B u t there is also another 
answer to this question.

In the Sum erian script, the ‘star’ pictogram means not only 
d i n g i r  ‘god’ but also a n  ‘sky’ . It  has been assumed that the 
‘star’ pictogram originally was the exclusive symbol and 
attribute o f the sky-god An. And because A n  was the leading 
d ivinity o f the Sum erian pantheon, his symbol came to mean 
also ‘ godhead’ , and then ‘god’ in  general. T h e  reason why the 

Harappan scribes selected ‘fish’ and not ‘ star’ to represent the 
concept o f ‘ god’ m ay have been somewhat parallel. Fish, the 
aquatic animal p a r  e x c e l l e n c e ,  is one o f the most popular motifs 
o f the E arly  Harappan p;linted pottery (fig. 10.20). It seems 
that in the (Early) H arappan religion, the god o f waters and 

fertility, having the fish as his emblem and symbol, occupied a
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central position. We shall be discussing in some detail the 
relationship between the fish and the ‘Proto-Siva’ , whose 
importance in the H arappan pantheon is indicated by his 
popularity in the Indus iconography. Attention w ill be paid to 
both M esopotamian and later Indian parallels, which can 
shed light on the nature o f this deity and his symbols.

In  a cylinder seal that comes from  the N ear E ast but is 
engraved in Indus style (fig. 10 .10 ), a buffalo-horned 

anthropomorphic deity sitting on a throne is flanked on either 
side by what looks exactly like the plain ‘fish’ sign o f the Indus 
script. In  this case, however, the ‘fish’ do not seem to 
represent writing, but ‘a pair o ffish ’ which are emblems ofthe 
deity, who is surrounded also by a pair o f horned snakes and a 
pair o f water buffaloes. I f  this seal o f foreign provenance were 

the only one to contain such a motif, its validity for the Indus 
religion and script could be called in question. But in a 
moulded triangular terracotta prism from M ohenjo-daro the ' 
same deity, squatting in the same ‘yogic’ posture as the 
famous ‘Proto-S iva’ , is flanked on either side by a fish, an 
alligator and a snake (fig. 10 .1 1 ) .

A s  the preserved coins and other evidence show, the ‘fish’ 
emblem of the T am il kings o f the Pai:i<;lya dynasty usually 
consisted o f two carp. In  Tam il, this pair of carp is called 
i t z a i - k a y a l  or p u t z a r - m i [ l .  Both i t z a i  and p u t z a r  mean ‘pair, 
couple’ as well as ‘ copulation, sexual intercourse’ , just like 
Sanskrit m i t h u n a ,  which occurs in the corresponding Sanskrit 
term for the symbol o f ‘a pair o f fishes’ , m i n a - m i t h u n a  

( =  m a t s y a - y u g a ) .  Th is is one of the ancient Indian ‘auspicious 

symbols’ , shared by the H indus, Buddhists and Jains, and 
considered to represent fertility (fig. 10 .12 ). Thus the 
Digambara Jainas have ‘a pair o f fish playing in a lake’ as the 
sixteenth and last o f the dreams seen by Trisala  when she 
conceived M ahavira, indicating that her son was destined to 
become a worldly or spiritual emperor. Fish  still figure 
prominently in the Indian marriage ceremony (see also 
§ 14.4). T h e  following is reported from Orissa:

T h e  fish is a symbol o f auspiciousness. People also say that the 
fish means that the woman is not a widow since widows cannot 
eat fish. When the bride first goes to her husband’s house after 
the marriage, a fish goes ahead of her. At wedding ceremonies, 
the painters (c i t r a k ä r a ) are called to draw auspicious paintings 
around the entrance door. The most common motifs are young 
women holding plantain trees, fishes and p ü r t z a  k u m b h a ,  a brass 
pot full of water covered with mango leaves and topped by a 
coconut. . .  The fish is the ‘fruit’ o f the water. (Marglin 1985: 56)

T h e  ‘fish pair’ symbol can be traced back even to what appear 
to be pre-Vedic elements o f Indian origin in the Vedic ritual. 
T h e  obscene dialogue, which accompanies the simulated 
sexual union o f the dead victim  and the chief queen in the 
Vedic horse sacrifice, compares a pair o f § a k u l a  fish to the labia 
o f the female organ (A S 2 0 ,13 6 ,1 ; V S  23,28; etc.).



lProto~S iva\ Enki, Varuna and Kama

F i g .  1 0 . 9 .  Indus signs (including ‘fish’ signs) and a deity sitting in a ‘yogic’ posture on a fragmentary seal from Mohenjo-daro (M-305). 
There is a star in both loops o f  the buffalo’s horns worn by the deity in the head-dress, which also bears a fig branch.
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F i g .  l o . i o .  Impression ofan Indus-style cylinder seal ofunknown Near Eastern origin. Musée du Louvre / AO (Collection De Clercq 
1.26). One o f the two anthropomorphic figures carved on this seal wears a crown of water buffalo horns with the leafed branch o f a fig and 
sits on a throne with hoofed legs, surrounded by a pair o f horned snakes, a pair o f fishes and a pair of water buffaloes. The other figure 
stands, fighting two tigers, and surrounded by trees, a markhor goat and a vulture above a rhinoceros.

Fig. 10 . 1 1 .  One side o f a triangular terracotta amulet (Md 013) 
found from the surface at Mohenjo-daro in 1936, showing a 
horned deity sitting in ‘yogic’ posture on a throne with hoofed 
legs, surrounded by fishes, gavials and snakes. Department o f 
Eastern Art, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.

T h e  symbol o f ‘ a pair o f  fishes’ is to be found in the ancient 
N ear East as well (fig. 10 .13 ) . In  the glyptic art o f 
Mesopotamia, fish are brought for the ceremonial repast b y  a 
nude attendant or two ‘ carrying a big vessel in one hand, while 
from his other hand two fishes hang from  a cord threaded 

through their gills . . . Amulets in the shape o f  tw o fishes 
strung together were found at U ruk  in the E-anna precinct, in 
T em ple V I at Khafajah and elsewhere’ (Buren 1948: 106). In 
a cylinder seal o f  the Early D ynastic I I I  period, portraying an 
enthroned divine couple, ‘two fishes are placed tail to tail so 
that they point in opposite directions, for the footstool 
beneath the god’s feet’ (ibid.: 108).

(a) (b)

Fig. 1 0 . 1 2 .  The symbol o f ‘two fish’ among Buddhist 
auspicious signs (m a n g a l a k a ) in necklaces depicted on a pillar o f a 
gateway ( t o r a n a )  at the stupa of Sand, Central India, first century 
BC. After V. S. Agrawala 1969: fig. 62.

On very early Iranian seals from  Susa B , a water-god 
holding in his hands streams o f  water is flanked on either side 
by a fish (fig. 10 .14 ) ; in Proto-Elam ite glyptics, fish are 
depicted as swimming in a stream (fig. 10 .15 ) . In  comparable 
fashion, the M esopotam ian water-god Enki (also called Ea) 
has fish in or around the rivers flowing out o f his shoulders 
(fig. 10 .16 ). In  some representations, the rivers are left out and 
it is m erely the fish that distinguish Enki (fig. 10 .17 ) , so that he

186



‘Proto-S iv a ’, Enki, Varuna and Kama

F i g .  1 0 . 1 5 .  Fish swimming in a river. A  Proto-Elamite seal, 
c.3100-2900 BC. After Amiet 1980a: pl. 35, no. 547.

Fig. 1 0 . 1 6 .  The Mesopotamian water-god Enki (Ea), depicted 
with fish swimming in the streams of water that issue from his 
shoulders. Impression of an Akkadian cylinder seal (bm  89115). 
Greenstone, 3.9 x  2.55 cm. The inscription reads: ‘Adda, scribe’ .

Fig. 10 .1 ] .  A  man carries two fishes in either hand. Detail o f 
the middle row in the mosaic ‘Peace’ panel from Ur. Early 
Dynastic I I I  period, c. twenty-fifth century BC (bm ). Cf. Woolley,

Fig. 1 0 . 1 4 .  Fish and the water-god in an early Iranian seal from 
Susa B  (Protoliterate period, c.3500-3300 bc). After Amiet 
1980a: pl. 6, no. 117 .

Fig. 10 .17 . Five fishes surround the water-god Enki, to whom 
a captive bird-man is brought and announced by the two-faced 
attendant Usimu, another god following. An Akkadian cylinder 
seal (as. 32: 593) from house IV a (locus K  19: 10) at Tell Asmar. 
Black stone, 3.4 x  2 cm. After Frankfort 1955: no. 619.

X .
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F i g .  1 0 . 1 8 .  The ‘Proto-Siva’ seal from Mohenjo-daro (M-304). 
The deity wears the horns o f the water buffalo and sits in a ‘yogic’ 
posture on a drum (?)-legged throne, surrounded by a tiger, an 
elephant, a rhinoceros and a water buffalo.

comes to correspond very  closely to the H arappan deity 
flanked by a pair offish  (figs. 10 .10 —1 I ) .  In one cylinder seal o f 
the Akkadian period, Enki has, in addition, a big fish as his 
footstool, and this is thought to have developed into the 
‘goat-fish’ , which in the Neo-Sum erian period became Enki’s 

distinctive attribute. Enki is the god o f  the a p s û  ‘deep water, 
sea’ , the cosmic subterranean water which is the source and 
outlet o f rivers and the place where fish live.

In the famous ‘Proto-Siva ’ seal itself (fig. 10 .18 ) , the god 
wears the horns o f a w ater buffalo. A  water buffalo is also 
depicted above the god along with a tiger, an elephant and a 
rhinoceros. A ll these animals are noted for their ferocity and 
virility, being prominent symbols o f war, death and fertility in 
South Asian religions. While the fish is absent from the 
iconographic scene, it figures in the accompanying inscrip­
tion, where the divinity seems to be represented by the plain 
‘fish’ sign. T h is  text is largely parallel to that o f the ‘fig deity’ 
seal (§ 14.4), and the last three signs *  may be read 
tentatively as m i n - ä  ä l  ‘ the man (or servant) o f  (the god 
represented by) m i n ’  ( §  7.5). T h e  ‘m an’-shaped sign can be 
read in Dravidian as ä l  /  ä n  ‘man, manly person, warrior, 
husband, servant’ ; in T am \1  this word also means ‘devotee (of 
a deity)’ . T h e  sign V ,  which may in this context be the marker 
o f the possessive case (§§ 6.3 and 7.3), is read as the

Proto-Dravidian possessive case suffix * - ä  /  * - a  (Zvelebil 
1977a: 3 if .) ; interpretation o f the iconic form o f the sign as 
‘bull’s head’ (§ 7.2) allows this suffix * - ä  to be expressed 

through its Proto-Dravidian homophone * ä  ‘cow ’ . In  most 
other seal texts, I am inclined to interpret the ‘ fish’ signs as 
names o f stars on the basis o f the Dravidian homophony m i n  

‘fish’ =  m i n  ‘star’ . In  this case, however, it seems that we have 
to give . preference to the meaning ‘fish ’ . (And yet the astral 
meaning is not excluded, either; cf. § 10.4.) T h e  interpretation 
o f the plain ‘fish’ sign o f the ‘Proto-Siva’ seal is (along with 
that o f  the ‘fig deity’ seal to be discussed in § 14.4) actually 
crucial for understanding why the Harappans chose ‘fish’ 

rather than ‘star’ as their pictorial sym bol o f divinity, even i f  
they m ostly used this picture o f ‘fish’ as a rebus for ‘ star’ .

In the early Indian pantheon, the animal manifestations of 
the Harappan ‘Proto-Siva’ as revealed by the seals and 
amulets mentioned above resemble most o f all those 
associated with the god Varuna. In  the Brahmana texts o f the 
Veda, Varuna is the only god who received buffaloes in 
sacrifice (M S 3 ,14 ,10 ; V S  24,28); in later Hinduism (as well as 
in Lam aist Buddhism ), the buffalo is , best known as the 
vehicle o f Yam a (fig. 14 .33), the god o f death, a partial doublet 
o f Varuna (§ 12 .1) . Starting with the Rgveda, Varuna is ‘ the 
lord (and husband) o f waters’ (a p ä m  p a t i l : z )  and he is identified 
with the Ocean (M S 4,7,8) and with waters (M S 4,8,5; K S
13 ,2 ) . In  the post-Vedic mythology, Varuna becomes^ almost 
exclusively the god o f waters, who possesses the rivers and has 
his abode in the ocean. H e is often called ‘the lord o f  aquatic 
creatures’ ( y ä d a s ä m  p a t i  or a m b h a s ä m  p a t i )  in the 
M ahabharata; as sea monsters that are ‘Varuna’s creatures’ , 
the epic (13,86,25) lists t i m i ,  t i m i n g i l a ,  m a k a r a , j h a s a ,  k ü r m a  

and g r ä h a .  T h e  Vedic texts associate such creatures not only 
with Varuna but also with other deities related to him. Thus 
according to V S M  24,21 and M S 3 , 14 ,2  crocodiles ( s i s u m ä r a )  

are sacrificed to the Ocean, fishes ( m a t s y a )  to the W ater, and 
crocodiles ( n ä k r a )  to Varuna. T S  5 ,5 ,13 , M S  3 ,14 ,16  and V S  
24,35 assign thejhara, the crocodile ( n ä k r a )  and the m a k a r a  to 
Apâin N aptr ‘the son o f waters’ .

T h e word m i n  ‘fish’ is  used in  Tam il also in  the meaning o f 
m i! J  i r u ,  literally ‘fish-m ale’ or ‘fish-bull’ , i.e. ‘a sea monster’ 
or ‘shark’ ( c u r ä m i r i ) .  T h is  m ay be what is meant when it is said 
that the water-god Varuna has the m i ! }  for his mount (Tam il 
m i n - ü r t i ) ,  because Varuna is also said to ride a m a k a r a ,  and 
‘shark’ is the meaning recorded for the Prakrit and Sinhalese 
cognates o f m a k a r a  ‘aquatic monster’ . Portuguese m a r r a x o ,  

derived from  Sanskrit * m a k a r a s a ,  is likewise used o f a ‘shark’ 
o f the man-eating variety. According to the Bhagavad-gïtâ 
( 10 ,3 1) , m a k a r a  is the foremost among the j h a s a s .  In the 
Indian flood myth, the ‘large fish’ orjhara had a horn ( s r n g a ) ,  

to which M anu tied his ark. The exact meaning o f  the term 
j h a s a  in the Vedic texts remains unclear, but in the
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Vädhülasütra (4,19a), the r o h i t a  fish and the c a s a  (  = j h a s a )  

fish form a pair o f a ‘domestic’ and a ‘w ild’ animal related to 
each other, like the pair o f the domestic goat ( a j a )  and the wild 
markhor goat ( s a r a b h a ) .  In Old Tam il literature, k o t t u  m i'!J  

‘horn-fish’ is the name o f the shark, which is worshipped as 
sacred to Varuna, the god o f the ocean.

Varuna is not the only god in Indian religions to be 
associated with the fish and other aquatic creatures. However, 
in most cases there seems to be a historical connection 
between these deities, in the sense that one and the same god 
may appear with different names in different traditions. T h us 
we have seen that the Vedic god Varuna appears to continue 
the earlier (Indus-influenced) traditions o f Bactria associated 
with the D äsa god Sam bara (§ 8.4). In the non-Vedic religion 
o f the Tantras, Sam bara is a terrifying and erotic 
manifestation o f Siva in the form o f a buffalo. In the Sakta 
tradition, again, Sam bara has a counterpart in Mahii?a Asura, 
the Buffalo demon, who is the antagonist /  lover-husband of 
thef]gôdüess D urgâ (§ 14.2). According to the Ramayai:ia 

(2 ,8 ,12  G orr.; 2 ,4 4 ,11  Schl.), Sam bara has a great fish in his 
flag ( t i m i - d h v a j a ) .  In A S  11 ,2 ,2 4 —5, the crocodiles 
( s i m s u m ä r a ) , j h a s a s  and fishes ( m a t s y a )  are said to be sacred to 
Rudra, the Vedic predecessor o f the Hindu gods Siva and 
Skanda. In  the Skanda-Purana (M ähesvara Khai:i<;la 17), Siya 
is called ‘F ish ’ ( m in a ) 1 or ‘ the Lord  o f the. F ish ’ . Indeed,

the connection of fish with Siva is well-known. Both the Saiva, 
the Krama and Kaula schools considered Matsyendra, 
Macchendra ‘the lord of the fish’ as one of the transmitters of the 
revelation o f the secret doctrine. How Matsyendra came to hear 
that revelation, while he was in the belly of a gigantic fish, is 
narrated in the Skandapurana, Nagarakhanda chapter 263 
(Barigabasl edn). Here Siva is said to have descended on the top 
of a mountain in the Svetadlpa and then to have taught Parvafi 
the Jfianayoga. Then continuing on their journey they saw in the 
ocean a big fish and Siva requested it to say who it was. The fish 
or rather the man inside the fish (Matsyodara) related how he had 
overheard the talk between the god and the goddess, and how he 
had then acquired Jfianayoga.

The Kram a school, which is said to have prospered in the 
UdQ.iyânapïtha, that is Swat, is considered to have been revealed 
in the four yuga . . .  by four nathas. These being the revealers 
cannot be but forms of Siva, the last being Matsyendra, 
Macchinda: they all have names of animals . . . Macchinda 
(Kaliyuga) the revealer in the shape of a fish (Mahanayaprakasa 
p. 46, v. 12) . . .  Thus the terms Siva, water, fish occur together. I f  
Matsyendranatha became later an initiatic name and matsya was 
taken to mean ‘senses’ in the paribhasa, the technical terms, used 
in the esoteric schools, this usage came no doubt at a later date. 
(Tucci 1963: i7of.)

F ish  is also associated With K am a, the god o f love, who 
likewise has a connection with Varuna. T h u s in the 
Vif?i:iudharmottara-Pural).a (3,52), Pradyum na as the reborn

god o f love K am a is equated with Varuna. L ik e  Varuna, 
Kam a is represented as riding the fish (being therefore called 
m i n - ü r t i  in Tam il). M a k a r a ,  another mount o f Varuna in 
addition to the fish, was also the ensign o f Pradyum na 
(Harivamsa 10639, 10882; M ahabharata 3 ,18 ,1 1 )  as well as o f 
Kama, the god o f love (M ahabharata 3 ,28 1,27 ; 13 ,1 1 ,3 ) .  T h e 
shrine at Besnagar dedicated to Pradyum na was marked by a 

m a k a r a - d h v a j a  as early as the second century b c . Another 
aquatic animal in Kam a’s flag is the j h a s a ,  again one o f 

Varuna’s animals.
T h e  association o f the fish w ith  the god o f love and 

sexuality is natural, for the fish, which increase rapidly and 

have a phallic appearance, represent the power of 
reproduction:

F ish  are also revered in connexion with cults or as types of 
fertility. At Tungnath by the lower Himalaya in the SarasvatI 
pool there is a linga in the centre, and a large fish appears on the 
14th day of the dark fortnight of every month, oblations to it 
ensuring that every wish will be accomplished . . .  another fish 
cures impotency; the patient strips off his clothes . . .  rubs 
vermilion on its [the fish’s] head and says: ‘O fish! I am changing 
my state for yours.’ (Crooke, 1926: 378)

Fish-broth ( m a t s y a - y ü s a  or m a t s y a - s ü p a )  is among the 
foremost aphrodisiacs both in Ksem endra’s handbook for 
courtesans (Samayamatrka 2,25; 7 1 ;  etc.) and in Kalhai:ia’s 
RajatarafiginI 7,522: ‘Though he disported him self daily with 

many women, his strength did not fail him, on account o f [the 
use of] fish-broth and other aphrodisiacs’ (trans. Stein 1900: 
3 i o ). In  the Buddhist tradition, food prepared from  r o h i t a  fish 
is a royal dish craved by the queen (Jataka 292); after eating 
such a dish, the queen is supposed to conceive a son, who will 
become a universal monarch (cf. the parallel story o f Jataka 
281). T h e  s a k u l a  and r o h i t a  fish are eaten as aphrodisiacs in 

the orgiastic cult o f  the Goddess (§ 14.4). As we have seen, fish 
figure prominently in the Indian m arriage ceremony as well.

T h e  M esopotamian water-god Enki — distinguished by the' 
fish emblem — is the principal ‘god o f creation ( dn u -  

d i m - m u d  =  s a  n a b - n i - t i ) '  T h e  m yth o f ‘Enki and N inlJursag’ 

recounts Enki’s sexual exploits, and here w ater fecundating 
the soil is equated with male semen (in Sumerian, one word 
stands for both):

The one who was alone, the cunning one, in front of 
Nintu, mother of the land,

Enki, the cunning one, in front o f Nintu, mother of the 
land,

has his phallus fill the ditches full with semen,
has his phallus glut the reeds with an overflow of sperm,
has his phallus tear away the noble doth that covers the 

lap.
(Enki and Ninhursag, lines 6 5 -- , trans. Kramer and Maier

i 9 8 9 : 2 4 )
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Discussing Enki as ‘the power to fecundate’ , Jacobsen (1976: 
1 1 1 )  notes that ‘another connection between productivity and 
water is the “ birth water”  which precedes and announces 
birth’ .

T h e character o f  the Sum erian water-god Enki comes quite 
close to that o f Vedic Varuna in many respects. T h u s  Varuna 
too is a phallic god (§ 12 .2) and associated with the womb and 

amniotic sac (§ 12 .1) . Varuna is the overseer o f  physical and 
moral order, who ‘grasps’ evil-doers and punishes them with 
disease and death; in this capacity he is also the principal 
oath-god, and is associated with the bath that cleanses away 
sin (§ 12 .1) . Sim ilarly Enki, as the god o f the cleansing waters, 

is the deity o f  ritual lustration and purification from polluting 
evil. A s the god o f the holy water, Enki is further the main 
deity o f the oath ritual, ‘ the lord o f the oath form ula’ ( b è l  s i p t i ) .

Varuna is omniscient and beholds all the secret things that 

have been or shall be done (R S  1,25 ,7 ; 9; 1 1 ) ;  he is the 
possessor o f the ‘magic craft’ or ‘occult power’ ( m a y a )  o f  the 

Asura. Enki, in his turn, was the Sum erian god o f cunning and 
wisdom, ‘the wise one among the gods’ . H e masters all 
branches o f knowledge, and has established the laws, taught 
people to write, to build houses and cities, to cultivate land, to 
sail ships, to heal diseases, as well as to practise arts and crafts 

o f every kind.
T h e  Sum erian word a p k a l l u  (or a b g a l )  meaning ‘wise man, 

expert’ , and used as the title o f a priest, exorcist or diviner, is 
an epithet o f  Enki. I t  refers to mythological sages, too, 
especially the seven antediluvian sages: the cuneiform  texts 
speak o f ‘an oral tradition o f the [seven] ancient sages from 
before the flood’, and ‘the seven sages o f the a p s ä ,  the sacred 
p u r a d u - f i s h ,  who like their lord, Ea, have been endowed with 
sublime wisdom ’ . These servants o f Enki are represented in 
the art as half-fish, half-man (fig. 10 .19 ).

Indian mythology, too, knows Seven Sages, who are 
equated with the stars o f U rsa M ajor (§§ 10 .4 ; 1 1 .3 :  12 .2 ; 
14 .1) , and they, too, are connected with fish (§ 10.5). There 
may indeed be an ancient connection between the 
M esopotamian and Indian mythologies here, for the 
Mahabharata (3 ,18 5 ,1—54) and Agni-Purana (2,3fu) likewise 
connect the Seven Sages with the flood myth: they are said to 

have been in the boat with M anu, the first man. In  the older 
Vedic version o f  the flood myth, told in S B  1 ,8 ,1 , M anu is the 
sole survivor. In  both cases, M anu’ s boat is saved from the 
flood by a great fish ( m a t s y a ,  j h a s a )  which M anu had first 
saved and protected by keeping it in a jar and then in a pond, 

before taking it to the ocean. In  the Rgveda, the ‘ seven 
sacrifices’ (i.e. the Seven Sages) assist M anu in his 
performance o f the first sacrifice (§ 12 .2). M anu ‘m an’ is a 
m ulti-form  o fY am a, the fVst man and first mortal, and hence 
the king o f the dead, and in later Hinduism , the god o f death. 

Yam a in his turn is a partial duplicate ofV aruna, the righteous
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F i g .  1 0 . 1 9 .  A priest masked as Enki, half-fish and half-man, in 
a relief of Assurnasirpal I I  (883-859 bc) from Calah. Gypsum. 
Height r.2.5 m. After Jeremias 1929: 353, fig. 183.

king (§ 12 .1) . L ike  M anu, Varuna sails in  a ship (R S  7,88,3). 
A s we have seen, Varuna is also the god o f waters associated 
with aquatic animals, including the fish. In the Sumerian 
flood myth, on the other hand, it was the water-god Enki who 
warned Ziusudra o f the coming flood.

10 .3  F ish  o ffe rin g s

T h e ‘fish in the jar’ m otif o f the Indian flood m yth discussed 
in the preceding section has its counterpart in the cult. In  the 
ceremony o f m a t s y a - d v a d a s i - v r a t a ,  a golden fish image o f 
Vir?nu (with whom the fish o f the flood m yth is identified in 
the late versions o f the Puranas) is placed in the middle o f four 
jars filled with water, said to represent the four oceans. T h e 
performer asks Vir?nu to save him, as the god saved the Vedas 
from the nether world in the flood myth (Varaha-Purana 

39,26-7 7 ).
T h e  ‘ fish in the jar’ also reminds one o f the Early Harappan 

painted pots with very realistic pictures o f fish (fig. 10.20). It 
is not uncommon for the fish or pairs o f fish to be depicted 
even now on water vessels in India. T h e m otif o f ‘a libation jar 
flanked by two fishes’ occurs in Mesopotamian seals, where it 
is connected with the ritual o f the ceremonial meal: a nude 
attendant carries a big vessel in one hand and two fishes in the 
other (§ 10.2).

In  the early ‘miniature tablets’ ofH arappa, the plain ‘fish’ 
pictogram is seen to occur in close association with the U sign, 
which apparently denotes ‘sacrificial vessel’ (fig. 7 .12). These 
occurrences indeed suggest that ‘fish’ may have been the
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material offered in at least some of these sacrificial pots, for the 
‘fish’ sign may be placed not only after the ‘numeral (2—4) +  U’ 
sequence, but even in the middle o f it (fig. 10 .2 1) . Som e o f the 
‘miniature tablets’ o f Harappa are in the shape o f a fish (fig. 
10.22). In present-day South India, the offerings that 
devotees bring to the god MurukaTI by means o f a shoulder 

yoke include pots full o f fish (Tam il and M alayalam  m i n -  

k ä v a t i ,  m a c c a - k - k ä v a f i ) .  On several two-, three- or four-sided 
Indus tablets, the plain ‘fish’ sign occurs alone on one side 

(H-288; H-350; H-366; H-849 to H -851; H-884; H-885; H-973; 
H-976; H-977), as does the picture o f  an alligator on one side o f  
other similar tablets (H-287; H-846 to H-848; H-879 to H-883; 

H-974; H-975). In  some cases the other sides o f  these ‘fish’ 
(H-973) and ‘alligator’ (H-827) tablets share identical 
inscriptions. Bearing in mind the Harappan representations 
o f alligators devouring fish (fig. 10 .1)  and the fact that in later 

Indian religion the alligator is the vehicle and sym bol of 
Varuna (the god o f waters) and Kam a (the god o f love / 

desire), it seems possible that the Indus people offered potfuls 
o f fish in sacrifice to holy alligators. U ntil recently, goats were 

sacrificed to greedy crocodiles kept as sacred by native H indu 
castes in a pool called M uggur P ir near Karachi; and the 
crocodile continues to be worshipped as a god by tribal people 
in Gujarat.

H arappan fish offerings are made likely by the 
Mesopotamian parallel:

F ish  were an important item o f food, not for men only, but also 
for the gods. Fishermen in the service of the larger temples were 
charged to deliver stated quantities of fish o f different species, 
and it was clearly indicated whether the fish should be fresh, 
roasted or dried. The quantities required were enormous, so 
much so, indeed, that, although in the case of the rarer species the 
number of the fish to be brought was stated, the more ordinary 
varieties were delivered by the bundle or basketful. These 
abundant supplies served not only for the daily repasts of the 
divinities and the temple personnel, but also for sacrifices on 
special occasions. We do not know when these fish-sacrifices were 
instituted, but it must have been at a very remote period. In the 
sacrificial lists almost every divinity received 1  !J a  kesda (du), ‘one 
basketful of fish’ . (Buren 1948: io2f.)

Excavations at Eridu, the chief site o f  Enki’s cult, have 
shown that, from  c.5000 to c.3200 b c , fish were offered in fires 
in the temple. Great heaps o f ash were recovered in specific 
rooms, mixed with vast quantities o f fish bones. From  the 
Jem det N asr period onwards no burnt offerings o f fish were 
made. Instead, fishes were placed on top o f the remains from 
the preceding cerem ony outside the tem ple in a separate place 
within the sacred precinct, and were left to decay. M any tiny 
m iniature models o f fish supposed to be dedicated memorials 
o f fish offerings have been found in temples (e.g. the M oon 

temple at Khafajeh). T h e  scenes carved on seals also depict

sacred meals where fish were served and libation jars. In  the 
first millennium BC, K in g  Sennacherib, offering ‘pure 
sacrifices’ to Enki, ‘cast into the sea a gold fish and a gold 
tortoise’ along with ‘a ship o f gold’ .

Besides Enki, the Mesopotamians worshipped especially 
the goddess Inanna-Ishtar with fish offerings:

There were also a few divinities for whom the sacrifices 
appointed consisted entirely o f fish in portentous quantities, as 
the little group of clay tablets recording fish-offerings brought to 
the goddess Ninni or Inanna prove. These divinities do not seem 
to have been exclusively those who had some connexion with 
water, but were usually those associated with fertility. (Buren 
1948: 103)

In  the second century a d , the goddess Atargatis (who had a 
son called ‘F ish ’ ) received similar fish offerings in the Syrian 
city o f Hierapolis:

Mnaseas in the second book o f his work on Asia says: ‘In  my 
opinion, Atargatis was a cruel Queen and ruled the people 
harshly, even to the extent of forbidding them by law to eat fish; 
on the contrary, they must bring them to her because of her 
fondness for that food. For this reason the custom still holds that 
whenever they pray to the Goddess, they bring her offerings of 
fish made of silver and gold; but the priests bring to the Goddess 
every day real fish which they have fancily dressed and served on 
the table. They are broiled or baked, and the priests o f the 
Goddess, of course, consume the fish themselves.’ Proceeding a 
little further, he again says: ‘Atargatis . . .  with her son Ichthys 
[“ Fish” ], was sunk in the Lake of Ashkelon because of her 
outrageous conduct and eaten up by the fish.’ (Athenaios, 
Deipnosophistae 8, 3 4 6 / ,  trans. C. B. Gullick, iv: 6 8 1 1 ,  quoted 
from Wright 1991: 37)

T h ese  N ear Eastern fish offerings to the Goddess demand 
comparison with the consumption o f fish and intoxicants in 
the orgiastic feasts o f the Indian goddess Durga (§§ 14 .2 fr), 
whose cult images are drowned in  water at the conclusion of 
her festival. F ish  ( m a t s y a ) ,  especially the red carp ( r o h i t a -  

m a t s y a ) ,  and alligator or crocodile ( g r ä h a )  are also specified as 
sacrificial victims which give special joy to the Goddess along 
with certain other virile male animals, including all those that 
are ■ depicted in the ‘Proto-Siva’ seal: the buffalo ( m a h i s a ) ,  

rhinoceros ( k h a r j , g a ) ,  elephant ( h a s t i n ) ,  tiger ( s ä r d i i l a ,  

v y a g h r a )  and man ( n a r a )  (cf. Kâlikâ-Purâr.ia 55 [ =  57 in the 
translation], 1 - 6 ; 67,3fr). These animals represent, it seems, 
the decapitated (or castrated) and afterwards ‘resurrected’ Ì 
‘ fertility demon’ , the adversary and simultaneously the j 
father-son-lover-husband o f the Goddess (§ 14.2). !

A  fish-offering plays a central part in  a resuscitation ritual ( 
performed nowadays in rural Bengal:

The death and resurrection theme also finds expression in the 
ritual of an actual dead body which is connected with the popular 
[Bengali] g a j a n a  and caif,aka festivals o f Dharma. In this ritual a
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F i g .  1 0 . 2 0 .  Painted and incised fish motifs on pottery from the Greater Indus Valley in Early and Mature Harappan periods. 
(a—c) Mehrgarh, Kachi plain, Baluchistan, c . 3 2 0 0 — 2 6 0 0  bc : (a) period V I, pedestal goblet o f Faiz Mohammad Grey Ware, type 3; 
after Jarrige and Lechevallier 1 9 7 9 ': 506, fig. 2 4 :  5; (b) period V II , shallow open bowl o f Faiz Mohammad Grey Ware, type 2 ;  after 
Wright 1984: 105, fig. 3 .1 2 1  (c) period V II , incised pottery bowl from locus 1 1 3 ;  after Santoni 1989: 183, fig. 8: 1 .

(d) Shahr-i Sokhta, Seistan, Iran, c . 3 0 0 0 — 2 6 0 0  b c . A  unique black-on-grey bowl from grave IUP 7 3 1—36, probably an imitation ofFaiz 
Mohammad ceramics made at Shahr-i Sokhta. The form is typical o f the local Em ir ceramics, and while the fish motif is characteristic of
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W (u)

the Faiz Mohammad tradition, the Faiz Mohammad conventions of combining designs are not followed. After inv. (drawing no.) 7539 
in Wright 1984 (cf. p. 147, n. 3).
(e-k) Rahman Dheri, Northwest Frontier Province, r.3200-2300 b c : (e-f) period I, polychrome cups, (g-k) periods I I - I I I  (?). Drawn 
after C I S I  2: 373, 376f., Rhd-260 ( =  e), Rhd-259 ( =  f), Rhd-254 ( =  g), Rhd-255 ( =  h), Rhd-253 ( =  i), Rhd-256 ( =  j), Rhd-224 ( =  k). 
(I) Lewan, Bannu Basin, Northwest Frontier Province, r.3200-2600 b c . An open bowl on a hollow-footed stand, with a frieze of four 
fish, their black outlines filled with red, over an interior covered with a white slip. After Allchin et al. 1986: 215.
(m-n) Quetta Valley, Baluchistan, r.3200-3000 b c : shallow open bowls o fFaiz Mohammad Ware, type I. After Fairservis 1956: 264, 
fig. 55B ( =  m), and 309, design 450 ( =  n). Cf. Wright 1984: 85-(n.
(o-p) Nal, south Baluchistan, r.3200-2600 b c : Nal-style polychrome pottery. Drawn after Hargreaves 1929: pl. 20b ( =  o), and 
Gordon 1960: pl. 6a ( =  p).
(q-s) Mehi, Maskai Valley, south Baluchistan, third millennium b c . Red ware with black paint. After Possehl 1986: 24-5, fig. 6, Mehi
III.4 .6  and Mehi III.3 .4 ; 45, fig. 17 , Mehi I (based on Stein 19 31: pl. 29 and 27).
(t) Kalibangan, northern Rajasthan, r.2600 bc : period I, painted pottery, fabric E. Drawn after Allchin and Allchin 1982: fig. 6.29.
(u) Harappa, r.2500 b c : a sherd of Mature Harappan painted pottery from the earthen make-up of the ‘rampart’ and platform. 
Drawing of Diana Holmes (‘after the original in the Moenjo-daro Museum’) in Piggott 1961: 247, fig. 1 1 .  Cf. Wheeler 1947a: 44, 7.
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(a) (b)

F i g .  1 0 . 2 1 .  Possible recording of fish offerings in ‘miniature 
tablets’ from the lower Mature Harappan layers at Harappa: (a) 
H-302 (‘ four pots fish’) and (b) 3452 (‘four fish-pots’ ); after Vats 
1940: II, 452 B.

Fig. 1 0 . 2 2 .  A  fish-shaped tablet (3428) from Harappa, incised 
with an Indus inscription. Note the eye consisting of a 
dot-in-a-circle. Drawn after Vats 1940: 11, pl. 95, no. 428.

game is played with the head of a dead person . . .T h e  concluding 
function of the c a d a k a  ritual is the resuscitation o f the dead. The 
chief devotee cooks a s o l  [i.e. s a k u l a ]  fish, roasting it in embers. 
Some parboiled and husked rice is also cooked and rice-wine is 
poured on the fish and the rice, which are placed in an earthen 
pot. These are taken at midday to a tree standing in some lonely 
meadow, and the food is placed on a plantain leaf and left for the 
ghosts to devour. This offering is sometimes made in the meadow 
where the village dead are cremated. (Bhattacharyya 1982: i4of.)

In  Nepal, during the D asaî (‘tenth day o f  victory’) feast in 
honour o f  the goddess D urga, low-caste gardeners masked as 
the N ine D urgas dance orgiastic dances and drink the blood o f 
animals sacrificed to them, as well as alcohol from  a human 
skull. One o f the gardeners holds in his hands a vase 
containing a fish. Another dancer, representing Bhairava, 
tries to empty a basket o f fish on the heads o f the spectators.

According to the Harappan amulets, too, sacrificial pots 
represented by the U sign were offered to sacred trees (fig. 

7 .12 ). From  the tim e o f the earliest written records, such trees 
have been the favourite abodes o f fertility spirits (male or 
female, usually called y a k s a  or y a k s f ) .  In  ancient India (and 
still today at least in Bengal), ‘ fish-water’ (i.e. water with fish 
or parts o f  fish in it) as w ell as ‘flesh-water’ (i.e. water with

pieces o f raw flesh in it) was poured at the roots o f cultivated 
trees (such as the mango, the tree o f  the god oflove) in order to 
make them grow and bear fruit (Agni-Purana 247,28 =  
28 2 ,13  =  Sukraniti 4 ,4 ,I09). The more rotten the fish or flesh 
put under the tree and the more it stinks, the better 
(Varahamihira’s Brhatsamhita 55,2of.).

In  the Harappan amulets, human worshippers offer 
sacrificial vessels also to anthropomorphic deities who 

resemble the ‘Proto-Siva’ and who are attended by serpents 

(fig. 13 .2b). Strong drinks and fish were also integral parts o f 
sacrifices to fertility spirits ( y a k s a )  and serpent gods ( n i i g a )  in 
the early popular religion o f N orth  India:

In those days a festival was proclaimed in Benares, and the people 
resolved to sacrifice to the ogres ( y a k k h a ) .  So they strewed fish 
and meat about courtyards, and streets, and other places and set 
great pots o f strong drink. . . .  where just before certain persons 
had been offering to the Nagas a sacrifice of milk, and rice and fish 
and meat and strong drink and the like. Oataka 1 1 3  and 146)

10.4 T h e  s ig n  seq u en ces o f  ‘n u m b e r ’ +  ‘f ish ’

F ish  bones, fish hooks, and representations o f fishing nets 
found at Harappan sites attest the importance o f  fish in the 
diet o f the Indus people. People o f ancient Mesopotamia, too, 
caught and ate fish. Am ounts o f fish are quantified in the 

archaicSum erian texts from  U ruk, whichcontainnum erals in 
association with ‘fish’ pictograms probably used in their 

iconic meaning (fig. 10 .23). Y et it is difficult to accept the 
suggestion made by the Assyriologist Jam es K innier Wilson 
that the sequences o f Indus signs consisting o f Num  +  ‘fish’ 

denote rations o f fish. T h e  U ru k  tablets are a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  

t e x t s ,  while the Indus texts are mainly s e a ls ,  and fish are not 
quantified on Mesopotamian seals. M oreover, the numbers 
actually attested before the ‘fish’ sign in the Indus inscriptions 
are restricted to 3, 4, 6 and 7. T h e hypothesis o f a Dravidian 
pun offers an alternative which explains this restriction and 
better suits the seal contexts.

T h e  most frequent sequence ^  m corresponds to the native 
name o f the Pleiades in Old Tam il (e.g. Akananiiru 14 1) : 
a r u - m i ! ' } ,  literally ‘(the constellation consisting of) six (visible) 
stars’ . T h e  Pleiades occupy the first position in the ancient 
Indian star calendar and they figure prominently in astral 
myths (§§ 1 1 .2 -3 ) .

T h e  sequence '9:- 111, which is next in frequency of 
occurrence, yields in Dravidian m u - m - m i n  ‘ (constellation of) 
three stars’ , which is actually attested in Pinkala-Nikantu 
(243) as the Old Tam il name o f the M rgasïrsa asterism. (In 
this compound, m u -  is the monomorphemic adjective form  o f 
the numeral ‘3’ before a noun starting with a consonant, and 
- m -  represents the automatic doubling o f the following 
consonant.) A  comparative study o f  the Indus inscriptions
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F i g .  1 0 . 2 3 .  (a, b, c). Archaic Sumerian tablets from Uruk with 
numbers and fish signs. Drawn by J. V. Kinnier Wilson (1987: 
43, fig. 2) after photographs in  Falkenstein 1936: texts 256 ( =  a), 
68 ( =  b) and 336, reverse ( =  c).

suggests that the sequences N um  +  ‘fish’ belong together 
syntactically; this conclusion is supported by a large and finely 
carved seal with the sole text ‘7’ +  ‘fish’ , -9:  'm (fig. 10.24). T h e  

latter sequence gives in D ravidian e l u - m i n  ‘ (constellation of) 
seven stars’ , which is the Old Tam il name o f the U rsa M ajor 

(e.g. in N arrim i 2 3 1) , again a most important asterism in 
ancient Indian cult and m ythology (§§ 10 .2 ; 1 1 . 3 ;  12 .2 ; 14 .1) .

Vasistha is the chief among the Seven Sages associated with 
the seven stars o f U rsa M ajor. Rgveda 7 ,33 ,7—13  gives a 

remarkable account o f  the birth o f Vasistha and Agastya or 
M ana, the latter known in later Hindu m ythology as the 
‘pot-born’ sage o f the southern direction connected with the 

bright star Canopus. Brhaddevata (5,149—55) explains that 
when the gods M itra and Varuna saw the beautiful water 
nym ph U rvasI, they emitted seed. Falling on earth, into a 

sacrificial pot and into water, the seed became respectively 
Vasistha, Agastya and a (‘greatly shining fish’ ( m a t s y o  

m a h d d y u t i b ) .  Here a fish is expressly identified as a luminous 
object and placed side by side with sages connected with

Fig. 1 0 . 2 4 .  Inscription consisting ofjust thesigns ‘7’ +  ‘fish’ on 
an Indus seal from Harappa (H-9).

well-known stars. ‘F ish ’ and ‘star’ are not phonetically or 
semantically associated in Indo-Aryan (in fact, fish is 
exceedingly seldom mentioned in the Rgveda), so this 
tradition is likely to reflect ancient Dravidian mythology.

The plain ‘fish’ sign is doubled in contexts where this 
sequence, -9:  X, clearly forms a syntactic whole and occupies a 
position similar to N um  +  ‘fish’ and other similar 
combinations supposed to denote a deity (3232 t  X X “ and 
2875 till ''<'.)). T h is could reflect the intensifying
reduplication o f the root, which is typical o f the Dravidian 
languages, and which is attested in several languages also for 
the root m i n : Tam il m i m i  m i n u n k u  ‘to twinkle (of stars)’ , 

m i ! ] u - m i ! ] u k k a m  ‘twinkling (o f  stars)’ ; Kannada m i n i - m i n i s u ,  

m i n u - m i n i s u  ‘ to shine brightly’ ; T u lu  m i n i - m i n i  ‘ twinkling, 
glistening, dimly shining’ ; T elugu m i n a - m i n a  ‘glitter, 
shining’ . T h us the juxtaposed two plain ‘fish’ signs could 
mean ‘the brightly shining one’ or ‘ the shining star’ or ‘the 

shining fish’ in Dravidian. B u t they could also be interpreted 
as meaning ‘a pair o f fish’, an important symbol in historical 
India and apparently in the Indus Civilization, too (see 
§ 10.2).

10 .5 T h e  p la n e ts  M e rc u ry  an d  S a tu rn

Even though these interpretations o f the plain ‘fish’ sign 
strongly support the Dravidian hypothesis, it might still be 
possible to propose quite different but also reasonable 
explanations for sequences like -xm and X X .  And while puns 
are language-specific, surprisingly a pair o f homophonous
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words meaning ‘fish ’ and ‘star’ can also be found outside 

Dravidian, namely in one Caucasian language called Lezgi 
(formerly K ürin), where both words have the phonetic shape 
y e d .  B u t in this case only the word for ‘star’ seems to be 
ancient (it has cognates in Tabasaran x a :i, A yu l h a d ,  Rutul 
Xa:dei, Caxor x a r e ) ,  so the homophony may not necessarily go 
back to Proto-Caucasian. T h e  ‘visual pun’ provided by the 
possible derivation of' both ‘fish’ and ‘star’ from  the root 

m eaning ‘to sparkle, glitter’ in Dravidian is also m issing here.
It  is therefore necessary to examine further this tentative 

interpretation o f  the ‘fish’ pictograms. One crucially impor­

tant way o f doing so is to study Indus signs that occur in 

combination with the ‘fish’ pictograms. T h e  task now is to test 
whether any o f  these signs can be interpreted by applying the 
same methods and hypotheses in such a manner that what 
emerges is reasonable.

A  structural analysis o f the Indus inscriptions shows that 

the ‘fish’ pictograms often form syntactically coherent 
sequences with the immediately preceding signs, such as the 
numbers discussed above. M oreover, many o f the ‘fish’ signs 
themselves are composite signs (ligatures) consisting o f the 
basic ‘fish’ pictogram and various diacritic marks, that is, 
differentiating or m odifying additions. It  is most likely that 

such compound and diacritic signs in the Indus script have 
had the same function as in the deciphered writing systems o f 
ancient Sum er and Egypt, where they have been used either 
to express words compounded with the basic sign or to clarify 
its meaning by specifying one o f its homophones or 

synonyms.
In  contrast to the plain ‘fish ’ signs, the ligatured ‘fish ’ signs 

are never doubled or preceded by numbers. T h is prevents 
them from  representing different sorts o f fish because, i f  that 
were the case, they too would be quantifiable. On the other 

hand, their general distributions as well as outward 
appearances are so close to the plain ‘fish’ sign that their 
meanings should be closely similar. T h e  question now is 
whether the signs that are combined with the basic ‘fish’ sign 
can be interpreted systematically and in such a way that they 
fit their context and the assumed reading o f the ‘fish ’ sign. I f  
so, are the emerging compounds actually attested in 
Dravidian languages? In  this case w e would expect to find 
native D ravidian astral terms. H ere, the scanty remains o f 
such native vocabulary surviving in the Old T am il texts 
written around the beginning o f  the Christian era are o f 

crucial importance. Although the names o f the months used in 
these texts have all been borrowed from Indo-Aryan-speaking 

N orth India,

the use o f terms quite unrelated to the northern ones for many of 
the asterisms and the planets suggests . . .  that the Tam ils had 
their own names for some constellations and planets before they 
imported the northern system. The northern system must have

been imported long before the time o f the anthologies, for the 
Sanskrit terms have been changed radically to conform to Tamil 
phonetics . . .  and the system had been so completely assimilated 
in Tamilnad that it was used to determine the dates of most 
festivals and marriages . . .  Northern astrologers must have been 
brought by kings and others at a very early date, perhaps before 
Kannada and Tam il split apart, but in any case probably before 
the Brahm! script was adopted. (Hart 1975: 77)

Unfortunately most o f  the Indus signs are so stylized and 
simplified that their original pictorial meaning cannot be 
recognized unambiguously. This means that most o f the 
pictorial interpretations are bound to remain subjective 
guesses. There are, however, a few  whose pictorial meaning 
can be reasonably explained.

One o f the diacritic signs in the ‘fish ’ ligatures is drawn 
either directly or obliquely across the body o f  the basic ‘ fish’ 
pictogram: •& , '9;.  It  could express the idea o f ‘halving’ or 
‘dividing’ . D ividing a fish is a popular m otif o f South Asian 
folklore. Thus Jataka 400 tells o f two otters who had managed 
to catch a great fish together but could not divide it. T h e 
jackal, whom they asked to be the arbitrator, gave the head to 
one and tail to the other, taking for him self the middle portion 

as his pay. T h e  Proto-Dravidian root * p a c u  ‘to halve, to divide 
into two parts’ , is homophonous with Proto-Dravidian * p a c u  

‘green’ . T h e  resulting compound, * p a c u - m t n  at once ‘halved 
fish’ and ‘ green star’ , is not known as such from Dravidian 
languages, but T a m i l  L e x i c o n  records p a c u - v - â - m ï n  in the 
sense o f a ‘rose-coloured fish’ , deriving p a c u  from p a c u m a i  

‘ greenness, greenish yellow ’ (cf. also p a c a  ‘to be golden, like 
the sky in the evening’ ) and -â -  from the root â- ‘ to be(come), 
be like’ (the intervening - v -  is an automatic glide); â - may 
have been added to prevent the most immediate modern 

Tam il interpretation o f the compound from p a c u  ‘cow’ <  
Sanskrit p a s u  ‘cow ’. M oreover, in Old Tam il the word p a c c a i  

literally meaning ‘greenness’ is attested as the nam e o f the 
planet M ercury. T h e name seems to be due to the fact that 
M ercury is visible only shortly before sunrise or shortly after 
sunset (cf. T a m ilp a c c a i - v e y i l  ‘evening sun’ ). P a c c a i  is also the 

name o f the green-hued god Krsna-Visr.iu, who (as Narayana) 
is the presiding deity o f the planet M ercury in Jaim iniya- 
Grhyasiitra 2,9.

T h e  concepts ‘green’ , ‘ the planet M ercury’ and ‘the god 
K:rlir:ia-Visr:iu’ are associated with each other in other sources 
as well. T h us greenish-yellow is the colour o f the planet 

M ercury not only according to Tam il texts but also according 
to Sanskrit texts. T h e  green emerald is the stone o f M ercury 

among the ‘nine gems’ ( n a v a - m a i : z i )  connected with the ‘nine 
planets’ , and Krsr:ia-Visr:iu is called m a r a k a t a - m e n i y a n  

‘emerald-coloured’ in Tam il. One o f the principal Old Tam il 
names o fV isn u , mâ/ ‘darkness’ , is also the name o f the planet 
M ercury. Sim ilarly, one o f M ercury’s Sanskrit names is
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s y ä m ä n g a  ‘dark-lim bed’ or s y i i m a  ‘dark’ , also used o f Krsl).a- 

Visl).u.
Derived from the Dravidian root * p a c u  ‘ (to be) green, 

fresh, young’ , which was used in the above interpretation, 
appears to be the Proto-Dravidian word m eaning ‘boy, child ’ 
(T am il p a c a i , p a i y a ! J ,  etc.), which recalls the fact o f K rsn a ’s 
being a child-god; such a connotation can be seen as 
symbolically agreeing with the sign o f  ‘halved fish’ 

(boy =  half-adult). T h e  hypothesis that the planet M ercury 
(which could be seen only for a short time near the rising or 
setting sun) represented a child-god does not seem far-fetched 
in the light o f a Canaanite parallel. It  has been suggested that 
the bright morning star, the star o f the war-god 'Attar 
worshipped as the divine king ( m l k ,  whence M oloch o f the 
Old Testament) o f the city o f Tyrus, was understood to be the 

king o f the stars whose fate it was to die young, at the 
appearance o f the sun, the great fire: it would have been in 

imitation of this fate that 'Attar was offered children who 
perished in fire.

Another relatively unambiguous diacritical mark is one that 
has been placed over the ‘fish’ sign and looks like a ‘ro o f ':Ä . 
Roofs having such a shape can be seen, for example, in some o f 
the monolithic temples built by the Pallava kings in 
M amallapuram in the seventh century ad , and in the 
traditional houses o f the Toda tribe, who in their isolation in 
the N ilagiri mountains o f South India have preserved m any 
archaic customs. T h e  most widespread root from which 
words denoting ‘ro o f are derived in the various Dravidian 

languages is * v a y  /  * v e y  /  * m e y  ‘ to cover a house with a 
thatched roof', in which etymon the phonetic alternations 
* v -  /  * m -  and * - a y -  /  * - e y -  can be reconstructed for Proto- 

Dravidian. Thus in Proto-Dravidian the root * v e y  /  * m e y  ‘(to) 
roof’ was partially homophonous with the root * m a y  ‘ black’ . 
The sequence o f the pictograms for ‘roof' and ‘fish’ in the 

Indus script can be read in Proto-Dravidian as * m e y - m i n  in 
the sense o f * m a y - m i n  ‘black star’ . What makes this reading 
really significant is that the last-mentioned compound is 
factually attested as the name o f the planet Saturn in the

earliest poems written in Old Tam il (Puranänüru 117 ) .
T h is Old Tam il name m a i - m - m m  is indeed a fitting name 

for Saturn, which is a dim planet most of the time. The 
Dravidian root * m a y  (Tam il m a i )  means not only ‘to be or 
become black’ but also ‘to be dim ’. According to the oldest 
Sanskrit texts dealing with the worship o f the planets, 
Saturn’s complexion and his garments are black. T h ey further 
mention Yam a and Prajapati, the Hindu gods of death and 
creation, as the main and subsidiary deities presiding over this 

dark planet. In fact, many things suggest that Saturn is the 
astral aspect o f the god o f death. T h e name ofY am a is used for 
the planet Saturn in both Sanskrit and Tam il tradition. M ars 
and Saturn are much feared as angry and ominous planets.

Black is the colour o f darkness, night and death. Yam a is 
associated with the colour black in the Brâhmana texts o f the 
Veda (e.g. M S  3 ,14 ,1 1 ) .  In classical Hinduism, Yam a as the 
god o f death has black as his colour and the dark water buffalo, 
a lethally dangerous beast, as his vehicle. T h e planet Saturn, 
too, is said to ride the water buffalo in several texts, while 
others mention the crow and ‘black vulture’ as his vehicles; 
these black birds are also most intim ately associated with 
death as eaters o f carrions, and the crow also as the consumer 
o f the rice-cakes offered to the dead.

Saturn is not only a dark but also a slow planet. For this 
reason it is called ‘ slowly-going’ (Sanskrit s a n i  or s a n a i s c a r a )  

or ‘lame’ (Sanskrit p a n g u ,  Tam il m u f a v a ! J ) ,  and in the images 
his left foot is usually distorted. T h e iconographic manuals of 
the Buddhists and the Ja in s mention the turtle ( k a c c h a p a ,  

k i i r m a , k a m a f h a )  as them ount or draught-animal o f the planet 
Saturn. Th is is an animal whose slowness is proverbial: in the 
Old Tam il text Akanânüra 256, the slow movement o f the 
turtle ( y i i m a i )  is compared to a drunkard’s walk. It is 

conceivable that this association o f the planet Saturn with the 
turtle may go back to Harappan times: the compound Indus 
sign depicting a fish with a roof over it could, then, symbolize 
the deified planet Saturn even pictorially through his vehicle, 
for the turtle is an aquatic animal (i.e. a kind o f ‘fish’) covered 
with a shell (i.e. a kind o f roof).
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I I  The astronomical and 
astrological background

i i . i  P la n e ta ry  w o rsh ip  in  In d ia

Before we continue along the line begun in chapter io and 
interpret other Indus signs as names o f stars and planets, it 
seems advisable to take a good look at the sources and ask: Is 
such an astral approach warranted? H ow likely is it that the 
heavenly bodies played a major role in the H arappan life, 
religion and name-giving? We begin with planetary worship 

in India and its origins.
T h e  worship o f the planets occupies a prominent position 

in the religious life o f India today. M any diseases and other 
troubles o f earthly existence are ascribed to the malign 
influence o f angered planetary deities, whose wrath is to be 
pacified. In  South India, one o f the most frequented places in 
practically every Siva tem ple is a sm all shrine to the planetary 
gods (fig. i i . i ) . T h e  images stand on a circular or square 
platform as a group, the sun in the centre and the : thers at 
eight points around it. A ny one o f the ‘planets’ m ay be the 
object o f special attention, to be worshipped on a particular 
day o f the week, or at other appropriate times. According to 
the Vaikhânasa-Grhyasütra (4 ,13), written in Sanskrit influ­
enced by Tam il in South India in the first centuries o f the 
Christian era, the ‘propitiation o f the nine planets’ ( n a v a -  

g r a h a - s a n t i )  should precede all religious rites. T h e planetary 
mandala can be made o f metal, with the symbols o f the planets 

carved on it, or o f more temporary material, and worshipped 
at home (fig. 1 1 .2 ) .

M onumental representations o f planets start appearing in 
North India in the G upta period (c. fifth century ad), spread 
to central and western India in the eighth century, and to 
South India in the eleventh century. T h ey correspond to the 
iconographic descriptions o f such texts as the Agni-Pura:i:ia 

(5 1; 120 ; 30 1) and the Vif?:i:iudharmottara-Pura:i:ia (1,10 6 ), 
whose ancient parts date from  around the sixth and seventh 
century. In  the early examples, the ‘nine planets’ (Sanskrit 
n a v a - g r a h a )  are usually in a row arranged according to the 
order o f the days o f  the week, sculptured on a rectangular
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F i g .  i i . I .  Worship of the planet Saturn at 6 . 3 0  p.m. on io January 1985, in the Nava-graha hall of the Siva Vaidyanatha temple in 
Tittagudi, South Arcot, Tamil Nadu, South India.

stone relief forming a lintel o f the temple door. But 
VisI).udharmottara-PuraI).a (3,86,52) describes a temple o f 
‘eight planets’ (excluding Ketu), which function as ‘ guardians 

o f the directions’ . T h e  antiquity o f the group o f eight planets 
is supported by its mention in the M ahabharata (5 ,18 7 ,3 1). 

T h e group o f  five planets is a t  least asold: it is  likewise attested 
in the Mahabharata (6 ,9 6 ,35 ^ ), which compares the main 
heroes, the five PaI).dava brothers, to the five planets ( g r a h ä h )  

which oppress the sun and the moon at the twilight o f aeons.
T h e  group o f nine ‘planets’ comprises the five true planets 

visible to the naked eye, the sun and the moon, plus Rahu and 
Ketu. Rahu is the name o f the eclipse demon. According to 
the well-known and popular Hindu myth told in the 
M ahabharata ( 1 ,17 ,4 -8 )  and many other sources, the demon 
Rahu drank o f the nectar o f immortality, which was produced 
at the churning o f the m ilk ocean and reserved for the gods 
alone. H e was, however, found out by the sun and the moon, 

and decapitated by VisI).u. As Rahu had not yet completely 
swallowed the nectar, only his head became immortal. T h e

eclipses are caused because the head o f the avenging Rahu 
eternally swallows the sun and the moon. Early Vedic texts, 
starting with the Rgveda (e.g. 5 ,40 ,5--), ascribe the eclipse of 
the sun to the magic ( m a y a )  o f the demoniac ( ä s u r a ,  punningly 
also ‘sunless’) Svarbhanu ‘having the light of the sun’ . 
Stephanie Jam ison (1991) has identified Svarbhanu as the god 
of fire (Agni =  Rudra), whose smoke hides the sun with 
darkness.

Ketu originally seems to refer to smoke as the heaven- 
reaching banner ( k e t u )  o f the fire-god Agni (e.g. R S  5 ,1 1 ,3 ) . It 
also denotes the ‘tailed’ meteor or comet: the plural k e t a v a h  

appears in the early Vedic texts, and continues to do so in later 
times. In  the sixth century ad , however, Varahamihira 
interpreted K etu as the tail o fR ah u , said to have the form o f a 
snake, and connected Rahu and Ketu with the ascending and 
descending nodes o f the moon.

In today’s North India, planetary worship is regularly 
performed on a temporary altar as part o f domestic ritual. 

According to a Kum aoni Paddhati, it is a lengthy ritual which,
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F i g .  1 1 .2 .  A traditional metal plate made c. 1985 in Thanjavur, Tamil Nadu, South India, with images and symbols of the nine planets 
arranged in a gridiron representing nine directions. In the centre: the sun with a circle ( v r ; t t a ) ;  clockwise from the upper left corner: 
Mercury with an arrow (b ä n a ) in the northeast, Venus with a pentagon ( p a n c a k o n a ) in the east, the moon with a square (c a t u r a f r a ) in the 
southeast, Mars with a triangle ( t r i k o n a )  in the south, Rahu with a winnowing basket ( s ü r p a )  in the southwest, Saturn with a bow 
( d h a n u s )  in the west, Ketu  with a flag ( d h v a j a  [ = k e t u ] )  in the northwest, and Jupiter with a rectangle ( d i r g h a c a t u r a i r a )  in the north. The 
directions and symbols of the planets follow exactly the prescriptions of the late Vedic texts (Baudhäyana-Grhya-Parisesa-Sütra 
1 , 16 ,12 - 15  and Jaiminîya-Grhyasütra 2,9).

together with the initiation, takes the greater part o f  the day, 
but is abbreviated on other occasions, such as the marriage 

ceremonies:

First, an eight-petalled lotus is drawn upon an altar of about 18" 
square. Then each o f the petals is smeared with the appropriate 
colour of the planet to which it is assigned. The celebrant now 
places on the lotus figure in the proper order either images of the 
planets or pieces of metal etc., stamped with appropriate 
symbols, pieces of coloured cloth, and small heaps of rice mixed 
with curds. Each of the planetary symbols is first washed with the

‘nectar of five ingredients’ to the accompaniment of mantras, 
then set up while reciting the ‘mystic words’ ; next the attendant 
deities are addressed and placed on the right and left of each 
planet. Then follows meditation on the form and symbolism of 
each planet. Finally, each of the planets is offered special food 
with appropriate mantras, burning special fuel gathered for each 
of the planets. (Kaye 1920: 7 3 )

T h is ritual o f the nine ‘planets’ is virtually identical to that 
o f  the first detailed descriptions dating from the beginning o f 

the Christian era, in the Yâjnavalkya-Sm rti (1,290—303) and
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in the latest parts o f  the Vedic literature (e.g. Jaim iniya- 
Grhyasiitra 2,9). ‘T h ose desirous o f prosperity or desirous o f 
peace should worship the planets. Fo r rain, for long life, for 
nourishment, act in the same w ay.’ T h e  texts describe the 
geometric and other sym bols for the different planets, as well 
as specify their orientations (fig. 1 1.2 ); then come the kinds o f  
wood used as fuel, the kinds o f porridge offered, the mantras 

that accompany the oblations, the kinds o f sacrificial fee to the 
priest, and the kinds o f good qualities one may expect to 
acquire: all these differ with the different planets, whose 
colours (or coloured material sacred to them, especially metals 
and precious stones) are also mentioned in some o f these texts. 
Others mention a presiding and a sub-presiding deity for each 

o f the planets; their names figure as the key words o f the 
mantras used in offering to the planets.

A ll these texts already enumerate the planets in the order of 
the seven-day week adopted from the Near East (sun, moon, 
M ars, M ercury, Ju p iter, Venus, Saturn), followed by Rahu 
and K etu. B ut like the iconographic descriptions o f the 
Buddhist and Ja in a texts, which attest to the popularity and 
antiquity o f  the planetary deities in India, these texts are 

com pletely different from, and independent o f, the 
Hellenistic tradition. In contrast, the description o f  the 
planets in the voluminous Sanskrit texts on astrology is full o f 
Hellenistic influence. I t  is clear, then, that the roots o f the 

n a v a - g r a h a  worship lie deep in the pre-Hellenistic traditions 

o f India.
T h e re  are references to the planets in V edic texts, but they 

are surprisingly few. M ost explicit are those o f the relatively 
late M aitrayarn Upanisad, which associates the stars, the 
moon, Venus (S u k r a ) ,  Saturn ( s a n i ) ,  Rahu and K etu  with 
various compass directions (7 ,1--6) and then speaks o f Jupiter 
( b t ; h a s p a t i )  and Venus ( S u k r a )  as the teachers o f the gods and 

demons respectively ( 7 , 9 ) .  T h e  earlier Atharvaveda ( 1 9 , 9 , 7  

and io) speaks o f  the sun, moon, Rahu and M rtyu 
Dhiimaketu (‘Death with the apparition o f smoke’ ), and 
‘seizers travelling in the sky’ ( d i v i c a r d g r a h d h ) .  G r a h a ,  ‘seizer’ , 
is  later the principal word for ‘planet’ . T h is expression seems 
to a v e  a H arappan-Dravidian ' background, and will be 

discussed in detail later (§ 13 .3).

T h e  popularity o f  planetary worship from late Vedic times 
onwards is in strong contrast with the almost complete 
absence o f the planets in the Veda. M any scholars have even 
maintained that the Vedic Aryans did not know the planets at 
all in the early period. T h is, however, is quite unlikely. H ow 
could people who used a stellar calendar and habitually 
observed lunar asterisms fail to notice the planets, which are 
distinguished from  all other luminaries o f the sky by their 
motion and brightness? There must be a special reason for the 
early Vedic silence regarding the planets. T h is reason may 
have been the prevalence o f planetary worship among the

rivals and enemies o f the Vedic Aryans, from whom it was 
finally adopted wholesale even by the orthodox Brahmans.

n .2  T h e  V e d ic  s ta r  c a le n d a r

T h e orientation o f the H arappan cities according to the 
cardinal directions (figs. 1 . 4  and 1.8 ; W anzke 1 9 8 7 )  provides 
irrefutable proof for the practice o f astronomy by the Indus 
people. T h e  origins o f ancient Indian astronomy and time­
reckoning is a complex and controversial issue, but o f the 
greatest importance for the study o f the Indus Civilization. As 
the question o f a Harappan and Dravidian background here is 
vital for the astral interpretations o f  the ‘fish’ signs, we must 
touch all essential issues, including the possible role o f 
Mesopotamian astronomy and time-reckoning.

T h e  seven-day week and zodiac o f twelve signs (Sanskrit 

r a s i )  were borrowed into India from the W est rather late, with 
Hellenistic astrology and astronomy. M entions o f days o f the 
week and zodiacal signs are conspicuously absent in the Veda 
and even in the Mahabharata, although the latter contains 
m any references to portents arising from the positions o f the 
planets in relation to the asterisms.

T h e  Indian star calendar based on 2 7  or 2 8  constellations 
(Sanskrit n a k s a t r a )  (fig. 1 1 . 3) is much older. Convincing 
references to these marking stars are found in the tenth book 
o f the Rgveda, which was in existence by about 1000 bc . T h e  
naksatras are all listed slightly later (T S  4 , 4 , 1 0 , 1 - 3 ;  M S  
2 , 1 3 , 2 0 ;  K S  39 ,13 ; A S  1 9 , 7 , 2 — 5 ) .  Tim e-reckoning is at the 
basis o f the complex ritual o f the fire-altar: the 10,800 bricks 

o f the altar, including circularly placed naksatra bricks, 
symbolize the 10,800 moments o f the year (360 days o f 30 
moments each). T h is  elaborate ritual is unknown to the 
Rgveda, but appears suddenly and fully developed in the 
oldest Yajurvedic texts. It probably had a long prehistory in 
northwest India.

It is generally agreed that the Vedic naksatra calendar is of 
the same origin as the closely similar calendars o f the Chinese 
and Arabs, which consist o f 2 8  x i u  ‘mansions’ and 2 8  m a n a z i l  

( a l - k a m a r )  ‘mansions (of the moon)’ respectively. T h e Indian 
derivation ofthe Arabic calendar is hardly disputed, but there 
has been much controversy about whether the Vedic calendar 
is based on the Chinese or vice versa. (The Chinese calendar is 
probably first attested in the oracle bones o f the Shang 
dynasty, c.1500 b c .) In  either case M esopotamia, famous for 

its ancient astronomy and astrology, has been vaguely 
assumed to be the ultimate source. Since much o f this debate 
took place before the discovery o f the Indus Civilization, the 
latter is hardly mentioned in this context. In fact, however, 
many things point to a Harappan origin o f the naksatra 

calendar. Knowledge o f  it could have reached China through 
the mediation o f the Harappan-influenced Bactria and
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F i g .  i i . j .  Map o f the calendrical stars o f  the Veda in 2250 b c . Based on the diagram o f Kaye (1924), but rearranged in the form 
adopted in the map of the Chinese marking stars by Needham (1959), and with the positions of the stars computed by Professor K . A. 
Hämeen-Anttila, Department o f  Astronomy, University o f  Oulu.
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M argiana Archaeological Complex (fig. 1 . 1 7  and § 8.4), whose 
seals have been discovered as far east as the Ordos region o f 

China.
That the naksatra calendar was adopted by the Rgvedic 

Aryans from the earlier inhabitants o f northwest India is 
suggested by the absence o f any clear reference to it in the old 
‘ fam ily books’ o f the Rgveda and in the oldest Iranian 
documents. Exact time-reckoning is not a vital requirement 

for pastoral nomads. On the other hand, the correlation o f 

lunar and solar time-reckoning was a necessary component o f 
the urbanization process o f the early agricultural societies

(§ 1.6).
From  Palaeolithic markings on bones we know that the 

earliest time-reckoning was in the easily observed synodic 

lunar months (each lasting c.2çd I2 h 44™ 3s), during which the 
moon completes one series o f successive phases. T h e  solar 
year is roughly 365 days, and 12 lunar months make roughly 
354 days, so a purely lunar time-reckoning is out o f step with 
the seasons, which are determined by the yearly course o f the 
sun. T h e chief interest o f the Neolithic and Chalcolithic 

astronomers therefore undoubtedly concentrated on fixing 
the course o f the sun in relation to the fixed stars, and on 
correlating the solar and lunar time-reckonings. A  lunisolar 

calendar was an essential instrument in administration and 

religion: it enabled the co-ordination o f trade and agricultural 
activities (forecasting yearly monsoons and floods) and the 
celebration o f seasonal feasts at the proper time.

A  five-year co-ordination period ( y u g a )  was employed in 
Vedic religion to correlate solar and lunar time-reckoning. 

T h e  solar year was calculated as comprising 12 months o f  30 
days =  360 days. F ive  times 360 days +  one intercalary month 
o f 30 days makes 1,830  days, giving a length o f  366 days for a 
solar year. (This is about !  o f a day more than the actual 
length.) T h e  lunar time was reckoned in synodic lunar 
months. In  ritualistic practice, one o f each two successive 
months contained 30 and the other 29 days. Tw elve times 297 
makes 354 days (the actual synodic lunar year lasts about 
354 3671 days). T h e  difference from the solar year was 
conected by intercalating a month o f 30 days at the end o f the 
third and the fifth year. T h e  five-year period thus comprised 
three synodic-lunar years with 12  months and two with 13  
months, or 30 months o f 29 days and 32 months o f3 0  days, 
making altogether 1,830  days.

T h e  solar year is divided into four quarters by the 
equinoxes and solstices. T h e vernal and autumnal equinoxes 
are the two points o f  time, six months apart (about 21 M arch 
and 22 September), when the day and night are o f equal 
length in all parts o f  the earth. T h e  winter and summer 
solstices (around 21 Decem ber and June respectively) are the 
year’s shortest and longest days. A t the equinoxes the sun 
rises due east and sets due west, but from the vernal equinox

to the autumnal equinox the sun rises north o f due east, and 
from  the autumnal equinox to the vernal equinox it rises south 
o f due east. T h e  solstices are the times when the sun has 
reached the extreme northern and southern points in its rising 
from  the horizon.

The shifts in the position o f  the points o f sunrise and sunset 
against the contours o f the horizon were carefully noted by the 
ancient stargazers. In India as elsewhere, astronomical 
observations were made prim arily at those two moments. 
Thus M anu (2 ,10 1)  prescribes: ‘L e t  him stand during the 
morning twilight, muttering the savitri until the sun appears, 
but (let him recite it) seated in the evening until the 
constellations can be seen distinctly.’ As the earth is 
constantly revolving, the heavenly bodies seem to rise from  
the eastern horizon and to w anderover thesky until they set in 
the western horizon.

T o  pass from one equinox or solstice to the same point takes 
the sun about 365d 5h 48™ 461 T h is  ‘ solar year’ is about 2om 

23s shorter than the ‘sidereal year’ , 365d 6h gm 10S, the time 
during which the earth makes one revolution around the sun 
with reference to the fixed stars. As the cycle repeats itself 
almost identically from one year to another, a given seasonal 
point can be fixed fairly exactly by reference to the date on 
which a star first becomes visible at dawn. In  ancient Egypt, 
for example, the flooding o f the N ile  was announced by the 
heliacal rising o f Sirius.

However, the brightness o f the rising sun makes the stars 
fade and their heliacal observation difficult. In the Indian star 
calendar the asterisms have been chosen so that they form 
diametrically opposing pairs; sometimes bright stars have 
been rejected as markers in favour o f stars that are dimmer but 
more precisely located. T h is  arrangem ent exploits the 
opposition o f the sun and the full moon: the sun’s position 
among the asterisms can be ascertained from their easily 
observed conjunctions with the full moon.

This principle, which the Indian calendar shares with the 
Chinese and Arabic calendars, differs fundamentally from the 
simpler principle o f the contiguity o f the sun and the marker 
star, on which the Egyptian and M esopotamian star calendars 
are based. It  is true that the opposition o f the sun and the full 
moon was utilized in M esopotam ia, too, but not as the basis o f 
the regular calendar: from  about I 100 b c , there is evidence o f 
the use o f 26 culmination stars, called after z i q p u  ‘zenith’ , 
which were distributed at regular intervals and used for the 
determination oflunar eclipses and related phenomena. Their 
number is close to but not identical with the number o f 
naksatras (originally 24, then 27 or 28). M oreover, this is a late 
phenomenon in M esopotamian astronomy: the texts listing all 
the naksatras date from about the same time.

Apart from scanty and ambiguous data in the earlier texts, 
the oldest Mesopotamian sources on astronomy are star lists,
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probably going back to the time o f the Third D ynasty o f U r, 
c . 2 0 0 0  BC. M ost o f the star names are Sumerian. A t least from  
the F ara  period (mid-third millennium b c ) onwards, the year 
was reckoned in lunar months o f 2 9  or 30 days, from one first 
appearance o f the sickle o f the new m oon at the sunset to its 
next first appearance. T h e lunar time-reckoning had to be 
correlated with the solar year, which began around the vernal 
equinox. U ntil the first millennium b c , however, there was 

great irregularity in the intercalation o f the thirteenth month, 
which could be added after either the sixth or the twelfth 
month o f the year. Th is irregularity has led to the belief that in 
early times the solar year was determined on the basis o f 
fluctuating seasonal changes (such as the rise o f the water in 
the rivers in the spring) rather than o f astronomical 

observations.
From  about 1500 bc  onwards, the M esopotamians had 

circular astrolabes listing 3 6  stars, whose heliacal rise divided 
the year into 1 2  months. T h e 3 6  stars were divided among 
three concentric circles corresponding to a zone south of, 
upon, and north of the heavenly equator: each month had the 
star o f the god Ea (Enki) in the outer circle, the star o f the god 
An in the middle circle, and the star o f the god Enlil in the 
innermost circle. T h e  reason for this arrangement was that all 
the heavenly zones were not visible during the whole year: in 
the summer, the stars rise north o f due east, in the winter 
south o f it, and in the spring and autumn they rise in the 
‘middle zone’ . T h is threefold division goes back at least to Old 
Babylonian times (early second millennium b c).

Heliacal observations o f calendrical asterisms were 
certainly made in Vedic times (T B  1 , 5 , 2 , 1 ) .  T h e naksatra 

calendar contains evidence suggesting that it was originally 
createdto determine the 1 2  solar months. O f the 2 7  asterisms 
commonly used, only 24 have a distinct name, and in the 
Veda, the year is divided into 24 half-months. In  China, too, 
there were -originally 24 (later 2 8 )  x i u .  From  late Vedic times 
until the present day, the solar months have names derived 
from 1 2  naksatras (the k i i r t t i k a  month, for example, is the one 
in which the moon is full in the Pleiades or k t ; , t t i k ä l ; i ) .  T h e  solar 
calendar was then refined by ‘ lunarizing’ it. Three o f the 
asterisms were split into two (called ‘ former X ’ and ‘ latter X ’). 

Thus the moon got a separate ‘house’ for each night o f its 
sidereal revolution (the period it takes the moon to return to a 
given point in its orbit, or sidereal lunar month, 2 7 d  7 h  4 3 ™  

i i s). It is now possible to determine each day o f the month: 
one said, for example, ‘ today is Pul1ya’ , when the moon was in 
the Pusya asterism (Panini 4,2 ,4). T h e daily conjunctions o f 
the moon were also keenly observed by those in charge o f the 
rituals in order to determine whether the day was auspicious 
or not, for this varied according to the individual asterisms.

The time when the naksatra calendar was compiled can be

ascertained from astronomical evidence. Some scholars have 

denied such a possibility, and indeed many quite unreliable 
speculations have been put forward. It is easy to understand 
the scepticism that even acceptable astronomical datings have 
met, i f  one remembers that those who presented them did not 
distinguish between the age o f the calendar and the age o f the 
Vedic texts, but actually sought to determine the antiquity o f 
the Vedas by this means. However, a critical sifting o f the data 
leaves two kinds o f  evidence that can be confidently used.

T he path plotted in the sky by the stars chosen as 
calendrical asterisms and exactly described by later 
astronomers (in partial agreement with the Chinese tradition) 
agrees best with the celestial horizon o f the twenty-fourth 
century bc  (fig. 1 1 . 3 ) .  T h is date agrees remarkably well with 
another, independent, temporal indicator for the origin o f the 
naksatra calendar. A ll the earliest Vedic lists o f the lunar 
marking stars begin with the constellation Pleiades, and T B  
r , 2 , i , 2  emphatically affirms that ‘The Pleiades, forsooth, are 
the beginning o f the calendrical asterisms’ . (The Arabic star 
list also begins with the Pleiades; in China, the Pleiades head 
one o f the quadrants into which the celestial circle is divided.) 
It  seems fair to suppose that there was a special reason for 
starting the list with a given star, and that the reason was that 
the star marked the beginning o f  the year. In the following 
section we shall review the Vedic evidence showing that 
originally the new year began with the vernal equinox, as it 
did in ancient Mesopotamia. T h e  naksatra calendar seems to 
have been compiled around the time when the Pleiades rose 
heliacally at the vernal equinox. T h e time when the Pleiades 
was exactly in the equinoctial point was c . 2 2 4 0  b c , and it was 
the asterism closest to the equinoctial point c . 2 7 2 0 — 1 7 6 0  b c .

T h e  points at which the sun crosses the celestial equator on 
the equinoxes slowly keep moving westwards along the 
ecliptic (the apparent path o f the sun, moon and the planets 

among the fixed stars). T h is precession o f the equinoxes 
causes the equinoxes to occur slightly earlier in each 
successive sidereal year. Since the time o f the compilation o f 
the naksatra calendar, the sun’s position at the vernal equinox 
has gradually altered. In  the fifth or sixth century ad, the 
Indian astronomer Brahmagupta reported that in his time the 
asterism Revatl (6 Piscium) ‘had no longitude, being situated 
precisely at the close o f the asterism and commencement o f 
the following one, A svini, without latitude or declination, 
exactly in the equinoctial point’ . T he calendrical list was 
therefore revised by shifting the two last constellations o f the 
earlier list to the beginning o f a new list, which is still in use. 
There is evidence suggesting that Aldebaran (Sanskrit r o h i i : n )  

was the original star to be designated the new year star and 
that the Vedic star list beginning with the Pleiades results 
from a similar calendrical revision made by the Harappan
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astronomers around the middle o f  the third millennium 

(§§ 1 4 . 1  and 1 4 . 4 ) .  In  M u l . a p in , the cuneiform text 
summarizing astronomical knowledge in M esopotamia c . 7 0 0  

BC, the list o f the ( 1 7 )  stars in th epath  o f the moon starts with 

the Pleiades (mulm u l) .

A  serious objection raised against this dating o f  the naksatra 
calendar is that solar rather than lunar conjunction is assumed 
to have been the basis o f the calendar even at the time o f  its 
creation. Ancient calendrical myths, however, preserve a 
tradition, according to which the new year star was originally 
the wife o f the sun, but was then robbed by the moon (§ 1 4 . 4 ) .  

Another issue critical to this dating o f the naksatra calendar 
will be considered in the next section: the Vedic texts are 
somewhat contradictory as far as the beginning point o f the 
new year is concerned.

1 1 . 3  V e rn a l eq u in o x , d u e  e ast a n d  th e  a s te r is m  o f  
th e  n e w  y e a r

T h e  number o f seasons in the Vedic texts varies from  three to 
six (spring, summer, rains, autumn, winter and dewy season), 
but whenever the seasons are enumerated, they begin with 
spring. On that account, spring is called ‘the head’ or ‘the 

door’ o f the year, or ‘ the mouth’ o f seasons. A s the beginning 
o f the yearly cycle, spring corresponds to the new moon (the 
beginning o f the monthly cycle) and to the sunrise (the 
beginning o f the daily cycle). T h is is evident from  SB  
2 , 1,3 ,3~ 5  correlating the two halves o f the year, the two halves 
o f the month, and day and night with the gods and the 

ancestors respectively. T B  1 , 5 , 2 , ( 6 -  specifies that the first 1 4  

naksatras, from  the Pleiades ( k r , t t i k ä l : t )  to the v i s ä k h e ,  are  the 
asterisms o f the gods and pass across the southern heavens: it 
is under these asterisms that one should perform  sacrificial 
rites. T h e  remaining naksatras belong to Yam a, the king o f  the 
dead, and pass across the northern heavens.

T h e  division o f the year into two opposing halves, the sun’s 
‘northern course’ and ‘southern course’ , is mirrored in the 
Vedic year-long sacrifice o f 360 days, divided into two halves 
o f 180 days in ‘forward’ and ‘reversed’ arrangement. T h e  
turning-points at the middle and end o f the sacrificial year 
were marked with ten-day festivals ending in days called 
v i s u v a t  and m a h ä v r a t a  respectively. V i s u v a t  is the term used 

o f ‘equinox’ in Sanskrit, and its derivatives in modern Indian 
languages (e.g. M alayalam  v i s u )  denote the festival o f the 
vernal equinox. I f  the visuvat was celebrated when the sun 
was in conjunction with the Pleiades ( k r t t i k ä h )  at the vernal 
equinox, then the mahavrata, with its ‘sacred m arriage’ rituals 

( §  1 4 . 2 ) ,  took place when the moon was fe ll in the Pleiades at 
the autumnal equinox, at the, end o f the rainy season. T h is  is 
suggested also by the names o f  the individual stars m aking up

the Pleiades (enumerated, e.g., in K S  4 0 , 4 ) ,  for several o f 

them relate either to rain ( v a r s a y a n t t )  or to rain clouds 

( a b h r a y a n t i ,  m e g h a y a n t f y -

However, several Vedic texts clearly attest to a different 
(and undoubtedly secondary) scheme o f celebrating the 
visuvat and mahavrata festivals during the summer and 
winter solstice respectively (cf. A B  18,8). In  this case the 
sacrificial year started at the winter solstice with the new 

moon (and the sun) in the asterism o f m a g h ä h  (cf. K B  19 ,3), or 
in the next asterism o f p h a l g u n i ( l : t )  (cf. e.g. K B  4 , 4 ;  5 , 1 ) .  

According to R S  10 ,8 5 ,13 , this was the time when the 

m arriage o f  Soma (the moon) and the sun-maid Süryâ was 
celebrated, while the Râmâyana ( 1 , 7 0 , 2 4 ;  1 , 7 1 , 1 2 )  connects it 
with the marriage o f Rama and Sita. Even in this scheme, the 
vernal equinox coincided with the Pleiades: for when the 
asterisms k r , t t i k ä h  and v i s ä k h e  defined the equinoxes, the 
asterisms m a g h ä h  (also called a g h ä l : t )  and s r a v i s t h ä h  (also 
called d h a n i s t h ä )  defined the solstices. T h e Buddhist texts 
M ahavastu (3,305—10) and Lalitavistara ( 2 4 )  also single out 
these very asterisms: they head the four groups o f naksatras 

allotted to the four cardinal directions.

According to S B  2 , 1 , 3 , 5 ,  the sacred fires m ay be set up 
during the auspicious h alf o f the year when the sun moves 

northwards, and more specifically, a Brahm an (as a member o f 
the first-ranking social dass) should set up his fires in the 
spring, a ksatriya in the summer, and a vaisya in the rainy 
season. T h e  Pleiades are mentioned first among the several 
naksatras under which the fires m ay be set up ( 2 , i , 2 , 1 f f . ) .  In 
this context it is stated that the Pleiades ‘do not move away 
from the eastern quarter, whilst the other asterisms do move 
from  the eastern quarter’ . Jean  Filliozat ( 1 9 6 2 )  has 

interpreted this to mean that while the east is defined by the 
sun’s rising above the horizon in the east, due east or the east 
p a r  e x c e l le n c e  is defined by the sun’s double rising at the vernal 
equinox: the sun rises into the northern hemisphere as well.

T h e  dictum, ‘T h e Pleiades do not forsake the eastern 
direction’ , is cited also in Baudhayana’s Srautasiitra (25,5). 
T h is  is  the earliest Vedic text to deal with the methods o f 
orientation ( c . 7 0 0  b c ); it prescribes that the measuring (of the 
sacrificial hut with the eastward-oriented beam) is to be done 
on the appearance o f the Pleiades in the horizon. H ere and in 
the M anava-Sulbasiitra ( 10 ,1 ,1 ,3 )  other asterisms are 
mentioned as alternatives.

It  is most likely that this method was being used by the 

Harappans before this period. T h e  axes o f Mohenjo-daro 
diverge by 1 °  to 2 °  clockwise from  the cardinal points. Holger 
Wanzke (1987: 3 7 )  has explained this divergence by assuming 
that the axes were oriented towards the setting point o f the 

Pleiades and the star Aldebaran, which could be observed on 
the horizon.
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The Vedic texts do mention another simple method of 
orientation. Kätyäyana-Sulbasütra ( 2 )  prescribes:

Driving a peg (i.e. the gnomon) into a levelled (ground), and 
drawing a circle with a rope whose length is equal to the (length 
of) the (gnomon) peg, one drives two (other) pegs at the two 
(points on the circular) line where the shadow of the tip of the 
(gnomon) peg falls (in the forenoon and in the afternoon when it 
is coming into, and going out of, the circle). This (i.e. the straight 
line between the two pegs) is the east(-west line).

One- o f the favourite Harappan decorative motifs on the 
painted pottery is the ‘ intersecting circles’ , which suggests 
that this common orientation method was also known at the 
time o f the Indus Civilization.

But let us return to the establishment o f the sacred fires. 
T h e  divinity presiding over the Pleiades is the fire-god A gni, 
and this is one reason why the sacred fires are to be set up 
under this particular asterism. S B  2 yi y2 , 4 — 5  explains that 
originally the Pleiades were the wives o f the Seven Sages, but 
are now precluded from intercourse with their husbands, as 

the Seven Sages (the stars o f the Ursa M ajor) rise in the north, 
but the Pleiades in the east. N ow  the Pleiades have Agni as 
their mate, and it is with Agni that they have intercourse.

T h is fragmentary account is one o f the earliest versions o f 
the famous H indu m yth o f the birth o f the war-god Skanda, 
whose metronym K d r t t i k e y a  connects him with the Pleiades 
( k r t t i k ä h  ). According to the fuller epic versions, Agni (or Siva) 
seduced the Pleiades in the absence o f their husbands, the 
Seven Sages. Only ArundhatT, the faithful wife o f sage 
Vasistha, could not be seduced, and was allowed to remain as 
the star A lcor together with her husband, in the asterism of 
the Great Bear; the other wives were divorced. In some 
variants, the six Pleiades were bathing in the Ganges river (i.e. 
the heavenly river o f  ecliptic), where the fiery seed o f Agni or 
Siva fell down. T h ey  became pregnant by the seed, or nursed 
the child instantly born o f the seed. In order to suck all his 

nurses simultaneously, Skanda developed six faces. Skanda 
evidently symbolizes the new year (with its six seasons), i.e. 
the (re)born sun.

W e shall return to this ancient myth many times. In this 
connection, I would like to emphasize the dominant position 
occupied by its central figures in the naksatra calendar and its 
creation. T h e  calendar starts with the Pleiades, which marked 
the beginning o f the new year (i.e. the birth o f the sun). A ll the 
stars o f the ecliptic are not simultaneously visible in the sky; 
some o f them are under the horizon. Therefore the choice o f 
stellar oppositions, which is the basis o f the naksatra calendar, 
must have been achieved by means o f clearly recognizable 
circumpolar stars, such, as the Ursa M ajor: only stars close 
enough to the pole o f the rotating heavens never go beneath 
the horizon and are available for taking bearings at all times.

T h e great H oli festival around the vernal equinox is 
celebrated by burning bonfires in many places in India; this 
custom is connected with the burning o f the god o f love and 
with the birth o f Skanda (§ 1 2 . 2 ) .  Another name for Holi is 
d v ï r o t s a v a ,  ‘ the feast o f red dust’ , which is flung at and daubed 

on all people, and explained as representing ‘the vermilion 
hue o f the dawn or rising sun’ (Wayman 1 9 6 5 :  304). (For the 
red colour and Skanda, see § 1 3 . 4 . )

T h is myth connects the birth o f the Hindu war-god Skanda 
with the Pleiades. M any other Vedic texts, starting with the 
]}gveda, relate another myth which connects the birth o f the 
Vedic war-god Rudra with the star R o h i m ,  the red star 
Aldebaran. According to the Aitareya-Brähm ana ( 3 , 3 3 ) ,  the 
creator-god ‘Prajäpati felt love towards his own daughter, the 
sky some say, Usas [the Dawn] others. Having become a stag 
he approached her in the form o f a red she-antelope ( r o h i t )  . . .  
[which] is R o h i l } i  “ the red (star)” .’ In  order to punish 
Prajäpati for his incest, the gods created a killer, Rudra, out o f 
their own most dread forms. Rudra, who shot Prajäpati, is in a 
parallel version (K B  6 , 1 )  represented as the son o f Prajäpati. 
T h e different versions o f this myth allow a naturalistic 
interpretation: Rudra is the rising sun, who with his arrow­
like rays kills his father, the moon (impersonating also the 
night), the paramour o f the calendrical star (identified with 
the dawn, the time o f its heliacal rise).

The moon is specifically connected with the asterism 
RohiI).T also in different m yths, to be discussed later (§ 1 4 . 4 ) ,  

together with other evidence suggesting that originally it was 
not the Pleiades but Aldebaran that started the naksatra 
calendar. Aldebaran’s heliacal rise at the vernal equinox, 
c . 3 0 5 4  BC, would date the beginnings o f Indian astronomy in 
the times o f the Early Harappan (K ot Dijian) culture. T h is is 
in agreement with the developm ent o f astronomy and writing 
in Mesopotamia and other early civilizations before the era 
corresponding to the M ature Harappan phase (§ 1 . 6 ) .

T h e  hypothesis o f a Harappan or even Early Harappan 
origin o f the naksatra calendar is supported by a Dravidian 
etymology for an obsolete name o f the naksatras, no longer 
understood in Vedic times. In  a mantra used in the fire-altar 
ritual, it is said: ‘T h e most blessed sun-rayed moon is the 
gandharva (i.e. fertility spirit); his apsarases (i.e. mistresses) 
are the stars, b h e k u r i  by name’ (VS 1 8 , 4 2 ) .  T h e  Satapatha- 
Brähmana ( 9 , 4 , 1 , 9 ) ,  commenting on the name, explains: 
‘b h d k u r i  these, indeed, are called, for the stars make light 
( b h ä r h  h i  n a k s a t r ä l } i  k u r v a n t i ) '  T h is Sanskrit etymology 
cannot be right, for parallel texts have handed down the name 
in the form b ë k u r i  (K S  1 8 , 1 4 ;  M S  2 , 1 2 , 2 )  or v ë k u r i  (KapS
29,3). In  another mantra, this ancient word for star appears in 
the form b ë k u r â  (PB  1 , 3 , 1 ;  6,7,6; L S S  1 , 1 1 ,9 )  or v ë k u r â  ( JB  
1 , 8 2 ) .  It  is invoked as the name o f the goddess Väc, who is 
further identified with the goddess Sarasvatl. Both Väc and
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SarasvatI appear as goddesses o f war and victory in the Veda, 
anticipating the later H indu goddess D urga (§ 14 .2), whose 
intimate connection w ith the morning star and specifically 
Rohil).I we shall discuss later (§ 14.4).

A  suitable D ravidian etymology is offered by the word 

v a i k u r u  m i ! J  ‘m orning star’ occurring in several Old Tam il 
texts (Akam 17 ,2 1 ;  Perumpal).. 3 18 ; N arrm ai 48,4); cf. also 
v a i k a l  m i ! J  ‘morning star’ (M aturaikkanci 108). Related words 
meaning ‘morning star’ are found also in G ondi ( v i y a  s u k u m )  

and K u i ( v e g a m  b o c j , u r i ) .  Tam il v a i k u r u  ‘daybreak’ is derived 

from the Proto-Dravidian roots * v a y - k -  /  * v e y - k -  ‘ to halt, 
dwell, stay the night, pass the night, protract till dawn, to 

dawn; to cohabit’ , and * u r u  /  * u t  V ‘to be near, be joined, come 
in contact with, dwell, abide, have sexual intercourse w ith ’ . 
T h e  meanings o f  both roots agree with those o f  the Sanskrit 
root v a s -  ‘to dwell, stay overnight, have sexual intercourse’ , 
which is used o f  the moon in  connection with a naksatra (SB  

10 ,5 ,4 ,17  c a n d r a m a  n a k s a t r e  v a s a t i ) ,  and with the Vedic 
notion that ‘K in g  Som a (i.e. the moon) cohabits with all the 
naksatras, for Soma is the seed-layer’ (SB  3 , 1 2 ) .  T h e  changes 
* v - > b -  and * a y  /  * e y > e  are both characteristic o f N orth 
Dravidian. T h ere  are other examples for Proto-Dravidian 
intervocalic * - t -  > S a n sk rit - r -  and for P D r * - k - >  Skt - k - .

These two sections have therefore shown that there is 
substantial evidence to the effect that the V edic naksatra 
calendar was devised by the Harappans or even Early 
Harappans, and that its original language was Dravidian.

I 1 .4  A stra l p ro p e r n a m e s  in  In d ia

T h e interpretation o f the ‘fish’ signs o f the Indus seals in 
terms o f stars and the planets im plies that the Indus people 

had astral proper names (§§ 7 . 5  and 10 .1) . T o  what extent is 
this hypothesis warranted by later Indian onomastics and 
nam e-giving practices? T h is  section maintains that the habit
o f naming the child according to its birth star was adopted by 
Vedic Aryans from  the earlier inhabitants o f India along with 
the astral calendar.

The Vedic Grhyasiitras contain the earliest systematic 
expositions o f ancient Indian name-giving. T h e  specifications 
concerning the name o f the child are usually given in 

connection with the name-giving cerem ony proper 
(celebrated on the tenth or twelfth day after the birth), but in 
some texts in connection with the birth ritual. Gobhila 
distinguishes between the secret ( g u h y a m )  name mentioned at 
the birth ( 2 , 7 , 1 5 — 1 6 ) ,  the name given at the nam e-giving 
ceremony ( 2 , 8 , 1 4 — 1 6 ) ,  and the name used in form al addresses, 
chosen by the teacher at the tim e o f the initiation (2 ,10 ,23—5); 
this last name is derived either from  the child’ s birth naksatra 
or from its presiding deity, or from the clan name.

In  Äpastam ba-Grhyasiitra 6 ,15 ,2—3, the father mentions

the child’ s naksatra name at the birth, and this is the secret 
( r a h a s y a m )  name. Bhavatrata (on Jaim in1ya-I * * * S rautasiitra
1,7 ,5 ) calls the naksatra name ‘the god-given name’ o f the 
newborn. Jaim inYya-Grhyasiitra 1,9 , dealing with the name­

giving ceremony, prescribes that the name should be formed 
after the naksatra (of the child’s birth), after the deity 
(presiding over the birth naksatra) or after the names current 
in  the child’ s fam ily; and in the nam e-giving ritual as well as 
on the birthdays o f the boy, the father should make a 

sacrificial libation o f ghee to the naksatra, to the deity o f the 
naksatra, and to the lunar day (of the boy’s birth). According 
to Agniveéya-Grhyasiitra 2 , 2 , 1 ,  the birthday is celebrated on 
the day o f the birth naksatra every year, every six months, 
every four months, every season, or every month.

But do we actually have any evidence that the naksatra 
names are earlier than the Grhyasiitras and that they are 
intrusions in the Vedic tradition from  non-Vedic circles? In 
connection with the nam e-giving, the Grhyasiitras quote 
early Brahmana texts, which explain why a Brahm an should 
have two names and, more specifically, why one o f these 
names should be the naksatra name. T h us the S atapatha- 
Brahm ana ( 3 , 6 , 2 , 2 4 )  says o f the seven d h i s n y a  hearths (§ 1 2 . 2 )  

of the sacrificial area (fig. 12 .15 ) , which it identifies with the 
m ythical Gandharvas, that they

have two names; for, in truth, they themselves insisted thereon, 
saying, ‘We have not prospered with these names, since Soma has 
been taken away from us; well, then, let us take each a second 
name!’ They took each a second name, and therewith prospered, 
inasmuch as they from whom the Soma-draught had been taken 
away had a share in the sacrifice assigned to them; hence they 
have two names. Wherefore let a Brahman, ifhe prosper not, take 
a second name, for verily he prospers, whosoever, knowing this, 
takes a second name.

T h e  Soma drink is identified with the moon and the dhisnya 
fireplaces with the Gandharvas, who once guarded the Soma 
in the sky. In  S B  5 , i ,4,8, the Gandharvas are said to be 2 7  in 
num ber, which clearly associates them with the 2 7  lunar 
asterisms. On the human level, the Gandharvas appear to 
represent the hostile earlier inhabitants o f the northwest, the 
habitat o f the Soma plant, whose sap the Aryans sacrificed to 
Indra and other gods. T h e  gods (i.e. the Aryans) forcefully 
took the Som a away from the Gandharvas, but allowed them a 
subsidiary share in the Som a sacrifice: they now guard the 
Soma on the earth even as they formerly did in the sky. T h is 
myth seems to reflect the conquest o f non-Vedic people 
practising a fire cult and having astral names, who adopted 
new Vedic names after becoming (inferior) members o f the 
Vedic society.

Furtherm ore, a num ber o f proper names derived from the 
names o f the lunar asterisms A s a c j , h a h ,  R o h i t . i i  and C i t r a  are
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known from the Brahmana texts: Af)a<;lha K aisin , Af)a<;lhi 
Sausromateya, A!ia<;iha Savayasa, Af)a<;lha Bhallabeya, G aireya 
A!ia<;ihi, and A'iadha U ttara Pârâsarya; R auhina Vâsistha and 

Rauhim yana; and C itra Gângyâyani. O ther naksatra names 
are found in the teacher genealogies o f the late Vam sa- 
Brahmana: Sraval).a-datta, Pu::;ya-yasas and M üla-m itra.

T h e  V ed ic  texts comprise hundreds o f  proper names, but 
the number o f naksatra names and names derived from  deities 

(presiding over the naksatras) is very small. V. S. Agrawala 
( I 963: 182) has even mistakenly claimed that no names o f  this 
kind are found in the Veda, suggesting that ‘such naming 
came into vogue in much later times with a change in religious 

beliefs’ . Around the fifth century bc  the situation is radically 
different, for the grammarian Panini ( 4 ,3 ,3 4 1 ;  8 ,3,100) gives 
elaborate rules concerning the formation o f proper names 

from the names o f asterisms. Astral names are frequent in 
early Buddhist texts, too. P. V. Kane explains this change in 
this way: ‘ In  the times o f the Brahmanas naksatra names were 
secret and so not met with. Gradually however naksatra 
names ceased to be secret and became common’ (Kane 19 4 1: 
II .I, 248).

Even  today there is secrecy in  Indian name-giving. 
Knowledge o f  the name gives power over a thing or person (cf. 
A S  7 ,12 ,2 ; 19,48,6; S V B  2,5), so keeping the name secret 
protects its owner against sorcery (cf. Devapala on K ath G S  
36,4; Narayana on G G S  2 ,7 ,15 ). According to some 
Grhyasiitras, the secret name o f the child was known by the 
parents only until the initiation, that is, until the second birth 
into adulthood, when the dangers o f childhood were 

essentially over.
Secret names derived from the names o f  calendrical 

asterisms certainly existed as early as the Brahm ana period:

He m ay also set up his fires under the Phalgunis. They, the 
Phalgunis, are Indra’s asterism, and even correspond to him in 
name; for indeed Indra is also called Arjuna, this being his secret 
name ( g u h y a r h  n d m a ) ;  and they (the Phalgunis) are also called 
Arjunîs [cf. R S  10,85,13). Hence he overtly calls them Phalgunis, 
for who dares to use his (the god’s) secret name? (SB 2 ,1 ,2 ,1 1)

Another likely reason for the scarcity o f  naksatra names in 
Vedic texts is the non-Vedic origin o f this tradition. Those 

that are found were probably adopted as a result o f m ixed 
marriages. M anu (3,9) among others prohibits m arriage with 
a girl ‘named after a constellation, a tree, or a river, one 
bearing the name o f a low caste, or o f a m ountain,. or one 
named after a bird, a snake, or a slave, or one whose name 
inspires terror’ . Such prohibitions o f astral names, 
contradictory to the express prescriptions to give the child a 
name after its birth asterism, have been explained as follows:

Whatever convention the pre-Aryans may have followed in 
naming their children, it is now lost . . .  But much can be learned .

of the general tendency among non-Aryans in an indirect way 
from the prohibitions imposed on Aryans in this matter, since the 
early Aryans could not very well adopt the practice current 
among their despised subjects. Thus Vedic Aryans avoided 
personal names from the vocabulary of divine or religious 
nomenclature . . .  The custom of giving names of deities may 
have been common among non-Aryans, if  we are to judge from 
its prevalence in South India even to the present day . . .  The 
names of stars, constellations, planets, sun, moon, asterisms, 
were also avoided in Vedic times by the Aryans, as was the use of 
names taken from nature e.g. of mountains, hills, rivers, forests 
. . .  since nature names were current among the non-Aryans . . .  In 
course of time the Aryans themselves adopted the native 
convention which became quite common. (Walker 1968: 11,
ii6 f.)

T h e  inclusion o f girls with names denoting low  castes and 
foreign tribes in the list o f unacceptable brides indeed makes 
this explanation likely, and thus speaks strongly for a 
pre-Vedic Indian origin o f the naksatra names.

T h e  very late Vaikhanasa-Grhyasiitra (3,14) is the only one 
to speak o f the planets in connection with the birth ritual. 

According to this text, the father should ascertain the position 
o f the planets and stars in his son’s natal horoscope at the 
precise moment when the tip o f  the nose emerges from the 
womb. Ever since those times, casting such a birth horoscope 
has been a most important affair in India. I t  is a vital 

document at the time o f  marriage, for the horoscopes o f the 
bride and the groom have to match. It  is true that the 

planetary astronomy used in casting this horoscope is o f 
Babylonian and Greek origin and came to India from the 
West only around ad 200. But the birth asterism o f the child 
was anxiously observed long before this, in early Vedic times. 
This is shown by the Atharvavedic hymn 6 ,1 10 , which was 
recited as an expiatory charm i f  the child was born under an 
unlucky star.

Planetary proper names can be found in Vedic texts 
predating any Babylonian influence, though they are still rarer 
than naksatra names. T h us the names o f S a u r a y a n i  G argya 
(Prasna-Upanisad 1 , 1 ) ,  S ü r y a - d a t t a  (SA  7,4) and Gotam a 

R ä h ü g a n a  (SB  1 1 ,4,3,20) are derived from  the sun ( s ü r y a )  and 
the eclipse demon ( r i i h u )  respectively. T h e  name o f K in g  
H a r i f r a n d r a  in A B  7 ,13  means ‘the yellow moon’. T h e  name 
B u d h a  S a u m d y a n a  in P B  24, I 8,6 agrees with that o f the planet 
M ercury ( b u d h a ) ,  the son o f the moon ( s o m a ) .  B a u d h i i y a n a ,  

the nam e o f an early Yajurvedic S iitra  author, is likewise 
derived from B u d h a  (M ercury).

Outside the Vedic area, such names are more frequent and 
fairly early. Am ong the oldest examples is the name given by 
the Buddha to his son, R i i h u l a ,  i.e. R i i h u - d a t t a  ‘given by the 
eclipse demon R ahu ’ , i.e. born at the time o f an eclipse. 
Another well-known name is C a n d r a - g u p t a ,  ‘protected by the
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moon’, the founder o f the M aurya dynasty o f M agadha in the 
fourth century b c . According to an inscription dated ad i  50, 
the brother-in-law o f the emperor Candragupta was called 

P u s y a - g u p t a ,  ‘protected by the lunar asterism Pu!?ya’ .
Among the clearly planetary names o f  the M ahabharata 

(12 ,29 ,8 1—2) is that o f K in g  A n g a r a  ‘live coal, the planet 
M ars ’ . According to H arivam sa (23 ,130 -2 ) , a king called 

A n g a r a  or A n g a r a - s e t u  has given his name to a large part o f 
Gandhara. T h is  area originally belonged to the Harappan 
culture and remained outside the sphere o f the classical Vedic 

culture, as did the M adra country o f the upper Indus Valley, 
where a king was called A n g a r a - p r a b h a  ‘having the brilliance 
of M ars’ . T h e  name o f his son, C a n d r a - p r a b h a  ‘having the 
brilliance o f the moon’, leaves no doubt about the planetary 
reference (Kathâsaritsâgara 8 ,1,17 ) . T h e  planet M ars is also 
called a n g ä r a k a ,  and in M ahabharata 3 , 2 4 9 , 1 0  a prince named 
A n g a r a k a  is localized in SauvYra, i.e. the region o f Sindh and 

Gujarat. E arly  historical sources on this core area ■ o f the Indus 
Civilization are scanty, so it is difficult to be certain how 
representative such isolated names are. B ut this particular 
name certainly suggests a continuity in Sindhi nam e-giving 
from the times o f the epics until the present day.

M ore recently it has been possible to study Sindhi personal 
names systematically. Planetarynam es, such as M a n g a l a - d a s u  

‘devotee o f M ars’ , ‘were very common among males during 
prepartition days’ (Gidwani 19 81). T h e  sun, the moon, stars 
(e.g. male name T ä r ä - c a n d u  ‘moon in conjunction with a star’ , 
female name T a r a ) ,  constellations (e.g. male name M ü l -  

c a n d u )  and the dawn are other astral terms commonly 
occurring as the first part o f a Sindhi name. Other words 
occurring in this position denote rivers, flowers and trees, 
animals (including birds), gems, metals, seashells and 
ornaments, human qualities, and names of gods and m ythical 
heroes, as well as words related to protective magic. In  their 
semantic content, then, the Sindhi names conform closely to 
those name types which, as we have seen, were considered as 
inadmissible for prospective brides by the orthodox 
Brahm anical lawgivers more than two m illennia ago.

Planetary names are current also among some D ravidian- 
speaking peoples, such as the Koragas o f South Canara, or the 
K onda D ora and the Bison-horn M aria Gondis o f Andhra 
Pradesh. But in all these cases, the names o f the planets are 
derived from their Sanskrit names as they appear in  the names 
o f the days o f the week, for nowadays planetary names are 
usually given on the basis o f the day o f the week on which the 
child is born. But we have seen that the worship o f the planets 
in India predates the introduction o f the seven-day week and 
that a few planetary names also date from  this early period. A  
pre-Aryan planetary name fnay have survived among the 
isolated tribe o f the Todas in the N ilgiris o f South India. T h e  
Todas speak a Dravidian language which separated from

------------------------------------------------------- A s t r a l  p r o p e r  n a m e s

Tam il in the third century BC or earlier. One o f the male 
personal names o f the Todas is K w ï t n a s p i i f y ,  which has purely 
Dravidian components meaning ‘the planet Venus ( p i f y ) ,  

beautiful ( n a s )  w ith a lock o f hair ( k w i ' t ) \

W e started interpreting the ‘fish’ signs o f  the Indus script 
according to these premisses:

1 The inscriptions of the Indus seals record mainly proper 
names and official titles.

2  The proper names are probably mostly theophoric, i.e. 
contain names o f  divinities as components. Priestly titles, too, 
are likely to mention divine names.

3 The gods’ names may have been expressed through the ‘fish’ 
signs, which have a suitable frequency and distribution.

4 Reading these signs in Dravidian implies that deities were 
represented by stars.

W e have seen that the Grhyasiitras prescribe two kinds of 
proper names which the Vedic people are likely to have 
adopted from the earlier inhabitants o f India: names derived 
from  stars and names derived from  deities. In  the latter case, 
the deity is that presiding over the child’s birth star, as is made 

plain by several Vedic texts (G G S  2 , 1 0 , 2 4 ;  M G S  1 , 1 8 , 2 ;  

B au d h G S 2 , 1 , 2 8 ;  J G S  1 , 9 ) .

T h e  nakiiatra names are derived from  the asterism under 
which a person was born. Likew ise, the planetary names are 
nowadays derived from the planet which rules the day o f the 
week coinciding with the child’s birth. In  the Harappan 
inscriptions, the ‘fish’ signs interpretable as designations of 
stars or planets do not always occur singly, but m ay form a 
string of two or three consecutive ‘fish’ signs. In personal 
names, such a collection o f ‘fish’ signs m ight represent the 
stellar conjunction at the moment o f birth. But other kinds of 
astronomical, astrological or mythological relationships 
between the different heavenly bodies are also conceivable. 
Fo r instance, the planets Jup iter and Venus are often (at least 
eight times) mentioned together in the M ahabharata, because 
they are the m ythical teachers and court priests o f the gods 
and demons respectively. M ercury ■ and Venus are both seen 
only in connection with the sunrise and the sunset; there are at 
least three comparisons in the epic mentioning them together. 
T h ere  are dual and even triadic deities in both the Vedic and 
H indu religions, and in Indian personal names the names of 
several gods m ay be combined (e.g. Radha-Kr!?i:ia, Ram a- 

Kr!?i:ia, etc.).
In  contrast to early Vedic texts, where names derived from 

the names o f deities are rarely met with, theophoric names 

predominate in post-Vedic India, as they do in ancient 
Mesopotamia. Such names express the conviction that the 
child has been given — or is protected or owned — by the god 
mentioned in the name: ‘T h e Brahm ans and.her father gave
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her the name o f Sâvitrî, for she had been given by (the 
goddess) Savitrl when she was pleased with the oblations he 
had offered with the sivfrrfform ula ’ (Mahâbhârata 3 , 2 7 7 , 2 4 ) .  

T h e  manuals o f religious sects, such as the Jayakhya-Sam hita 
o f the Vaisnavas ( 5 , 1 2 7 ) ,  prescribe that initiated members 
should be given names not only mentioning the name o f their 

god but also expressing his ‘ lordship’ , ‘ownership’ , or the like.

The astronomical and astrological background -----------------------

T h e late Vedic M anava-Grhyasiitra ( 1,18 ,2 ) , while pre­
scribing that the child should be given a name derived either 
from  its birth star or from the deity (of that star), actually 
forbids giving the child the actual name o f the god. T h us it 
was possible to call a child R u d r a - d a t t a  ‘ given by Rudra’, but 
not just R u d r a .  Y e t such names do occur -  apparently they are 
abbreviated pet-names — and are now very common.
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12 The trefoil m otif: further
•  M  -m -a «  «

evidence for astral religion

I2 .I  In d u s b u ll f igu rin es a n d  d resses

T h e  ‘fish’ pictograms o f the Indus script are not the only 
indications o f the possibility that stars and planets m ay have 
played an important role in the Harappan religion. In  19 3 1 , 
C . J .  Gadd (in M ackay 19 3 1a : 1, 356^., n . 2) assumed an astral 
symbolism for the trefoil decoration o f the garment worn by 
the statue o f the ‘priest-king’ , one o f the best known and most 
cited examples ofH arappan art (fig. 12 .1) . In  this chapter we 

shall take a closer look at this hypothesis, concentrating on the 
symbolism o f the ‘trefoil’ .

T h e  designation ‘priest-king’ goes back to  S ir  John 
M arshall ( 19 3 1a : 1, 54), who thought that ‘probably it is the 
statue o f a priest or maybe o f a king-priest, since it lacks the 

horns which would naturally be expected i f  it were a figure o f 
the deity h im self’ . M arshall’ s argument is invalid, however. 
T h e  two holes drilled just beneath the ears and the flat circular 
patch on the crown o f the head suggest that interchangeable 

head-dresses could be secured there with metal hooks. T h e 
buffalo-horned crown of the ‘Proto-Siva’ is a likely 
possibility. T h e  ‘Proto-S iva’ (fig. 10 .18 )  squats with the knees 
bent and hands on his knees. T h e  ‘priest-king’ was probably 
represented in a seated position, which is an expression of 
senior status and authority: it shares m any features with other 
seated statues from M ohenjo-daro, and the right arm is bent 
forwards, evidently for the hand to rest on the knee.

T h e  ‘priest-king’ s’ cloak is decorated all over with a design 
o f trefoils in relief. There is a shallow pitting in the middle of 
each trefoil roundel, suggesting that it had been made by the 
point o f a drill. T w o linked concentric circles or ‘figures- 
of-eight’ are seen at the top o f the back. There are also single 
circles with a dot. A ll these designs were once filled in with red 
pigm ent, traces o f which rem ain here and there.

Trefoils and occasionally quatrefoils, cut into the stone 
surface and originally inlaid with lapis lazuli and carnelian, are 
found on several small amulets from  Sumer which are in the 
shape o f reclining bulls; they come from U ruk and are dated
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F i g .  I 2 . I .  The ‘priest-king’ statue from Mohenjo-daro (dk 1909), viewed from different sides. White steatite, with remnants o f red 
paste inside the trefoils o f the robe. Height (after repair) 17 cm. National Museum ofPakistan, Karachi. After Marshall 1931a: pl. 98.



Indus bull figurines and dresses

F i g .  1 2 . 2 .  A  bull statuette with trefoil inlays from Uruk (w 
16017), c.3000 BC. Shell mass with inlays of lapis lazuli. Length 
5.3 cm. Vorderasiatisches Museum, Berlin.

F i g .  1 2 . 3 .  A bull incumbent and decorated with trefoils. 
Fragment o f a steatite bowl from U r (u.239), c . twenty-first 
century bc. The explicitly astral symbols of the sun, the (sickle 
of) moon, and stars, which have been added to this later image of 
a reclining bull, suggest that trefoils and quatrefoils, which alone 
appear in the older statuettes (fig. 12.2), had a similar meaning. 
They could at the same time represent hair-whorls in the 
animal’s hide. After Ardeleanu-Jansen 1989: 205, fig. 19. Cf. 
Woolley 1955: 52 and pl. 35; Hartner 1965: 4 and pl. 6, fig. 12.

to the Jem det N asr period (c.3100—2900 bc ) (fig. 12 .2). In  the 
time o f Gudea and the T h ird  D ynasty o fU r  (f.2 10 0 —2000 bc ) , 
trefoils decorate a couple o f small stone reclining bulls with a 

bearded human head from Tello and similar bulls surround a 
bowl from U r (fig. 12 .3). C. J. G add ’s suggestion quoted at 
the beginning o f this chapter was based on the assumption 

that the Sum erian bulls with trefoils are ‘representations o f 
the “ Bull o f  Heaven”  (a Babylonian name for one o f the 
constellations [i.e. Taurus]) and therefore the trefoils 
represent stars’ .

T h e  Harappans, too, associated the trefoil pattern with 
cattle. A  steatite fragment from  M ohenjo-daro represents an 
animal decorated all over with trefoils, with some red pigment 
still visible inside the trefoils. Though the head and feet are 
missing, the animal may be identified as a bull (fig. 12 .4). An 

alabaster mosaic representing humped bulls decorated with 
trefoils has been found at Dashly-3 in north Afghanistan (fig.
12 .5). T h e  treasure found at Quetta in 1985, culturally related 
to D ashly, included a large number o f trefoils shown in 
outline and made o f ivory. These discoveries show that 
H arappan traditions, apparently with all their associated . 
symbolism, were taken over by the Bronze A ge culture o f 
Bactria and brought back to the Indus Valley around the

Fig. 1 2 . 4 .  Trefoil-decorated bull. Fragment of a steatite 
statuette from Mohenjo-daro (sd 767). Traces of red pigment 
remain inside the trefoils. After Ardeleanu-Jansen 1989: 196, 

fig. I.

Fig. 1 2 . 5 .  Fragments o f alabaster mosaic in the form o f a bull 
ornamented with trefoils. From the ‘palace’ of Dashly-3 in north 
Afghanistan, c.1800 bc. After Ardeleanu-Jansen 1989: 205, 
fig. 20.

nineteenth century b c . T h is warrants the expectation that 

relevant information may have survived in the later Aryan 
sources o f India and Central Asia.

In  1949, A. Leo  Oppenheim analysed the cuneiform texts 
and monumental evidence relating to ‘the golden garments o f 
the gods’ and divine kings. Num erous Neo-Babylonian texts 
o f the seventh century bc  refer to the making o f splendid 
festive garments reserved for divine beings alone. T h e 
Neo-Babylonian documents provide ample evidence for 
attaching golden ornaments described as rosettes, stars 
( m u l . g u s k i n ) ,  discs, rings and lions. Although these texts are 
rather late, sporadic textual references testify to the existence 
o f  such ‘golden garments’ as early as around 2000 BC. Such a
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F i g .  1 2 . 6 .  A  gold rosette with four holes for fixing it on 
clothing. From  an Uruk period tomb at Tepe Gawra, late fourth 
millennium bc . After Mallowan in Piggott 1961: fig. 43.

use has now been attested also in Ebla around the twenty- 
fourth century bc . T h e  oldest archaeological evidence for 
‘golden garments’ comes from the twelfth stratum o f T epe 

Gaw ra representing the U ruk period (c.3500—3200 b c ): it 
consists o f thin gold rosettes which have ‘four small holes 
(arranged approximately in a rectangle) near the center and 
were therefore obviously destined to be sewed onto some 
fabric’ (fig. 12.6). T h is  prompted Oppenheim to suggest that 
the trefoils in the garment o f the Harappan ‘priest-king’ 
‘could be interpreted as representing some kind o f applique 
work o f metal or cut-out materials o f contrasting texture 
and/or colour to decorate a monochrome garment’ (1949: 
188). In fact, M ackay (19 3 1a : I, 362), while discussing the 
shawl o f the ‘priest-king’ , had already found that ‘the 
prominence o f  the design suggests that the trefoils and circles 
were sewn or fastened on in some way instead ofbeing woven 

in the material’ .
What do the Near Eastern sources tell us about the 

ideological implications o f these decorative ornaments? In his 

report to the king, a Babylonian astrologer quotes some ritual 
text as follows:

The sixteenth (and) seventeenth day a bull shall be slaughtered 
. . .  before Nabû, the eighteenth day he (the god) shall be clad in 
A N .M A.

T h e logogram s A N . M A  (as w ell as their Akkadian gloss 
n a l b a s  f a m e )  literally denote ‘garment o f the sky’ . In 
Oppenheim’ s opinion (1949: i8of.), this text evidently refers 
to ‘vestment o f  the image ofN ab û , decorated with stars sewed 
on’ . T h is seems to be confirmed by Nonnos (Dionysiaca 
40,367-416), who in the fifth century ad described D ionysus’

visit to the temple o f the ‘ Starclad G o d ’ ( B e l  a s t r o k h i t o n ) ,  the 
guardian deity o f the Syrian city o fT y ru s . T h e  cult image was 
‘clad in a patterned robe like the sky, an image o f the 
universe’ , and Dionysus in his hymn o f praise states: ‘Be thou 
called the Starclad, since by night starry mantles illuminate 
the sky.’

B ut the phrase n a l b a s  f a m e  has another meaning too, fo r in a  
lexical text it is identified with e r p e t u  ( u r - p i - t i )  ‘clouds’ , which 

cover the sky like a garment. In this latter meaning it is 
attested twice in the great astrological text Enum a Anu dEnlil. 

Clouds and stars are thus placed in a relationship which is 
difficult for us to appreciate and to grasp, which, however, on a 
different level of artistic expression, is patently paralleled by the 
comparative ease with which stars and rosettes are seen in hair 
whirls. (Oppenheim 1949: 187, n. 25)

O ne m ay speculate that the special value o f  stars in the divine 
garments m ay be due to the fact that star was the symbol o f 
divinity in M esopotamia (§§ 2.2; 10 .1—2).

T h e  N ear Eastern data relating to the Harappan ‘priest- 
king’s’ garment have some striking but so far overlooked 
parallels in the Indian tradition, starting with the hymns o f 
the .ij.gveda. Significantly, these Indian parallels are 
intim ately associated with Varuna, the divine king p a r  

e x c e l le n c e ,  who as the chief Asura appears originally to have 
been the principal god o f the Dasas, the probable rulers o f 
Bronze Age Bactria ( §  8.4). Varuna is the guardian o f the 
cosmic order and truth, but also the god o f waters ( §  10.2). As 
the lord o f the heavenly waters he naturally controls rain, and 
is in numerous hymns implored to send rain: ‘Wet our 
pastures with (gushes of) melted butter!’ ‘ Grant in abundance 

lovely heavenly water!’ In  .ij.S 7 ,6 4 ,1, ‘clothes o f ghee’ are 
attributed to Varuna and M itra who in the following verse are 
asked to send rain down from  heaven. ‘G hee’ here stands for 
rain, and the garments o f  Varuna and M itra for rainclouds.

According to R S  1 ,2 5 ,13 ,  K in g  ‘VarulJ.a bearing a golden 
mantle dons a shining dress, while his spies sit around him ’ . It 
is likely that the rainclouds were not the only model for 
Varuna’s ‘ shining’ dress. In  the description ofV aruna’s hall in 
the waters Mahabharata 2,9,6 says that Varuna ‘wears 
celestial jewellery and attire, adorned with celestial 
ornaments’ . A  clue to the nature o fV aru n a ’s bejewelled attire 
is provided by a comparison in M ahabharata 10 ,1,2 5 : 
‘Adorned with planets, constellations and stars that have been 
scattered all over, the night sky, like a festal garment, shines 
everywhere beautiful to the view .’ In  the Avesta, the stars are 
explicitly mentioned as ornaments o f Ahura M azda’s sky- 
garment: ‘T h e  sky . . .  which the W ise one is wearing as his 
garment, is decorated with stars, made o f a heavenly 
substance’ (Yast 13 ,3). It is generally accepted that Ahura 
M azda, the chief deity o f  the Zarathustran pantheon, 
corresponds to Varuna, the greatest Asura in the .ij.gveda.
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T h e Brahm ana texts appear to connect Varuna with the 
nocturnal heaven. On the one hand, this world is said to be 
M itra and that (celestial) world Varuna (SB  1 2 , 9 , 2 , 1 2 ) .  On the 
other hand, the day belongs to M itra and the night to Varuna 

(T S  2 , 1 , 7 , 4 ) .  In  fact Varuna is often directly equated with the 
night (e.g. K S  2 2 , 6 ) .  T h e  colour black is characteristic o f the 
night and darkness (M S  2 , 5 , 7 ,  etc.) and ‘whatever is black 
belongs to Varuna’ (S B  5 ,2 ,5 ,17).

Stars and blackness are among the principal characteristics 

of the night sky and there is general agreement that the stars 
are meant in ij.S I 0 , 1 2 7 , 1 ,  where the goddess N ight is said to 
have arrived, looked in m any places (or directions) with her 
m any eyes, and to have put upon herself all her splendid 
ornaments (or royal insignia). In  R S  7 , 3 4 , 1 0 ,  Varuna is 

thousand-eyed. Why? Varuna is the righteous king o f the 
universe, whose duty it is to see that the eternal laws are 
followed and to punish wrongdoers. Fo r this reason, Varuna 
vigilantly watches everything that is secret, every deed done 
and to be done. L ik e  an earthly king, Varuna (with or without 

M itra) is surrounded by spies, who are trustworthy and wise. 

A belBergaigne suggested that ‘in  the purely naturalistic order 
of the world the spies ofV aruna, o f the god who chiefly rules 
over darkness, might here represent the stars, the “ eyes”  of 

night’ . H e pointed out that in ij.S 1 ,33 ,8  ‘the spies whom 
Indra “ envelops”  (causes to disappear) in (a ray of) the sun . . .  
appear definitely to be stars’ (Bergaigne 1 9 7 8 :  111, 1 7 2 ) .

Unwinking vigilance is, according to AmarakoSa (3 ,218), a 

quality shared only by gods and fishes. Fish are actually 
unable to close their eyes, and the fact that ‘when the fish 
sleeps it does not close its eyes’ was noticed by ancient 
Indians. W hile the ‘fish’ sign seems to have stood for both 
‘fish’ and ‘ star’ =  ‘god’ in  the Indus script, the dots-in-circles, 

figures-of-eight and trefoils on the ‘priest-king’s’ garment 
seem to symbolize both stars and eyes (on the ‘third eye’ 
implied by the trefoil, see § 1 4 . 4 ) .

I would like to suggest that the sign 0  o fth e  Indus script is 
the stylized ‘dot-in-circle’ eye o f the fish-shaped Harappan 
amulets (fig. 1 0 . 2 2 )  and that it is to be read in  D ravidian as k a i l  

‘eye’ , a basic word attested in all D ravidian languages and 
related to the Proto-Dravidian verbal root k ä 1 }  ‘ to see’ . T h e  
repetition o f the ‘eye’ sign 0 0  corresponds to the ‘ figure- 
of-eight’ sign found on the H arappan ‘priest-king’s’ cloak, 
and suggests a pair o f eyes. T h e  reduplication is meaningful in 

Dravidian: in T a m il we have the word k a n - k ä n i  ‘ overseer’ . 
T h is  would be a fitting epithet for Varuna, who is  probably 
meant in ij.S 1 0 , 1 2 9 , 7 ,  which speaks o f an ‘overseer ( d d h y a k s a )  

of this (world) in the highest heaven’ . Varuna is the 
‘thousand-eyed’ guardian of the cosmic order, and looks down 
on the earth with the eye o f the sun. In  the ij.gveda, the sun is 

the eye o f M itra and Varuna, ofV aruna alone, o f the sun-god 
Svar or Surya, of Agni, or o f the gods in general; in other

F i g .  1 2 . 7 .  Inscription on a moulded terracotta amulet from 
Mohenjo-daro (M-1429). A fter Dales 1968: 39. The two other 
sides of this triangular prism show a fish-eating alligator (fig. 
io .ic ) and a ship (fig. 1 .10 ) .

Vedic texts, the sun and moon are the eyes o f the highest 
Brahm a.

T h e  sequence V O ©  forms the entire text o f one ordinary 
seal ( 2 5 8 2 )  and o f one pottery stamp ( 2 8 7 7 ) :  these inscriptions 
m ay well have referred to quite mundane ‘overseers’ . But at 
the end o f an inscription on a three-sided terracotta amulet 
from  M ohenjo-daro (fig. 1 2 . 7 ) ,  the same sequence is followed 
by the ‘m an’ sign, possibly meaning ‘Servant (or devotee) o f 
the Overseer . . . ’ T h e two other sides o f the amulet suggest 
that the text relates to the water-god o f the Harappans: one 
has the picture o f a boat, the other an alligator. Both designs 
refer to water, which is the realm o f the god Varuna. Varuna is 
the ‘lord of aquatic animals’ , including the crocodile ( §  1 0 . 2 ) ,  

and the boat is explicitly connected with Varuna in ij.gveda 

7 ,8 8 ,3 .
In M esopotamia, the starry garments o f the gods were 

worn not only by their images (to which the Harappan 

‘priest-king’ can be compared) but also by their human 
representatives, the priest-kings. T h e  garment o f the divine 
king Varuna, too, has a counterpart in the Vedic ritual — the 
garment called t ä r p y a ,  intimately associated with kingship 
and with Varuna. T h us the tarpya garment is among the 
essential paraphernalia o f the royal consecration ( r ä j a s ü y a )  

which is also called V a r u t } a - s a v a  ‘Varuna’ s sacrifice’ . T h e 
waters, being the specific dominion ofV aruna, have a special 

place in this consecration: ‘the waters are o fV aru na’s nature, 
anointing him (the king) with the waters he has made him 

(identical with) Varuna’ (M S 4 , 4 9 , 1 7 ) .

T h e  tarpya garment is not mentioned in  the ij.gveda. In  
fact, K S  1 2 , 3  relates that the tarpya garment originally 
belonged to the Asuras, the rivals and enemies of the Vedic 
gods. Y et it must be a very ancient dress, because there is 
uncertainty about the m eaning o f the name t ä r p y a  even in  the 
oldest S rautasiitras. Baudhayana’ s Karmantasiitra (25,34) is 
the first to record different explanations o f the word t ä r p y a ,  

repeated by later commentators. One reads: ‘this is a cloth 
satiated ( t r , p - )  with melted butter’ . T h e  numerous ij.gvedic 

references to Varuna’ s (and M itra ’s) ‘fatty garment’ suggest 
that this is the correct interpretation.

T h e  investment o f the sacrificer for the unction ceremony
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of the royal consecration is explained in the Satapatha- 
Brahm ana (5,3,5,20—4) as follows: ‘He then makes him (the 

king) put on garments. There is that one called t i i r p y a ;  therein 
are wrought all forms o f  sacrifice: that he makes him put on, 

(with the mantra V S  10,8) “ Thou art the inner caul of 
knighthood.” ’ A  more accurate description o f the figures 
sewn into it is given in connection with the three-day rite of 
Garga. According to A p S S  22 ,16 ,3  and H S S 17 ,6 ,3 1 , ‘ in the 

tarpya garm ent is tied the form o f the fireplaces ( d h i m i y ä n ä r n  

rüpam )' J .  C. Heesterman (1957: 92) understands this to 
mean that the tarpya garment ‘is decorated with images o f the 
d h i s n i y a s  . . .  (i.e. probably a series o f circles)’ . T h is  would 

match well the devices on the H arappan ‘priest-king’ s’ cloak, 
which consist o f combinations o f one to three ‘dots-in-circles’ . 
In  order to  understand the symbolism o f  these images, we 
must subject the term d h i s n ( i ) y a  to a closer scrutiny.

In the Vedic ritual, the word d h i s n ( i ) y a  in the strict sense 
denotes the fireplaces o f seven priests officiating in ■ a Soma 

sacrifice; six o f these are built in a row in the sitting-hall; the 
seventh (belonging to the a g n i d h  or fire-kindler) is in a 
separate shed on the northern edge o f the sacrificial area (fig. 
12 .15 ) .

I f  the circles on the ‘priest-king’s’ garment represent 
fireplaces, it becomes clear why they have been filled with a 
red paste — the colour of fire — and why the trefoil pattern even 
elsewhere is associated with the colour red. T w o  sherds o f 
Harappan polychrom e pottery and M ackay’ s commentary on 
them underline this most important fact and its significance:

They are decorated with irregularly placed red trefoils with white 
borders on an apple-green ground . . .  The red colouring of the 
lobes also suggests that this pattern is not derived from the clover 
leaf, for otherwise the painter of the jar would surely have painted 
them green. That red was the recognised colour for this m otif is 
clear from the fact that in no instance has a trefoil o f any other 
colour been found at Mohenjo-Daro. (Mackay 1938: 1, 227h)

B u t w h y should a fireplace be represented by a trefoil? 
Traditionally, the fireplace in an Indian kitchen consists of 

three stones set in  a triangle so that the kettles and other 
utensils can be placed firm ly over the fire. Sometimes a mud 
wall is plastered around the three stones, so as to prevent the 
ashes from  spreading about; such an arrangement comes close 
to the trefoil motif. Definite evidence for a fireplace with three 
stones comes from  the Late H arappan (Jhukar) levels at 

Chanhujo-daro.
O n the basis o f references to Varuna’s starred dress and the 

M esopotamian parallels, however, we would have expected 
the embroidered patterns o f the tarpya garment to represent 
stars and not fireplaces. In  fact, the word d h i s n ( i ) y a ,  used o f 
the embroidered decorations and o f the ritual fireplaces, is 

occasionally used with the m eaning ‘star’ in later astronomical 
texts (e.g. Siirya-Siddhanta 8 ,1 ; V asilgha-Sa^fritä 37,27). A

striking explanation o f  this double symbolism is found in  the 

epic description o f A rjuna’ s journey to the heavenly world of 
Indra (Mahabharata 3,43). Arjuna flies upwards into the sky 
in a divine car driven by In dra ’s charioteer, M atali:

While becoming invisible to the mortals who walk on earth, he 
saw wondrous airborne chariots by the thousands. No sun shone 
there, or moon, or fire, but they shone with a light o f their own 
acquired by their merits. These lights that are seen as the stars 
look tiny like oil flames because o f the distance, but they are very 
large. The PanQ.ava saw them bright and beautiful, burning on 
their own hearths (d h i s n y a ) with a fire o f their own. There are the 
perfected royal seers, the heroes cut down in war, who, having 
won heaven with their austerities, gather in hundreds of groups. 
So do thousands o f  Gandharvas with a glow like the sun’s or the 
fire’s and of Guhyakas and seers and the hosts of Apsaras . . .  
(Matali) said . . .  ‘Those are men o f saintly deeds, ablaze on their 
own hearths, whom you saw there, my lord, looking like stars 
from the earth below.’ (trans. Buitenen 1975: 11, 308)

T h is  is not the only such instance in the M ahabharata. Thus 
in 3,290,20, Princess KuntI, given divine eyesight by the 
sun-god, ‘saw all the thirty gods, who stood in the sky upon 
their own hearths’ .

T h e  association o f the dhisnya-fireplaces with the stars can 
be directly traced back to early Vedic texts. That the stars in 
the sky were understood to be the heavenly abodes o f holy 

people is explicitly stated in T S  5 ,4 ,i,3—4 (the passage deals 
with the piling o f bricks upon the fire-altar):

He puts down the constellation bricks; these are the lights of the 
sky; verily he wins them; the Naksatras are the lights of the doers 
of good deeds; verily he wins them; verily also he makes these 
lights into a reflection to light up the world of heaven.

T h e  S atapatha-Brahmana also refers to the stars as the lights 
o f holy people (6,5,4,8). A ll these references agree that it is 
ancient sacrificers who shine in the sky upon their own 
hearths. M S  1,8 ,6  is most explicit in connecting the stars with 
ancient sacrificers: ‘ I f  someone, after having given much (as 
sacrificial gifts or as alms) and having sacrificed much, 
rem oves (i.e. gives up, or rather, has to give up) his fires, this 
(i.e. the fruit o f  his giving up and sacrificing) is not lost for 
him. T h e  virtuous who have offered this reach yonder world. 
T h ey  are these stars.’

T h e  dhisnyas as decorations o f  the tarpya garment thus 
represent not only fireplaces but also stars. In  M esopotamia, 
where the trefoil m otif also seems to have astral symbolism, 
the word m«/ ‘constellation’ was written with a pictogram 
consisting o f a group o f three stars. Could the trefoil refer to 
some particular three-star asterism?

Post-Vedic sources describe the asterisms as having the 
shape o f specific objects. T h e  object connected with the 
three-starred asterism o f (Apa-)BharanT strikingly fits with
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the inference concerning the relation beween the dhisnya 
hearths and the ‘trefoil’ motif. T h e  Digam bara Jainas explain 

the Bharam  asterism as having the form o f a ‘fireplace 

consisting o f three stones’ . T h e  words used are c u l l i - p ä s ä n a  

and d r , s a c - c u l l i ,  where p ä s ä n a  and d r , s a d  both mean ‘(large) 
stone’ . T h e  Digam bara tradition o f South India ' is in 
agreement with the T am il tradition, for one o f the Tam il 
names o f the BharaQ.I naksatra in Pinkala’ s NikaI.J.tu is 

m«-k-kUf!« ‘ oven, as formed o f three stones or lumps o f earth 
placed triangularly’ . In  Burushaski, spoken in the extreme 
north, the word s i  denoting ‘fireplace o f three stones’ is 
likewise the name o f a three-starred asterism. On the other 
hand, the three stars o f (Apa-)BharaQ.I are pictured as form ing 
the pubic triangle: the Svetambara Jainas speak o f the ‘vulva’ 

( b h a g a )  and the late Vedic texts o f the ‘wom b’ ( y o n i ) .  T h is  
sym bolism  is inherent in the Dravidian etym ology that may 
be proposed for the word c u l l i  in the Digam bara sources.

T h e  word c u l l i  is the most common word for the traditional 
Indian fireplace, which consists o f three stones serving as a 
stand on which vessels can be placed above the fire. T h is 
etymon is attested in practically all o f the Indo-Aryan 
languages. In  Sanskrit, however, the word culliis not attested 
until the Law s o f M anu ( 3 , 6 8 ) ,  around 300 b c , and it has no 

Indo-European etymology. It  is generally held to be o f 
D ravidian origin, being derived from T am il c u l l a i ,  c u l a i  

‘potter’s kiln, fornace, funeral pile’ , and its cognate in 
M alayalam . W hile this is plausible both semantically and 
phonologically (as Proto-Dravidian */ and */ have merged in 
North and Central Dravidian), it is strange that a word 
belonging to the basic household vocabulary should have 
survived only in these two southernmost languages on the 

Dravidian side. In  South Dravidian, Proto-Dravidian *c- has 
frequently been dropped. Therefore, the Indo-A ryan words 
are rather to be connected with an etym on for ‘ fireplace’ 

found in 16 D ravidian languages, including T am il u l a i ,  

Kannada and KoQ.agu o le ,  M anda h u l i ,  Pengo h o l ,  K u w i h o l l u ,  

h o l u ,  KonQ.a s o lu ,  Parji c o ln g e l  (with k e l  ‘ stone’ ).
O n the basis o f  the regular morphophonemic rules 

governing Proto-D ravidian, * c u l - a y  /  * c u l l - V  ‘ fireplace, 
hearth’ may be assumed to have had a variant *cUl, 
homophonous with Proto-Dravidian *cUl ‘to become preg­
nant; pregnancy, pregnant’ . Th is D ravidian homophony may 
be reflected in the double image o f the (Apa-)BharaQ.I asterism 
as ‘ fireplace’ and ‘womb’ . T h e idea that the ‘ fireplace’ is a 
‘wom b’ is also fondamental to Vedic religious thinking, 
starting with the Rgveda, where the three sacred fires are said 

to be the ‘wombs o f A gni’ (R S  2 , 3 6 , 4 ) .  According to the 
BrahmaI.J.a texts, the fireplace is the womb o f the sun, who 
‘dies’ in the evening and paSses the night in the fireplace in the 
condition o f an embryo, to be reborn in the morning ( JB  1,8  ; 

I , g ;  I , 1 1 ; etc.).

T h e  Apabharal).I naksatra is  connected with the god o f 
death, Yam a, and its three stars are identified with the ‘womb’ 

as well as the ‘hearth o f three stones’ . T h is  could therefore be 
the asterism denoted by the trefoil on the ‘priest-king’s’ 
garment and by the images o f ‘fireplaces /  stars’ on the Vedic 
tarpya garment, the nightly robe o f Varuna, which itself is 
replete with womb symbolism. W e have already seen that the 
tarpya garment is called ‘the embryonic cover o f kingship’ . 
‘Varuna, assuredly, is  the wom b,’ states . the Satapatha- 

Brahm ana ( 1 2 , 9 , 1 , 1 7 ) .  Darkness, which the JU B  (3,2,4,2) 
associates with the wom b, is in other V ed ic texts connected 
with the colour black, sin or evil and death. M oreover, the 
colour black is said to be ‘the symbol (or form, colour) o f rain’ 
or symbol o f waters. Varuna is the god o f  waters and rain as 
well as o f night. T h e  ApabharanI naksatra ruled by Yam a 
could thus be the asterism p a r  e x c e l le n c e  o f K in g Varuna and 
the asterism prim arily represented by the trefoils o f the 
H arappan ‘priest-king’ . T h is  is suggested also by the ideas 
associated with the Apabharam  naksatra.

T h e  name a p a b h a r a n i h  (later shortened to b h a r a n f )  means 
‘those (waters) which carry away’ . Apabharam is the very last 
asterism o f the old naksatra cycle, and thus understandably 
connected with death and Yam a, the king o f the dead: ‘L e t the 
Bharam s carry away (our) evil, let the venerable king Yam a 
perceive that; for he is . the great king o f a great world, let him 
make the path easy to go and fearless for us!’ (T B  3 ,1 ,2 ,1 1 ) .  
Apabharam is synonymous with a v a b h r t h a ,  the name o f  the 
expiatory bath o f the Vedic sacrifice. T h e  two words are close 
to each other even etymologically and are likely to have 
referred originally to one and the same thing. T h e  Apabharam 
asterism marks the close o f the year, and the avabhrtha bath is 
taken at the end o f the sacrifice (according to S B  6,2,2,38, ‘ the 
purificatory bath is the completion’ ). Both aim at getting rid 
o f evil.

There is a most intimate connection between the avabhrtha 
bath and Varuna:

io. Where there is a standing pool o f  flowing water, there let him 
(the sacrificer) descend into water — for whatsoever parts of 
flowing water flow not, these are holden by Varuna; and the 
expiatory bath belongs to Varuna — to free himself from Varuna. 
But i f  he does not find such, he may descend into any water. i i .  
While he makes him descend into water, he bids him say, 
‘Homage be to Varuna: downtrodden is Varuna’s snare!’ Thus he 
delivers him from every fetter of Varuna, from everything 
pertaining to Varuna . . .  23. Thereupon both (the sacrificer and 
his wife) having descended, bathe, and wash each other’s back. 
Having wrapped themselves in fresh garments they step out: 
even as a snake is delivered from its skin, so he is delivered from 
all evil. There is not in him even as much sin as there is in a 
toothless child. (SB 4 ,4 ,5,10-23; trans. adapted from Eggeling 
1885: i i , 38 1, 385)
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Reference is here made to the ‘ fetter’ or ‘noose’ o f disease 
and death, which is an attribute o f Varuna, the god o f 
avabhrtha bath, as well as o fY am a, the god o f the Apabharal}.! 
asterism. P ä p m a n  ‘ evil’ , from which one is to be delivered, is 
likewise connected with both Varuna and Yam a. P ä p m a n  

refers to all kinds o f evils but especially to death; it occurs as a 
synonym as well as an attribute to M rtyu ‘D eath ’ . The 
avabhrtha symbolizes both death and rebirth. W e have seen 

that the Brahm ana texts identify Varuna with the night, 
darkness, the colour black and the womb. T h e  Vedic texts 
speak o f the removal o f the darkness from the sun in the same 
terms as o f the removal o f the em bryonic cover from a 

newborn baby.
W hile discussing the avabhrtha bath o f the sautramal}.! 

sacrifice, S B  12 ,9 ,2 ,7  connects the shedding o f evil with the 
shedding o f the garment o f consecration. H ere the discarded 
cloth is equated with sin and darkness, while the very next 

paragraph (ibid.: 8) likens the clean sacrificer in his fresh 
garment to the sun rising in the sky. There cannot be any 
doubt that the dark garment which is discarded in the waters 
o f the avabhrtha bath represents the black cloak o f night. In 
other words, the black garment o f which the rising sun divests 

him selfis the star-decorated mantle o f night and death. In  the 
royal unction, this discarded garment o f consecration is the 

tarpya garment o f K in g  Varuna, whose symbolism and 
probable connection with the Harappan ‘priest-king’s’ 
trefoil-decorated robe we have discussed above.

T h e three-starred Apabharam. asterism m ay have been 
m eant by the sequence o f ‘three’ +  ‘fish’ =  D ravid ian  mu­
m -m in  ‘ three-star(red asterism)’ (attested in a M edieval Tam il 
lexicon as the name o f another asterism with three stars, the 
MrgasYrsa). T h is  compound occurs on the three-sided 
terracotta amulet from M ohenjo-daro (fig. 12 .7), which shows 
an alligator (fig. io . ic ) and a boat (fig. i . io )  on the other two 
sides. W e have already assumed that this amulet was 
associated with the water-god Varuna, and that Varuna may 
have been meant by the sequence o f repeated ‘eye’ motifs, 
0  0 ,  which follows (perhaps as an apposition) the sequence 

o f ‘ 3 ’ +  ‘fish’ (both sequences end in the hypothetical ‘genitive 
suffix’ ). Both the external and the internal context, then, 
suggest that the compound ‘3 ’ +  ‘ fish’ stands for an asterism 
o f Varuna.

12 .2  ‘L it ig a  s ta n d s ’ : th e  S ev e n  S a g e s  a n d  th e  G re a t  
B e a r

T h e  initial working hypothesis concerning the Harappan 
‘priest-king’s’ garm entexam ined in the preceding section was 
that its trefoil m otifhad ari\ astral meaning. W e have seen that 
its Vedic counterpart, the royal tarpya garment o f the god 
Varuna, was decorated with images o f fireplaces equated with

The trefoil m o tif-----------------------------------------------------------------

F ig . 12 .8 .  A ‘linga stand’ from Mohenjo-daro (dk 4480), made 
o f finely polished red stone and decorated with ‘trefoil’ inlays. 
National Museum of Pakistan, Karachi. For a section drawing, 
see Mackay 1938: 11, pl. io7: 35.

the stars. I t  was thought that the trefoil represented fo r the 
Indus Civilization one particular asterism, the three-starred 
Apabharal}.!. In  the Vedic religion, the fireplace, the 
Apabharam star and the tarpya garment all symbolize the 
womb or the female organ. A  find from M ohenjo-daro seems 
to give substance to the hypothesis that this ‘wom b’ 
symbolism was shared b y  the trefoil m otif in the Harappan 
religion.

T h e trefoil pattern has been incised at regular intervals on 
the surface o f a carefully smoothed and partially polished 
pedestal o f dark red stone (fig. 12.8). Its extraordinary 
workmanship indicates that this stand must have been an 
object o f great importance. Altogether ten such stands have 
been described from Mohenjo-daro, and they have been 
compared to the round stand o f the later Hindu lingas  (images 
o f S iva’ s phallus) representing the y o n i  (the ‘vulva’ or ‘womb’ 
o f the Goddess): ‘T h ey  are invariably carefully made . . .  T h e  
exact purpose o f these stands is problematical, but . . .  some of 
them may, in fact, be the bases o f lingas’ (M ackay 1938: 1, 
4 1 1 ) .

In  recent years both archaeologists and art historians have 
seriously questioned the sexual interpretation of conical and 
circular stones from Indus sites:

Where then is the evidence to support published statements such 
as ‘Phallic worship was an important element of Harappan 
religion’ (Basham 1954: 24)? With the single exception of the 
unidentified photograph of a realistic phallic object in Marshall’s 
report (pl. 13, 3), there is no archaeological evidence to support 
claims of special sexually-oriented aspects of Harappan religion. 
(Dales 1984: 115)
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F i g .  1 2 .Ç .  A  standing human couple in sexual intercourse (a  

t e r g o )  on one of the three sides of a moulded tablet from 
Mohenjo-daro (M-489B). The other motifs include two goats 
eating leaves from a tree; a cock or hen (?); and a three-headed 
animal.

It is true that M arshall’s and M ackay’s hypotheses o f  a 
H arappan worship o f the linga and yoni rested on rather 
slender grounds. H owever, some pieces o f evidence for a 
Harappan sexual cult appear undeniable.

George Dales, the author o f the critical article quoted 
above, h im self finds one o f the conical stone objects 

mentioned by M arshall ‘very convincingly phallic-shaped’ 
and another ‘possible’ . T h e  difficulty in accepting them as 

proofs o f phallism ‘is that, apart from a general mention that 
these objects belong to the Indus civilization, no information 

is published concerning where they were found’ . A fter a study 
(in 1975) o f  the photographic archives o f the Archaeological 
Survey o fln d ia , I can to some extent supply the m issing data. 

T h e  latter object was found at M ohenjo-daro in 1925—6, and 
the more important one, o f terracotta, at M ohenjo-daro in 
1927—8. B ut we still lack the excavation numbers and the exact 
provenance.

T h a t these cones are phallic in nature is m ade likely by the 
existence o f  ithyphallic male statuettes. In addition to the two 

from Chanhujo-daro and (as a Harappan import) from 
N ippur, which have been considered ithyphallic by Dales 
(1968), there are several further clear examples from 
M ohenjo-daro (Parpola 1985b: fig. 27). I t  is not difficult to 
find parallels for these ithyphallic statuettes in later Indian 

religions.
Even more important evidence o f Harappan sexual rites is 

provided by a three-faced terracotta amulet from M ohenjo- 
daro (fig. 12.9). One o f its motifs, interpreted as ‘ a man 
driving a goat’ in the excavation report, actually seems to 
depict sexual intercourse between a human couple: a woman 
bends forward in front o f a standing ithyphallic man. 
Comparable scenes are found on Mesopotamian (fig. 12 .10 )  
and G u lf seals (fig. 1 2 . 1 1 ) .  A  round stamp seal with Indus 
script presum ably com ing from  M esopotamia represents a 
bull in the act o f mating with a cow (fig. 12 .12 ) .

In  addition, a scene engraved o n a  seal from Chanhujo-daro 
appears to depict an Indian bison (gaur) bull mating with a 

nude human priestess lying on the ground (fig. 14 .32). T h is 
m otif may be compared to the Vedic horse sacrifice with its

F i g .  1 2 . 1 0 .  A  standing human couple in sexual intercourse (a 
t e r g o )  on an Early Dynastic seal from Ur. After Amiet 1980a: 
pl. 63, no. 850.

F i g .  1 2 . 1 1 .  A  standing human couple in  sexual intercourse (a 
t e r g o )  on a Dilmun seal from Failaka island in the Gulf. After 
Kjærum 1983: no. 269.

F i g .  1 2 . 1 2 .  Indus script and the motif of a bull mating with a 
cow. Impression of a round stamp seal (bm  123059), which comes 
from an antique dealer in Baghdad. Cf. Gadd 1932: no. 18.

simulated sexual intercourse between the chief queen ( m a h i s i ,  

literally ‘great fem ale’ , but also ‘buffalo cow’) and the 
horse-victim (which probably substitutes a pre-Aryan 
buffalo-victim , m a h is a  ‘ the great male, buffalo bull’ , to match 

the queen’s title). W e can further compare the copulation o f
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F i g .  I 2 . I J .  Worship o f Siva’s linga with trefoil bilva leaves. 
Fragmentary roof painting at the Siva Vaidyanatha temple in 
Tittagudi, South Arcot District, Tamil Nadu.

Yam a’s buffalo with an old or dead woman in the Lam aist 

iconography (fig. 14 .33), and the marriage o f the Goddess and 
the Buffalo demon in the South Indian village religion

(§ 14.2).
W e m ust conclude that there is direct archaeological 

evidence for sexual cults in the H arappan religion. This 
permits us to take up the old hypothesis o f Harappan ‘linga 
stands’ for serious consideration. Additional support for this 
hypothesis is provided by the fact that the trefoil is also found 
on a sm all moulded ‘gamesman’ or ‘phallus’ made o f paste.

In  classical Hinduism , the linga and yoni symbolize male 
and fem ale genital organs united in sexual intercourse. T h ey 
are cult objects and an integr al part o f their .worship consists 
o f throwing leaves o f  the bilva tree upon them  (fig. 12 .13 ) . 
T h e  bilva or ‘ wood-apple’ tree ( A e g l e  m a r m e l o s )  ‘ is one o f  the 
most sacred o f  Indian trees, cultivated near temples and 
dedicated to Siva, whose worship cannot be complete without 
its leaves’ . T h e  leaves o f bilva are trifoliate, so the trefoils 
depicted on one o f the Harappan linga stands m ay represent 
bilva leaves actually thrown on such an object in the cult.

Significantly, the Sanskrit name o f the tree, b i l v a ,  is 
generally considered to be o f Dravidian etymology, being 
com pared to T a m il v e l l i l  and its cognates. T h is word is closely 
homophonous with the Proto-Dravidian root v e l  ‘to be(come)

white or bright, shine’ and its derivative v e l l i  ‘star, Venus’ , 
also ‘semen’ (both being white). I f  the bilva leaves symbolize 
drops o f semen, one can understand why they are thrown on 
the linga and yoni in the cult.

Ernest M ackay (1938: I, 4 1 1 )  observed that though no linga 

stones have been found fixed to such Harappan ‘yoni’ stands, 
this absence can be explained by assuming that they were o f 
wood. However, because in the historical period ‘the l i n g a  j s  

invariably made o f stone’ , M ackay thought it likely that this 
was so in Harappan times as well. B ut M ackay’s rather 
categorical statement is not true: in . Puri in , Ori ssa, .for 

example, pillars expressly identified as S iva ’s linga acre made 
o f wood.

T h e  hypothesis o f  a H arappan origin o f the linga cult has 
been objected to because ( i ) there_ is no archaeological 
evidence for a linga cult after the Indus Civilization and 
before the second or first century b c , and because (2) the 

earliest historical lingas. are realistic and contrast with_ the 
abstract form o f the H arappan conical stones. T h e  first point 
is true, but it applies to most other stone structures as well. 

Secondly, realistic and highly stylized lingas seem to have 
existed side by side in the Indus Civilization itself. T h e 

earliest sculptures o f the historical period sim ilarly comprise 
not only anatomically realistic lingas but also columns with 
abstract shapes — the famous pillars ( s t a m b h a )  o f Asoka and his 
predecessors: ‘T h e association between cosmic pillar and 
phallus is explicit in M ahabharata x .i7 .8 ff. where Siva pulls 
off his own penis and sets it up as a sacred pillar’ (Irwin 1980: 

259 n. 18).
In  Goddess worship in Kal]l]apuram, a South Indian 

village, the tree-trunk (called in Tam il k a m p a m  from Sanskrit 
s k a m b h a  ‘pillar’ ) in front o f which the sacrificial victims to the 
Goddess are decapitated is said to be the husband o f the 
Goddess. A t the end o f the yearly marriage rite, when the last 

victim is slaughtered, the trunk is uprooted and the Goddess 
is divested o f her ornaments like a widow. T h e  pillar and its 
uprooting correspond to S iva ’s phallus and its castration. T h e 
sacrificial post used to be burnt in South India after the 

marriage feasts o f the Goddess. In  a story about the origin o f 
the tree-trunk ( k a m p a m ) ,  Pârvatï is said to have implanted 
herself in the womb o f a Brahm an woman and been born as a 
girl. An untouchable Paraiya boy fell in love with her and 
obtained her parents’ consent to their marriage, the fact that 

he was an untouchable being discovered only later. Parvatl 
was so angry that, with a look, she engulfed her husband in 

flames and from  his ashes caused a margosa tree to grow. In 
this form  her husband was to stand forever outside her house.

Some of the stories describing how Siva burnt Kam a (erotic 
desire) in a fit o f anger, further mention that the object o f his 
wrath took the form of a tree. The myths also link this burning of
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desire to the use of ashes in ritual. Hence the ashes on Siva’s 
ascetic body are said to be those of the burnt Kama. M any local 
myths, in parallel, insist that when Mariyamman burnt her 
outcaste lover, she turned him into ashes. A description of a 
festival celebrated by Tamil workers in Sri Lanka explicitly 
reenacts this myth of Siva’s burning of Kama. In that festival 
Kama is not only impersonated, but also burnt in his form as a 
post ( k a m p a m ) .  (Beck 1981: 12 1  n. 60)

In Central and South India, the spring festival Holi 
(around the time o f  the vernal equinox, § I 1.3 )  is celebrated to 

commemorate the death and resurrection - o f Kam a with a big 
bonfire. T h e  M annewars make human figures representing 

Kam a and his wife Rati (‘Sexual pleasure’), and throw the 
male figure into the fire. In  M aharashtra, people walk around 
the fire shouting words for female genitals, and dances 
imitating copulation are performed. In  Kum aon, each clan 
celebrates the H oli by planting a pole in the ground, dancing 
around it, singing songs in honour o f the amorous cowherd- 
god Krsl).a and his milkmaids, and burning the pole on the last 
day o f the festival.

T h e  sacrificial stakes ( y i i p a )  o f the V edic ritual to which the 
victims were tied were made o f wood. T h e y  symbolized the 
primeval cosm ic tree on the navel o f the earth upholding the 

sky and thus leading to heaven (A S 10 ,7 ,35  ‘the s k a m b h a  

sustains both heaven-and-earth here’). ‘It is through the 
sacrificial stake that the offerings go to the heavenly w orld ’ , 
says M S  4,8,8. A fter a Vedic animal sacrifice the post was 
either left standing or thrown into the sacred fire. T h e 
burning o f the sacrificial stake is explained by the notion that 
the fireplace is the womb o f the gods, and the sacrificer will be 
born in heaven with a body o f gold (A B 2,3).

T h at the (partially burnt) sacrificial post had a phallic 
connotation even in the Veda is evident from the Vedic rite o f 
p u m s a v a n a  ‘ causing the birth o f a male child’ . H ere various 
symbols o f the male generative organ are used, such as two 
beans (for testicles) together with a barleycorn (for the 
phallus), a shoot o f the banyan tree with a fruit on either side, 
and an aerial root o f the banyan ( JG S  1 ,5 ; H G S  2 ,i ,2 ,2 — .; 
G G S  2 ,6 ,9 -i 1 ;  P G S  1 ,14 ,3 ) . T h e  banyan shoots and air roots 
are pounded with millstones (an activity symbolizing sexual 
intercourse) and the husband inserts the resulting paste into 
the right nostril o f his wife. Among the other things that may 
be mixed with this potent paste expressly equated with sperm 
is ‘a splinter o f a sacrificial post . . .  exposed to the fire’ (H G S  

2 ,i ,2 ,6 ) .
T h e  deity prayed to in the pumsavana ritual is Prajapati 

‘the lord o f offspring’ ; but the means used in it, barley and 
beans (K S  36,6; M S  1 ,10 ,12 ) ,  as well as the banyan tree (G G S  
4,7,24), are all said to belong to Varul).a. According to A B  
7 ,14 ,1 ,  Varuna is also the deity to approach to get a son. Th is 
underlines the phallic nature o f Varul).a and his relationship

with Prajapati and with Siva, the god o f the linga in later 
Hinduism.

W e can conclude that wooden sacrificial pillars 
representing the phallus were burnt to ashes at the end o f their 
ritual use, both in Vedic times and later. Such burnt pillars 
seem to me to have been the prototypes o f S iva ’s famous 
‘ flaming linga pillar’ in H indu mythology. I f  this is- correct, it 
becomes clear why the missing linga o f the trefoil-decorated 

pedestal from M ohenjo-daro was made o f wood, and why the 
stand itself was made o f red stone: like the trefoil motif, which 
is always red in Harappan art (§ 12 .1) , the pedestal represents 
the fireplace; and the fireplace was in Vedic times conceived to 
be a womb (§ 12 .1) . A  comparison with the later yoni stand 
does not appear to be far-fetched.

In the context o f the Harappan ‘ linga stands’ and the myth 
o f ‘ S iva ’s flaming linga’ , the finds in the ‘citadel’ o f 
Kalibangan assume great importance. T h e  southern rhomb o f 
this bipartite structure contained no residential buildings, but 
at least five (and probably once eight or nine) ceremonial 
platforms built o f m ud-brick. A  flight o f steps led to these 
platforms from the streets that separated them from each 
other. On the top o f one o f the platforms was ‘a row o f seven 
“ fire-altars” ’ (Thapar 1985: 55), partly damaged day-lined 

pits containing ash, charcoal, the remains o f a clay stele and 
terracotta cakes (fig. 12 .14 ) . Fire-altars with a clay stele in the 
middle are known also from the Low er Tow n o f Kalibangan, 
where one room o f many o f the dwellings was set aside to 
house one. Better preserved clay stelae from the Low er Tow n 
were cylindrical or slightly faceted and 30—40 cm high.

A t Lothal, too, ritual fireplaces have been discovered in 
M ature Harappan layers, from the earliest (H A) to the latest 
(IV). ‘A  terracotta ladle found in close proximity to the altar in 
street 9 and bearing smoke-marks . . .  suggests that it was used 
in pouring a liquid into the fire’ (Rao 1979: I, 2 16 —18). T h e 
‘posthole’ discovered in this altar suggests the use o f wooden 
parallels for the clay stele at Kalibangan. T h e  libation o f 
liquid on such a heated stake recalls the ablutions o f S iva ’s 
linga with the five products o f the cow (milk, sour milk, 
melted butter, urine and dung) and sacred water mixed with 
bilva leaves in the present-day H indu cult.

T h e  Vedic ritual provides an even more striking parallel in 
the milk poured as an offering into the fire (in the daily ritual) 
or into a heated vessel (in the pravargya sacrifice). T he heated 

milk is the sun or the sun’s seed poured into the womb: ‘ Sürya 
(the sun) and Agni (the fire) were in the same receptacle [ y o n i  

‘wom b’]. Thereupon Sürya rose upwards. He lost his seed. 
A gni received it . . .  he transferred it to the cow. It (became) 
this m ilk’ (K S  6,3).

T h e  seven ‘ fire-altars’ at Kalibangan are closely paralleled 
by the dhisnya hearths o f the Vedic Soma sacrifice (fig. 12 .15 ) . 
S ix  o f  these hearths are in  a north-south row inside the
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The trefoil m otif

F i g .  1 2 . 1 4 .  Seven fire-altars in a row on the top of a ceremonial platform in the Mature Harappan period ‘citadel’ at Kalibangan. After 
Thapar 1985: 59, fig. 27.

‘sitting-hall’ (the priests sit to the west o f them , facing east, as 
at Kalibangan). T h ey  belong to six priests, while one more 

priest (the ‘fire-kindler’) has a fireplace o fh is own to the north 
o f the others, on the border o f the sacrificial area. T h e seven 
officiating priests who have a special dhisr.iya are also known as 
‘the seven sacrificers’ { s a p t a  h o t r ä h ) .

In  ancient India, the stars were conceived as ancient 
sacrificers standing in heaven on their own fireplaces, 
dhisr.iyas (§ 12 .1) . Alm ost all the Brahmar.ia texts equate the 
dhisr.iya hearths o f the sacrificial area with the Gandharvas, 
mythical beings who guard Soma (Indra’s sacred drink and 
the Moon) in the heavenly world (§ 11 .4 ) . In Vedic texts, the 
number o f these Gandharvas is 27, the number o f the lunar 
asterisms, or, when identified with the ritual fireplaces, seven.

There are many references to the ‘first divine or heavenly 
sacrificers’ , seven in number; they are undoubtedly the ‘ seven 
divine sages’ in J}S  10 ,130 ,7 , apparently identified with the 
‘human sages, our forefathers’ who were the first to perform a 
sacrifice (§ 10.2). They are said to be the sages who won the 
world o f heaven with ascetic practices. JU B  4 ,26 ,12  makes it 
quite clear that the Seven Sages are the circumpolar stars o f 
U rsa M ajor by stating that ‘the centre ofheaven  is where the 
Seven Sages are’ . T h ese Seven Sages are involved in the 
myths concerning the origin o f the linga worship, which 
deserve a closer scrutiny.

The Satapatha-Brahmar.ia (2 ,1 ,2 4 )  states that ‘ the Seven 
Sages { s a p t a  r s a y a h )  were form erly called “ Bears”  { r k s ä h ) \

T h e latter is an old Indo-European appellation ofU rsa  M ajor, 
for H om er (Iliad 18 ,4 8 7 ^  =  Odyssey 5,273—5) speaks o f a 
single ' circumpolar asterism called ‘She-Bear’ { a r k t o s )  ‘ that 
circles ever in her place . . .  and alone has no part in the baths 
o f the Ocean’ . But since the times o f the late J}gveda (J}S 
10,82,2), this constellation is almost exclusively called ‘the 
Seven Sages’ ; as the younger name does not differ very much 
phonetically from the older one, it looks like a transformation 
based on an earlier Indian name for the asterism.

A  most important piece o f evidence relating to the early 
symbolism o f the constellation o f U rsa M ajor and its 
connection with the phallic linga cult is given by the Avestan 
name o f this asterism. Avestan h a p t o - i r i n g a -  ‘Ursa M ajor’ 
corresponds to * s a p t a - l i r i g a -  ‘having seven lingas’ in Sanskrit, 
though such a compound is not known from the Indian texts. 
T h e Sanskrit word l i n g a  is first attested in late Vedic and epic 
texts, and its basic meaning is ‘characteristic mark, sign’ ; in 
S iva ’s linga and other contexts, it has the meaning o f ‘penis, 
phallus’ as the ‘ characteristic mark’ o f the male sex. Avestan 
i r i n g a -  has been explained as having the basic meaning o f 
‘mark, sign’ . While this explanation naturally remains valid 
and possible, the seven fireplaces o f Kalibangan with clay 

‘lingas’, corresponding to the Vedic dhisr.iya fireplaces, in turn 
associated with the ‘Seven Sacrificers’ ( =  Ursa M ajor), do 

suggest that the Avestan name h a p t o - i r i n g a -  may be 
understood to im ply the meaning ‘phallus’ too.

A  fairly  frequently occurring sequence o f two Indus signs
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‘Linga stands’

Çâ.mitras
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F i g .  1 2 . 1 5 .  The fireplaces (d h i s n y a ) o f  the ‘seven sacrificial priests’ inthe Vedic Soma sacrifice. After Caland and Henry 1906: I, pl. 4.

m ay or m ay not be relevant here, ',"'. N um ber ‘7 ’ is followed
by a sign resem bling the Sum erian pictogram for ‘phallus’ , B. 
It  is noteworthy that in Proto-Dravidian, the word for ‘seven’, 
* e J u ,  happens to be homophonous with the root * e l u  ‘to rise, 
ascend (as a heavenly body), to be high, to be roused or 
excited, inflame (as passions), to grow, to swell (as breasts)’ , 
meanings that fit both U rsa  M ajor and the phallus. T h at the 
sign possibly depicting ‘phallus’ had an astral meaning is 
suggested by the sign sequence (§ 5 .1).

T h e  etymology o f  the word l i n g a  is  an  open question. 
Because it is not found in the oldest Sanskrit texts, because it 
is so central to the terminology o f the non-Aryan phallic cult, 
and because none o f the proposed Inda-European etymol­
ogies is convincing, m any scholars have opted for a non-Aryan 

origin. We know that the Aryans had a different Indo- 
European name for the constellation U rsa M ajor, w hile ‘ seven 
lingas’ is in agreement with the seven fireplaces with a clay 
stele in their m idst at Kalibangan. A  translation loan is not 
excluded, but in view o f the H arappan influence on the 
Bactria and M argiana Archaeological Com plex (figs. 12 .4 -5 ), 
which could be the source o f the Avestan term, it looks more 
likely that l i n g a  is a Dravidian loanword. I f  this is the case, it

should be possible to find a solution. M oreover, since 
Avestan, like the Rgvedic language, was characterized by 

rhotacism (merger o f I and r into r), while classical Sanskrit 
has preserved the distinction between I  and r, l i n g a  m ay be 
closer to the original than *ringa.

Proto-Dravidian seems to have had no word-initial /- or r-, 
but a number o f etyma in Kannada, Telugu and some Central 
Dravidian and N orth Dravidian languages beginning with /- 
originally had *n- initially. There are also

a few words in Sanskrit o f Dravidian origin which show initial l­
as opposed or n -  or ii- in Dravidian. A  fluctuation between /- and 
n -  occurs sporadically in Indo-Aryan at all periods . . .  Con­
sequently it is not surprising to find /- for n -  in Sanskrit words, 
even in cases where no form with initial l-  is found in Dravidian. 
(Burrow 1 9 4 3 - 6 c: 6 1 5 )

On this basis, Sanskrit l i n g a  can be derived from the 
Proto-Dravidian root * n i n g -  /  * n i g -  ‘to rise, become erect, 
stand upright, be extended’. Such a derivation agrees well 
with the meanings ‘phallus’ and ‘erected post’ for l i n g a .  The 
meaning ‘mark, sign’ can be understood to have developed 
from  ‘(out)standing object’ >  ‘(land)mark’ .
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Hindu m ythology associates the linga cult with the Seven 
Sages and therefore also with U rsa M ajor, thus endorsing the 

suggested interpretations o f  the Kalibangan fire-altars and o f 
Avestan h a p t o - i r i n g a - .  In  many well-known myths, the Seven 
Sages and their wives are, in one way or another, specifically 
associated with sexual intercourse and with S iva ’s linga or 
seed. It was in the hermitage o f  the Seven Sages that Siva 
broke his vow o f chastity and had intercourse with the wives 
o f  the Seven Sages:

The sages cursed Siva’s linga to fall to the earth, and it burnt 
everything before it like a fire . . .  Brahma said ‘As long as the 
linga is not still, there will be nothing auspicious in the universe. 
You must propitiate Devi so that she will take the form o f the 
yoni, and then the linga will become still.’ . . .  Thus linga-worship 
was established. (Siva-Pural)a 4 ,12 ,17—52, summarized by 
O’Flaherty 1973: 257)

It  was suggested above that S iva ’s mythical ‘fiery linga’ 
may correspond to the burning o f  the sacrificial stake in 
rituals, and the uprooting o f  the stake to which the husband- 
victim is bound to the castration o f  Siva in the myth. T h e  
establishment o f  the linga cult by the Seven Sages and the 
burning o f  S iva ’s linga fit with the seven fire-heated ‘lingas’ o f 
the Kalibangan ritual hearths.

T h e  specific relationship between the linga cult and the 
Seven Sages becomes clear i f  the Pole Star (surrounded by the 
stars o f  U rsa Major) was understood as S iva ’s or Varuna’s 

linga. T h is  is quite likely, for th ePole Star is called the ‘pillar’ 
( m e t h i )  o f  the universe (§ 14 .1) . In  P B  13 ,9 ,17 , methiis used o f 
the post to which the milch cow and its ca lf are tethered. 
U sually, however, thew ord  denotes the pillar in the middle o f  
the threshing ground, to which oxen walking round it are 
bound, and in this sense the Bhagavata-Purai:ia 4,9,20ff. 
connects it with the m ythical D hruva, who is to become the 

Pole Star. T h e  Pole Star was also conceived in this way in 
ancient Rom e (where Ursa M ajor was called s e p t e m  t r i o n e s  

‘the seven threshing oxen’ ) and among the T urkic  and 
Chukchi nomads o f  Central Asia and northeast Siberia (who 
think o f  the Pole Star as a post to which horses or reindeer are

The trefoil m o tif------------------------------------------------------------------

tethered). In India, as in ancient China, the Pole Star as the 
firm centre around which everything else whirls is a symbol o f 
royalty (Mahabharata 14 ,15 ) . T h e  Pole Star as the ‘pillar’ o f 
the universe accordingly belongs to Varuna and is invoked in 
the royal consecration (§ 14 .1) .

T h e  asceticism ( t a p a s ,  literally ‘ fiery heat, glow’) o f  the 
Seven Sages is seemingly in conflict with sexuality, but 
actually purports to heighten their powers o f  creation: in 

Hinduism  the Seven Sages are the mental sons o f  the 
creator-god Brahm a who actually carry out the creation o f  the 
world. Indeed this same paradox ‘ asceticism and eroticism’ is 
central to the m ythology o f  Siva and his linga: Siva is 
‘permanently ithyphallic, yet perpetually chaste’ (O’Flaherty 
1973). T h e seed is synonymous with creative powers: spilling 
it means loss o f  power and energy; restraining it means 

accumulation o f  power.
In  the epic versions o f  the m yth, as in the Satapatha- 

Brahmai:ia, the Seven Sages forsake their beautiful wives, the 
Pleiades, because they all had intercourse with Agni (the Fire) 
or Siva, excepting ArundhatI, the faithful wife o f  Vasistha, 
who could not be seduced. In  some variants, the Pleiades 

( k r t t i k # )  bathe in the river Ganges at the spot where the fiery 
seed falls down; the Pleiades become pregnant by it, or nurse 
the child who is instantly born o f  the seed, the warrior-god 

Skanda-Karttikeya. Note the parallelism between the falling 
down o f the fiery seed and the falling down o f the fiery 
phallus: we are dealing with two variants o f one and the same 
m ythic complex.

This myth o f  k u m i i r a - s a m b h a v a  ‘ the birth o f  the male child 
(the war-god Rudra, Skanda, Karttikeya)’ -  as it is called in 
the title o f  Kalidasa’s celebrated poem — is one o f  the very 
oldest and most central myths in the entire Vedic and Hindu 
mythology. Its antiquity is demonstrated above all by its 
connection with the Seven Sages and their wives: these 
mythological figures can be traced back to Harappan seals and 
fireplaces, and they are centrally connected with the naksatra 
calendar and its creation c.2300 BC (§ 1 1.3). In the next chapter 
we shall deal with various aspects o f this myth.
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J  Evidence for Harappan
w o r s h i p  o f  t h e  g o d  Mu r u k u

1 3 . 1  M u ru k a n  a n d  th e  b a n g le  c u lt

I f  the H arappan language is Dravidian, the oldest available 
sources in Dravidian assume great importance in the study of 

the Indus texts. T h e  literature composed in South India two 
thousand years ago in Old T am il is the only source that will 
grant us glimpses into the religion and ideology that prevailed 
among Dravidian speakers before the language had been 
much contaminated with Indo-A ryan (§ 9.5).

T h e  principal native deity o f  the early Tam ils was a 
youthful god o f war and love, in many respects resembling the 
North Indian war-god Skanda (Vedic Rudra) and soon 
explicitly identified with him. T h is  god has various native 
Dravidian names; perhaps the most important o f them is 
M u r u k u  or (with the suffix -a'!}, the rational masculine marker) 
M u r u k a n ,  which means ‘youth, young man’ . T o  the present 
day, M urukan has remained the ‘national god’ o f the Tam ils; 
his names, including the Sanskrit synonyms, such as Skanda 
and Subrahmax:iya, figure most prom inently in the male 
proper names o f South India. Couples desiring the birth o f a 
male child often make a pilgrimage to a famous shrine o f 
M urukan and, after the birth, name their son after the god, 
who is usually depicted as a beautiful young boy.

In  S B  6 ,i ,3 ,i f f . ,  the newborn R ud ra is above all the crying 
infant (Sanskrit r u d -  means ‘to cry ’ ); in this connection Rudra 
is called in Sanskrit K u m i i r a ,  ‘young boy, young m an’, which 
remains one o f the principal names o f the war-god. In 
traditional Indian medicine, Ayurveda, Skanda is intimately 
connected with infants and human fertility (§§ 13 .4—5).

According to the ancient myth, the Pleiades (Sanskrit 
k r t t i k a h )  were the mothers o f Skanda, whose metronym 
therefore is K i i r t t i k e y a ;  in Old and M edieval Tam il, he is 
called a r u - m m  k i i t a l a ' ! }  ‘son o f the Pleiades’ . W e have seen that 
this myth is inextricably linked with the creation o f the Indian 
star calendar around the twenty-third century b c , which 
suggests a Harappan origin for it (§§ 1 1 .2 —3).
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Harappan worship o f  the god Muruku

F i g .  i j .i . An incised ‘miniature tablet’ from Harappa (H-306) 
with the Indus sign o f ‘intersecting circles’ . (a) Obverse. (b) 
Reverse.

It  therefore seems most likely that M urukal} and Rudra- 
Skanda are both descended from one o f the principal deities of 
the Proto-Dravidians, and that his name or names occur in the 

Indus inscriptions. But how to identify these names? The 
most reliable clue seems to be his association with the 
Pleiades, because the Pleiades can be spotted in the Indus 
texts: their Old T am il name a r u - m m  ‘ six-star’ corresponds to 
the sign sequence ‘6’ + ‘fish’ (§ 10.4). One o f  the many 

contexts where this sequence occurs is seal M -112  

V U - 0  "11 ^  U  Q  * ■ '  T h e first three signs o f this seal, 
possibly denoting an epithet, recur in this same order in just 
one other context, nam ely seal M-241 11 C0  V  Q  ^  (the
first sign has a variant form here). Because the two first signs 
both have a very low frequency, their co-occurrence makes 

the parallelism significant and suggests that the sign sequence 
II may be a name o f Skanda, because it corresponds to a 

sequence involving the name o f the Pleiades.
T h e  sign sequence 11 C0  occurs very  frequently in the 

Indus inscriptions (fig. 13 .1 ) ,  and some contexts strongly 
support the hypothesis that it refers to a deity. T h us the text 

11 (§) is repeated on several identical moulded tablets, 
probably amulets, whose reverse sides show an anthropo­
morphic deity sitting on a throne and surrounded by a 
kneeling worshipper and a snake on either side (fig. 13 .2). In  
South India, M urukal} is associated with the snake cult. In 
Tam il Nadu,

the serpent’s association with Subrahmanya is a strange one. It  is 
virtually ubiquitous; for at most shrines and temples o f Murukan 
serpent icons can be found at some point. The snake is also 
commonly depicted clutched in the talons of the peacock [which 
is Murukan’s vehicle]. Yet seldom is the snake shown on or near 
the person o f the god as is so common with both Siva and Visnu. 
And even more striking, there is a remarkable paucity of myths 
and even references to the snake in the officially recognized 
mythology o f the god. The snake’s significance seems to be more 
implicit than explicit. (Clothey 1978: 187).

Y e t  the devotees o f  M urukan may bring living snakes as 

offerings to their god with the ceremonial carrying pole 
( c a r p p a - k - k ä v a t i ) .  In  T am il Nadu, as everywhere in South 
India, women also walk round stone images o f snakes (often 
represented in the act o f copulation) in the hope o f getting a

(b)

F i g .  1 J . 2 .  (a) An Indus inscription containing the sign
sequence V  11 O J on the obverse of a moulded faience
tablet from Mohenjo-daro (M-453). (b) The reverse shows a deity 
sitting in a ‘yogic’ posture on a low throne, flanked by erect 
cobras and worshippers (one extending a vessel of offerings, one 
raising arms).

child. In Karnataka, Subrahm anya is directly identified with 
the snake and worshipped as such for getting offspring. T h e 
myth connected with this cult is known also in Kerala:

When Murukan imprisoned Brahma for the older god’s 
ignorance o f spirititual truth, Brahma cursed the playful child to 
become a snake. Unable to find their child anywhere Siva and 
Parvatl, as they continued their search, prayed and fasted that he 
be returned to them. Years passed; the world became darker and 
darker, and the gods more terrified. At last Siva learned from 
Brahma that Subrahmanya was a snake. Therewith Siva touched 
the head of the snake and Subrahmanya emerged from within its 
skin. Immediately, the world became light again and order was 
restored. (Clothey 1978: 187)

T h is  m yth may be compared with the conception o f the 

rising sun as a serpent that creeps upwards, found in Vedic 
texts (A B  7,20). Rudra-Skanda represents, among other 
things, the vernal and rising sun (§§ 1 1 .3 ; 13 .3 —5; 14.4).

Another Harappan tablet is inscribed with sim ply this sign 
sequence U  11 GD on both sides, one o f which shows in 
addition a row o f five swastikas facing alternate ways, the 
other a man in front o f a tiger (fig. 13 .3). In the Veda, the tiger 

is ‘the king o f the wild beasts’ (SB  12 ,7 ,1 ,8 ; A B  8 ,6,1), an 
epithet that connects it w ith Rudra (T S  4,5,3 e). T h e tiger 
symbolizes the king and the warrior (a war-chariot was 
covered with the tiger’s skin: J B  2 ,10 3), and is also identified 
with the F ire  (SB  3 ,1,3 ,2 8 ; T S  6,2,5,5), all o f which are 
associated with Rudra. In  classical Hinduism, the tiger is the
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Murukan and the bangle cult

(b)

Fig. 1 3 . 3 .  A  tablet from Harappa (H-182). (a) The obverse 
bears an Indus inscription consisting of the sign sequence 
V I I ®  and the motif o f ‘a man (drummer?) in front of a tiger’ . 
(b) The same text accompanies a row o f  swastikas on the reverse.

vehicle o f D urga, the virginal goddess o f victory, the female 
counterpart (Kum ârî) o f the war-god Rudra-Skanda 

(Kumara).
These considerations allow the hypothesis that the sign of 

‘ two intersecting circles’ , CJ), might express an ancient 

D ravidian name for Skanda, or part o f it. T h e  most obvious 
choice is his Old T am il name m u r u k u ,  which has cognates in 
many South and Central Dravidian languages, warranting its 
Proto-D ravidian origin and the meaning ‘young man’ 
(besides ‘young o f an animal’ ). Does this word have any 
ancient homophone, whose meaning could explain the form  of 

the pictogram involved?
T h ere  is , in  fact, an exact and ancient Dravidian 

homophone which provides an excellent rebus, namely 
* m u r u k u ,  meaning ‘ring ’ , a derivative o f the verbal root 
* m u r V  ‘to bend, to be bent, to twist’ ; the specific meanings 
‘ear-ring’ , ‘nose-ring’ and ‘bangle’ are variously attested in 

the South and Central Dravidian languages, from which this 
etymon is known. T h e  idea o f ‘ring’ , o f course, could be 

expressed by means o f a single circle, but this would remain 
slightly ambiguous, since it could be interpreted in various 
other ways as well. Ear-rings, however, are usually worn in 

pairs, one in each ear, and the Old T a m il epic Cilappatikaram, 
for instance, has a p a i r  o f anklets ( c i l a m p u )  as one o f  its central 

themes. Ear-rings and anklets occur regularly in both the 
Mahabharata and Old Tam il literature as accoutrements o f 
warriors, making them an appropriate symbol for Skanda as 

god o f war.
A  symbol identical with the H arappan pictogram of 

‘ intersecting circles’ is part o f the traditional repertory o f the 
notoriously conservative Lam aist art (fig. 13 .4), where it 
represents royal ear-rings. ,

B u t besides ‘ear-ring’ , the word m u r u k u  in Dravidian 
languages also denotes ‘arm-ring, bangle’ . T h at the sign o f

F i g .  1 3 . 4 .  ‘ Intersecting circles’ in traditional Lamaistic art: 
auspicious symbols representing the ear-rings of the king (a) and 
the queen (b). After Maydar 1981: 1 1 1 .

Fig. The Indus sign of ‘intersecting circles’ on a
Harappan stoneware bangle from Mohenjo-daro (M-1644).

‘two intersecting circles’ indeed means ‘bangle’ seems to be 
confirmed by the fact that it has a disproportionately high 
frequency on the 40 or more inscribed Harappan ‘stoneware’ 

bangles. Several o f these bangle inscriptions contain nothing 
but the sign o f ‘ two intersecting circles’ (fig. 13 .5). Recent 
work at M ohenjo-daro has revealed that they were 
manufactured by means o f  a highly sophisticated technique 
involving firing in saggars at a temperature o f I200°C . These 
very smooth, even, heavy bracelets, which ring like metal 
when they are struck, must have been highly prized, for the 

coated saggar jars have been carefully sealed to prevent their 
unauthorized opening. T h e  inscriptions have been traced on 
the bracelets with a very sharply pointed tool before firing.

I t  is not unusual that ancient inscriptions carved on various 
objects mention the name o f the object, though one would 
normally expect the name o f the owner to be added as a 
genitive attribute. On the other hand, objects are often
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F i g .  1 3 . 6 .  The signs o f ‘fireplace’ and ‘intersecting circles’ in 
the impression of a seal from Harappa (H-147).

inscribed when they are given as votive offerings. In  this 
context, therefore, the pictogram o f ‘two intersecting circles’ 
could be understood to denote the Dravidian word m u r u k u  

not only in the sense o f ‘bangle’ but also in the sense o f  a ‘boy 
child’ wished for by the donor o f the votive bangle. T h e  

homonymy would make a bangle an appropriate gift in 
sympathetic fertility magic. Can this hypothesis be further 
substantiated?

A  sign which consists o f ‘ three short strokes form ing a 

triangle’ , ,', is connected with the sign o f ‘ two intersecting 
circles’ , occurring almost exclusively in the frequently 
occurring sign sequence GD V (fig. 13.6). T h e  pictogram V 
might represent the ‘ fireplace consisting o f three stones placed 

in a triangle’ and its Proto-Dravidian name * c u l l V  /  * c i i l ,  

which also means ‘pregnancy, womb’ (§ 12 .1) . T h e  
interpretation o f the sign V as *cu llV  / * c i i l  ‘ fireplace / preg­

nancy, womb’ makes good sense, as the fireplace is conceived 
to be the womb o fth e  sun or the fire (§ 12 .1 ) ,  and Rudra (or 
Skanda) is said to be the son o fF ire  (Agni); Rudra is also often 
directly equated with the fire-god Agni in the Veda (e.g. S B  
6 ,1,3 ,10 ) . In  the R gveda (5 ,2 ,i-2 ; 10 ,79,3), A gn i is called 
k u m i i r a  ‘boy child’ . In  J}S  5,2,2, Agni is an ‘em bryo’ ( g a r b h a ) ,  

who is cherished by his mother in secret ( g u h i i ) ;  G u h a  ‘secret, 

hidden’ , is one o f Skanda’s later names. In  A S  5,25,7, Agni, 
the embryo, is asked to place an embryo in the womb.

On the other hand, it is a fact that the bangle has a strong 
association with pregnancy in many parts o f India (fig. 13 .7). 

During pregnancy and childbirth, the mother and baby are 
both in great danger o f being attacked by demons. In  Tam il 

Nadu, for example, in the fifth or seventh month after 
conception, the expectant mother is ritually ‘adorned with 
bangles and blessed by older women. T h e  bangles symbolize 
an enclosed circle ofprotection, containing the creative power 
within her.’ These bangles are called c i i l  k i i p p u ,  where the 
word ciil means ‘pregnancy’ and k i i p p u  means (primarily) 
‘protection’ and (secondarily) ‘bangle’ . T h e  Tam ils custo­
m arily provide the newborn baby, too, with bangles and 
anklets on the fifth, seventh or ninth day after its birth.

In many places in Indii\, ‘persons desirous o f  being rid of 
sins or sickness creep, or are passed, through [stones pierced 
by a hole] for that purpose’ (Hartland 1920: 865). Passing

4 A  4
*  4  4

I I I  , 1 ,
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Akhaj-ya Raura

F i g .  1 3 . 7 .  Gisèle Krauskopff's drawing o f a domestic sanctuary 
among the Tharu people o f Nepal. The pair of glass bangles (E), 
suspended from a nail driven into the silo wall, represents 
Curinya, the spirit o f a woman who died in childbed. She 
menaces children and pregnant women, and is therefore 
venerated in many Tharu houses. A fter Krauskopff 1989: 10 1, 
fig. 29.

through a hole naturally symbolizes birth and renewal. But 
people creep through perforated stones also in order to 
become pregnant or sexually potent (M eyer 1937: m , 17 1) . 

Likew ise, bangles and rings are connected with pregnancy not 
only as protective amulets but also as charms bringing about 
reproduction.

Frequently, the bangles are o f  green glass and are hung on 
a sacred tree. T h u s at Allahabad, near the tomb o f M usa 
Sohag is

a very old, large Champa tree ( M i c h e l i a  c h a m p a k a ) ,  the branches 
of which are hung with glass bangles. ‘Those anxious to have 
children come and offer the saint bangles, 7, 1 1 ,  13 , 2 1 , 29, or 126, 
according to their means and importunity. I f  the saint favours 
their wish, the Champa tree snatches up the bangles and wears 
them on its arms.’ (Crooke 1926: 417)

In Karnataka, green glass bangles are similarly offered to the 
goddess Ellamm a (a form o f Durga) by women wishing to 
become pregnant. In  two shrines at Vijayanagar, for instance, 
the bangles are inserted in sticks projecting from the walls o f 
the shrine just outside the g a r b h a g r , h a ,  or hung on the 
branches o f a tree standing in front o f the shrine.

T h is widespread folk custom m ay well go back to 
Harappan traditions, for green faience bangles are known also 
from the Indus Civilization. M oreover, the deity standing 
inside the fig tree in the famous seal from Mohenjo-daro (fig. 
14 .35) wears bangles on both arms. T h e seven anthropo­
morphic figures at the bottom o f this seal are likely to be 
female and to represent the ‘Seven M others’ (§§ 1 1 .3 ; 14 .3),
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F i g .  i j .8. A  sacred tree with railing, in a moulded tablet from 
Harappa (H-188).

famous as ambivalently child-granting and child-killing 
goddesses like their son Skanda (§ 13.5).

In  fact, whenever the Harappan deities are represented in 
an anthropomorphic form , they are usually shown wearing 
bangles. Often, although the deity is not actually within a tree, 
he or she can nevertheless be recognized as a tree spirit from 
the leafy branch worn in the horn crown. Som e o f the 

H arappan deities are clearly wearing fig leaves in their horn 
crowns (figs. 10 .10 ; 14 .16 ) , others the branches o f other trees 
(figs. 14 .24 -5), as do the tree spirits o f early historical India, 
usually called Yak!?a and (in feminine) Yak!?! or Yaksi1:1T. T h e  

fertility spirits, the Gandharvas and Apsarases, are associated 
with fig trees in the Veda (§ 14 .3). In  Bengal, the ‘forest’ form 

o f the goddess Sasthi, who presides over childbirth, is 
worshipped under the banyan fig in the form o f a cat made o f 
rice paste, and bangles made o f rice paste are presented to the 
cat.

T h e  bangles and leaf crowns, then, suggest that the 
H arappan deities were, among other things, tree spirits 
worshipped for offspring. Several tablets actually illustrate 
worshippers kneeling with an offering jar in their hands in 

front o f a tree (fig. 7. 12). Worship o f  trees, especially to obtain 
children, was an important part o f early Indian folk religion:

A t Savatthl, we are told, lived a householder named Great- 
Wealth, Maha-SuvaI.J.l).a. He was rich, possessed of great wealth, 
possessed of ample means o f enjoyment, but at the same time he 
was childless. One day, as he was on his way home from bathing 
at a g h a t ,  he saw by the roadside a large forest tree with spreading 
branches. Thought he, ‘This tree must be tenanted by a powerful 
tree-spirit.’ So he caused the ground under the tree to be cleared, 
the tree itself to be enclosed with a wall ( p ä k ä r a ) ,  and sand to be 
spread within the enclosure. And having decked the tree with 
flags and banners, he made the following vow: ‘ Should I obtain a 
son or a daughter, I will pay you great honor.’ Having done so, he

F i g .  J . 9 .  Worship of a sacred Bodhi tree. Vedika medallion 
from the Buddhist stupa of Bharhut, second century bc. The 
Indian Museum, Calcutta.

went on his way. (Dhammapada Atthakatha, trans. Burlingame 
19 21: I, 146, quoted from Coomaraswamy 1928: I, 22)

A  number o f  Indus tablets (fig. 13 .8  ) depict trees with 
railings ( p r i i k i i r a  or v e d i k a )  o f the kind mentioned in this story 
and illustrated in early Buddhist art (fig. 13.9). It is obvious 
that this tree cult has continued in an unbroken tradition in 
South Asia from Harappan times right to the present day.

T h e  tree spirits have been and continue to be among the 
principal divinities approached for getting children. T h e  fact 
that bangles are offered to them for this purpose strongly 
supports the interpretation that the sign o f ‘ two intersecting 
circles’ engraved on many Harappan bangles denotes the 

Dravidian word m u r u k u ,  which means both ‘bangle’ and ‘son, 
boy child’ , and is also the proper name o f the child-granting 

divinity and divine child.
In  seal M -1202, the sign o f ‘two intersecting circles’ starts 

the inscription and is followed by the sign ^  identified as 
depicting the five-striped palm squirrel in § 7.2 (fig. 7 .1 ). In 
Tam il, the striped palm squirrel is called a r z i l  or a r z i r  p i l l a i .  In
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the latter expression, the word p i l l a i  (which is o f Proto- 
D ravidian origin) means ‘child, infant, son, youth, lad, boy’ as 
well as ‘young o f mammals (excepting the dog), birds and 
trees’ , being used particularly o f animals living in trees. In  the 
case o f some sm all animals like the squirrel, parrot ( k i l t )  and 
mongoose ( k i r i ) ,  the word p i l l a i  is added to form an 
affectionate diminutive, and can also alone refer to the animal 
concerned; thus M a t u r a i - t  t a m i l  p e r  a k a r ä t i  (1956) records 

p i l l a i  in the meaning o f a n i l  ‘squirrel’ . T h is  usage goes back to 
Proto-Dravidian, for in the Parji language, p i r c a  (with r  from 
* ! )  means ‘squirrel’ and in the dialects o f Gondi, w a r c e  and 
v e r c e  ‘small striped squirrel’ . T h e  word p i l l a i  is similarly 
added to the various names o f the god M uruku to form 
affectionate variants that are popular as male proper names in 
Tam il: M u r u k u - p - p i l l a i ,  K a n t a - p - p i l l a i  (where K a n t a  is from 
Sanskrit S k a n d a ) ,  or V i l u - p - p i l l a i .  (The word p i l l a i ,  being 
synonymous with m u r u k u  ‘youth, young one’ , is also used 
alone, usually in the honorific p lural form P i l l a i y ä r ,  to denote 
the deity: the T a m i l  L e x i c o n  records it in the meanings 
Bhairava, Gal)esa and Skanda =  M u r u k a - k - k a t a v u l  ‘god 
M urukan’ .) T h e  whole inscription on one side o f tablet H -771 
consists o f  the sequence 11 W W , where I^ G D  appears to be a 
variant o f the plain ® ,  since the three signs correspond to the 
more common sequence 11 ClD. We can turn now to the sign 11 in 
this sequence, which at the beginning o f this section was 
assumed to relate to the god Skanda.

Harappan worship o f  the god Muruku ---------------------------------

13 .2  M u ru k a n ’s n a m e  an d  th e  p la n e t V en u s: a  case  
fo r  c ro ss-ch eck in g

A t the beginning o f the last section it was argued that the sign 
sequence 11 (§) is likely to be one o f the names o f  M urukal} in 
the Indus inscriptions. T h e  proposed interpretation for the 
sign f f i  as Dravidian m u r u k u  ‘ (pair of) ear-rings, bangles’ a n d  

‘young boy, youth, god M uruku’ (§ 1 3 . 1 )  could be further 
verified i f  we could interpret the sign 11 with which it 
apparently forms a compound. T h e  sign 11 offers the oppor­
tunity o f a double cross-check, for there can be little doubt 
that it also forms a compound with another sign for which we 
have a very probable reading; namely, it precedes the sign of 

‘plain fish’ in the frequently occurring sequence X  11.
How are we to read the pictogram consisting o f ‘ two long 

vertical strokes’? Such a simplified symbol can be pictorially 

interpreted in many different ways. Fo r example, it could be 
assumed to denote ‘ two’ , or ‘pair’ , or ‘path’ , or ‘parallel’ . In 
the absence o f any d u e  about the intended meaning, it would 
be difficult to decide which, i f  any, o f these possible 
interpretations is correct. However, the suggested readings 
for the signs o f ‘ two intersecting circles’ and ‘fish’ make it 
possible to approach the problem from an altogether different

angle. W e can scan through the various indexes to Old Tam il 

literature collecting ( 1 ) all actually attested composite names 
o f  the god M urukal} that start with the word m u r u k u - ,  and (2) 
all actually attested compounds denoting either stars or fish 
which end in the word - m i ' ! } .  We are looking for two 
compounds in which the missing part X  ( m u r u k u - X  and 
X - m i n )  is the same. I f  such a shared second member should be 
found in these two relatively limited groups o f compounds, 
the hypothesis can be tested by asking whether the meaning(s) 
o f that common second member w ill adequately explain the 
pictorial form o f the sign 11.

A  successful completion o f this and other similar tasks 
requires good lexicons. Fortunately, there is a comprehensive 
index to the words occurring in Old Tam il texts, 
supplemented by special vocabularies to individual texts. 
Beyond these, the T a m i l  L e x i c o n  in seven volumes is an 
indispensable tool that covers fairly well the voluminous 
medieval literature and the modern dialects; in addition, 
thanks to m y friends (see preface), I have had access to an 
unpublished index to the non-initially occurring m embers o f 
compounds in the T a m i l  L e x i c o n .

T o  start with the names o f  the Tam il war-god, the best 
m atch for the sequence is the compound m u r u k a - v e l  (in the 
colophon o f Paripatal 14 ; in the commentary on Pattinappalai 
158 ; in an anonymous medieval stanza quoted by M u. 
Irakavaiyankar as fragment 98 o f Peruntokai; and in 
Kantapuranam  1,16 ,6 ; 5,1,24). T h e component v e l

corresponding to the sign 11 occurs in the same position in 
several other names o f M urukal} as well: besides K a n t a - v e l  

(with K a n t a  from Sanskrit S k a n d a )  and K u m a r a - v e l  (where 
K u m a r a  corresponds to Sanskrit K u m ä r a  ‘youth, Sbanda’), 
M urukal} is often called C e - v - v e l  (e.g. in Paripatal), where the 

first word means ‘red ’ . V e l  also occurs alone, as the name o f 
M urukal} in Old T a m il (e.g. in Tirum urukarruppatai 273).

T h e  word v e l  in  M urukal}’s name can be explained in 
several ways. A  Proto-Dravidian etymon o f this shape 

meaning ‘chief, king, illustrious or great man, hero’ can be 
posited by comparing Tam il v i f  (pl. v e l i r ) ,  which has all these 

meanings, with N orth Dravidian (Kurukh) b e la s  ‘king, god’ ; 
this would suit well the god o f  war, but the reconstruction 
suffers from the word being attested in so few languages.

But M urukal} is not only the god o f  war in Old Tam il texts; 

he is connected with love and sex as well. V e l  in Old Tam il 
denotes both M urukal} and Kam a, the ancient H indu god o f 

sexual desire and lust. In  Kurincippättu 208—10, K ä m a - v e l  is 
an aspect o f M urukan presiding over the marriage. A  case can 
be made for the identity o f the god o f war and the god oflove  
(see also § 13 .5): Ishtar and D urga are examples o f divinities 
with exactly this kind o f double nature. T h e Atharvaveda 
speaks o f K am a as a crusher o f foes (A S 9,2) and refers to his 
weapons:
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The arrow, winged with longing, barbed with love, whose shaft is 
unswerving desire, with that, well-aimed, Kama shall pierce thee 
in the heart, in order that thou shalt be at my bidding, shalt follow 
my thought. (AS 3,25,2, trans. Bloomfield 1899: 70)

In  K am a’ s name (and according to K am il Zvelebil in 
M urukan’s name too), the word v ë l  means ‘desire’; the 
corresponding verb, v e f  ‘to desire, want, wish, ask, beg, 

require’ , belongs to the most basic Proto-Dravidian 
vocabulary, being much used as an auxiliary (‘be required or 

necessary, m ust’). A  homophonous verb v e l  ‘to offer sacrifices 
in fire, to worship (god), to m arry’ in South D ravidian and 
T elu gu  is likely to be derived from it, and the ultimate 
etymology may be Proto-Dravidian v ë  ‘ to burn, to be hot, to 

glow, also with anger or desire’ . These connotations agree 
very well with M urukan as the wrathful ( c i n a - m i k u )  god of 
war and as the god o f love and marriage.

From  M urukan’s name we can now turn to astronomical 
terms. T h e word for ‘white’ that has the widest distribution in 
the Dravidian language family is v e l ,  a close homophone of 

M urukan’s name V e l .  T h e compound v e t J - m i n  ( < v e l  +  m i n )  

‘white (or bright) star’ is known from  Old T am il as the name 
o f the planet Venus, that brightest star o f the morning and 

evening sky; and the noun v e l l i ,  derived from the same verbal 
root v e l  ‘to be(come) white or bright’ , denotes ‘the planet 
Venus’ in a number o f Dravidian languages; v e l l i - m m  ‘V enus’ 
is also known from  Tam il.

N ow  that the phonetic shape v e l  /  v e l  has emerged as the 
shared component X  in the compounds M u r u k u - X  and 
X - m i n  that we set out to find, the next question is whether this 

intended meaning enables us to retrieve the rebus and 
understand the pictorial meaning o f the sign 11. There is in fact 
a Proto-Dravidian homophone, v e l i  ‘enclosed or intervening 
space, open or public space, outside’ , whose meaning could 
conceivably be expressed pictorially by ‘two long vertical 
strokes’ , especially in the light o f the ligature o f the signs 11 +

(§ 5.2), 11:1, where a ‘m an’ is placed in the space between the 
two long vertical strokes (cf. Tam il v ë l - a l a t J  | v ë l v i - y - â l a t J  

‘munificent person, sacrificer’ , and fig. 7 .12).
T h e semantics o f  the word v e l l i  offer yet another possibility 

of cross-checking this interpretation o f the sign 11. In  T am il, at 

least, v e l l i  is used not only in the meaning o f ‘ the planet 
Venus’ , but in the general meaning o f ‘star’ as well, e.g. in the 
following sentences:

i r a v i l  v ä m t t i l  v e l l i k a l  k ä r n p p a t u m :  ‘ In the night, stars are seen in 
the sky.’ Qotimuttu 1965: 184)

v ä n a t t i l  u l l a  v e l l i y a i  k a t J a k k i t a  m u t i y u m ä ? ‘ Is it possible to count 
the stars in the sky?’ ( T L )

T h e first two renderings fpr ‘star’ in Chidambaranatha 
Chettiar’s E n g l i s h - T a m i l  d i c t i o n a r y  (1965: 993b) are v i n - m m  

and v d n - v e l l i  (both v i1 J  and v a n  mean ‘sky’: these attributes are

added to avoid confusion with the homonym m i n  ‘fish’; 
§ 10 .1) . T h e word v e l l i  is found in this meaning even in 

compounds, as a synonym  of m i n .  Thus both v i t i - v e l l i  and 
v i t i - m m  are used in T am il with the meaning ‘the star o f the 
dawn, Venus’ ( v e t i  /  v i t i  means ‘to dawn, break as the day’). In 
view o f this double meaning o f the word v e l l i ,  it is striking that 
the sign 11 is used in the Indus script not only as an a t t r i b u t e  of 
the ‘fish’ pictogram (in the compound read above as v e l + m i n  

‘white star’ =  ‘Venus’) but also as its s y n o n y m .

T h e sign 11 is attested as a synonym of the plain ‘fish’ sign in 

the following pair o f inscriptions:

M -172 'f ' ;ni 1 O (fig. 13 .10 )
h -6 H D I II □  (fig. 1 3 . 1 1 )

F i g .  1 3 . 1 0 .  The sign sequence ‘fig tree’ +  ‘fish’ in an 
impression of an Indus seal from Mohenjo-daro (M-172). After 
Marshall 1931a: m  pl. 106, 71.

F i g .  1 3 . 1 1 .  The sign sequence ‘fig tree’ +  ‘two long vertical 
strokes’ in an impression of a seal from Harappa (h - 6 ) .
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T h e two signs, the plain ‘fish’ and 11, both occur as the second 
member of a compound sharing one and the same grapheme 
as its first member. Identity o f meaning is suggested by the 
fact that both compounds are embedded in the same context, 
which includes the preceding as well as the following sign. 
T h e matter is complicated by the fact that all three identical 
graphemes in this continuous sequence o f four signs are 

represented by variant forms (allographs) in the two 

inscriptions:

=  □ ,  =  W , and =  j_  •

Evidence supporting the equation o f these three sign pairs as 

allographs cannot be presented here, but it can be checked by 
consulting a concordance to the Indus inscriptions 
(Koskenniem i and Parpola 1982: 84-6 , 7 2 -3 , 185-67).

In §§ 13 .4 -5  and 14 . 1 ,  w e shall attempt aninterpretation o f 
the sign which forms the first m em ber in these two 
compounds ending in I I and ‘fish ’ . T h is  sign, which appears to 
depict ‘a fig tree’ (§§ 13 .4  and 14 .1) , has in  fact even more 

graphic variants than the ones we have discussed. In  addition, 
it seems to form part o f the ligature “W ". We shall start with 
this ligature in § 13 .4 , because it is used in semantically 
revealing contexts. But before that, it is necessary to discuss 
the other component o f this ligature, namely, the sign c ( .

13 .3  T h e  ‘se iz e r ’

T h e hypothesis that the ‘fish’ signs symbolize Harappan 
deities in their astral aspect is supported by another very 
common sign, whose shape is not that of a fish. It occurs more 
than 125  times in the Indus texts, often immediately before or 
after the ‘fish’ signs (or compound-like sequences ending in 
the plain ‘fish’ sign). T h e variant forms o f this pictogram 
suggest that it represents a ‘crab’ , which is sometimes shown 

as having feet, but which mostly consists o f nothing but the 
body and the claws;

^  O :  <

That the signs with feet really are allographs o f those without 

feet is indicated by the presence o f this . variation in ligatures 
where the ‘crab’ sign is placed inside a sign depicting a ‘fig 
tree’ (§§ 13 .3 - 14 .  1 ): the identity o f these ligatures and 
‘W  is suggested by the fact that the two following signs are 
identical in the two inscriptions, one from Lothal, the other 
from Harappa (fig. 13 .12 ) .

T h e claws are clearly emphasized in the ‘crab’ sign. It is, 
therefore, quite feasible that it expresses the concept of 
‘grasping’ or ‘seizing’ . ‘C rab ’ with its ‘claws’ would be a 
perfect symbol for this concept, because ‘ grasping’ is 
consistently associated with the crab in Indian folklore. In the 
Buddhist Baka-Jataka a crab addresses a crane that has 

promised to carry it away from a dried-up pond:

Harappan worship o f the god Muruku ----------------------------------

F i g .  1 3 . 1 2 .  The ligature composed of the ‘fig tree’ and ‘ crab’ 
signs in two variant forms, occurring in texts with parallel 
sequences: (a) impression of a seal from Harappa (H-598); (b) 
impression of a seal from Lothal (l - i i  ).

‘Y ou ’d never be able to hold me tight enough, friend crane; 
whereas we crabs have got an astonishingly tight grip [the Pali 
word used in the original is s u - g a h a r z a m ,  corresponding to 
Sanskrit s u - g r a h a r z a m ] . . .  ’ With his claws the crab gripped hold 
o f the crane’s neck as with the pincers of a smith. (trans. R. 
Chalmers, in Cowell 1895: 1, 97).

T h e  same comparison is found in the Kakkata-Jataka, where a 
giant crab catches an elephant’s foot ‘tight in his claw, like a 
smith seizes a lump o f iron in a huge pair o f tongs’ . Likewise, a 
proverb quoted in the Pancatantra ( i , io ) says that ‘the crab 

has just one grip ( k a r k a f a s y a  . . .  e k o  g r a h a h )’ , i.e. it will never 
let go what it has once grasped. This concept appears to be 
pan-Indian, for the Old Tam il text Perumpânârruppatai 
(verses 206-8) also compares the claws o f the crab to the 
pincers o f the blacksmith. T h e verbal root k o l  ‘to seize, grasp, 
take’ is in O ld T am il texts used o f the crab’s ‘seizing’ with its 
claws (Narrinai 35; Airikurunüru 27).
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The name o f Rudra

T h e planets are firmly believed to ‘seize’ people and afflict 
them with ills. In  his ‘Adventures o f the ten princes’ (c . ad 
700), Da1J<:lin speaks o f the ‘terrifying stars and planets’ 

( c a n d a - t ä r ä - g r a h ä h ) ,  which the m agicians try to control with 
magical diagrams and other means. Abbe J .  A. Dubois, for 40 
years a keen observer o f the H i n d u  m a n n e r s ,  c u s to m s  a n d  

c e r e m o n ie s  in the eighteenth century, relates in detail on the 
role o f the planets in incantations:

Brahma, Vishnu and Siva themselves are subject to the 
commands o f the magicians. There are, however, certain 
divinities who are invoked by preference. Among these the 
planets occupy the first place. The term g r a h a ,  by which they are 
designated, signifies the a c t  o f  s e iz in g , that is, o f laying hold of 
those whom they are enjoined by the magical enchantments to 
torment . . .  The magician sometimes repeats . . .  mantrams in a 
humble and supplicatory manner, loading with praises the god 
whom he invokes; but he quickly resumes his imperious tone, 
and exclaims as though in a vehement rage, ‘Grasp it! Grasp it!’
. . . No sooner is this done that the g r a h a s  or planets take 
possession of the person against whom such incantations are 
directed, and afflict him with a thousand ills. (Dubois 1906: 

3 8 7 ff.)

Because the contexts — vicinity o f the ‘fish’ signs assumed to 

denote stars and planets — would suit well the meaning 
‘planet’, the ‘crab’ sign may stand for Proto-Dravidian k ö l  

‘ seizure’ , in T am il also ‘planet’ , from  the verbal root k o l  ‘ to 
seize’ . T h e  Sanskrit word g r a h a ,  from  the verbal root g r a h -  

< g r a b h -  ‘to grab, seize’ , has exactly the same meanings, 
‘ seizure’ as well as ‘planet’ . Since there is d ear evidence for 

the practice o f astronom y by the Harappans, w hile experts 
have debated whether the Vedic Aryans knew the planets at 
all, and since the related Indo-European languages do not 
have a noun meaning ‘planet’ derived from  this verbal root, 
Sanskrit g r a h a  is more likely to be a translation loan from  

D ravidian than k ö l  is to be a calque on Sanskrit g r a h a .  It  is 
true that on the Dravidian side the m eaning ‘planet’ for k ö l  is 
known from  T am il only, but this is not surprising, as Sanskrit 

astro wm ical terms have almost everywhere in India replaced 
the original native terms in non-Aryan languages.

T h e  word k ö l  ‘planet’ is, however, already found in the 
oldest literature in Old Tam il dating from  the beginning o f 

the Christian era. Here it refers to eclipse demons. Thus 
Purananuru 260 speaks o f ‘the fe ll moon that has escaped the 
sharp teeth o f the snake ( p i i m p u )  that had coiled in order to 
make the world to suffer, after it had let go its seizure ( k ö l ) ’ . 

T h e oldest certain occurrence o f  the Sanskrit word g r a h a i n  an 
astral sense is in the Atharvaveda (19,9 ,7 and io ), which prays 
for the appeasement o f ‘seizers,wandering in the sky’ ( d i v t c a r a  

g r a h a h )  [Sayana’s commentar^: M ars etc.] and o f ‘ lunar and 
solar seizures ( g r a h a h )  by R âh u ’. T h e  eclipse demon’s name 
R ä h ü -  appears to be a synonym o f the word g r a h a ,  for it is

most probably derived from  * r ä b h u - ,  from  the root r a b h -  ‘to 
take hold of, grasp’ . Eclipse demons m ay be meant also in 
JU B  3 , i , i , i f f . ;  Kausikasiitra 99,1 discusses the occasion 
‘when the darkness grasps ( g r h m t i )  the sun’. T h e first really 
unambiguous reference for the word g r a h a  in the meaning 
‘planet’ is in the M aiträyam  Upanisad (§ i i . i ) .

Instead o f  k ö l  ‘planet’ , a synonymous compound, k ö ' l } - m m  

(with / changed into 'I} before the following m )  ‘seizing star’ , is 
used in the Old Tam il text Cirupânârruppatai (242—4): ‘In  
golden plates, that ridicule the young-rayed (morning) sun 
surrounded by the seizing stars in the bright sky, he will serve 
the many dishes suited to your taste.’ Another Old Tam il text, 
Purananiiru, also compares a golden vessel to a ‘seizing star’ 
(392 ,17  k ö r t m m a n r n  p o l a n  k a l a t  t a l a i i ) .  Pattinappâlai 67—8 

speaks o f the wrestling-grounds where fishermen mingle in 
fight, ‘as in the dark-blue sky the seizing stars which mingle 
with the day-stars that turn to the right when they rise’ . In 
this text, k ö 'l } - m i'" n  is contrasted with n ä ' l } - m m  ‘calendrical fixed 
star’ ; the first member in the latter compound is wii/ ‘day, early 
dawn, tomorrow’, each day o f the month being calendrically 
defined by a fixed star (§ 11 .2 ) . It  is remarkable that not only 
does the sign combination ‘crab’ +  ‘fish’ (corresponding to the 
Tam il compound k ö n - m i n )  occur three times in the Indus 
inscriptions, but the identity o f the following sequence in two 
parallel inscriptions suggests that this combination, ‘crab’ +  

‘fish’ , is actually synonymous with the plain ‘crab’ sign, as is 
Tam il k ö l  with k ö ' l } - m m :

M-387 I^ III V  V 9 
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13 .4  T h e  n a m e  o f  R u d ra

T h e interpretation o f the ‘crab’ sign can be further checked by 
examining the ligature mentioned at the end o f § 13 .2 , 
where it forms one o f the two components. One particular 
context in which this ligature occurs, in the copper tablets o f 
M ohenjo-daro, is exceptionally favourable for establishing its 
intended meaning. It  is among the few Indus signs for which 
the copper tablets function as ‘sem i-bilinguals’ , mediating the 
meaning o f these signs visually, through an iconographic 
image.

W e have seen in § 7.3 that the copper tablets constitute a 

rare category o f objects with a clear interdependence between 
the inscription on the obverse and the iconographic m otif on 
the reverse. T h is  is certified by the existence o f numerous 
duplicates, form ing sets o f identical tablets. In  some sets, an 
isolated ligature on the reverse has the same inscription on the 
obverse as an iconographic m otifin  another set. Th is seems to 
mean that the ligature stands for the name o f the deity or
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mythological hero depicted pictorially through the icono­
graphie m otif (fig. 7 .14).

Th us an identical inscription on the obverse side o f two sets 
o f copper tablets equates the ligature with a male figure 
armed with bow and arrows, anthropomorphic apart from 
having a bull’s horns and tail, and with long eyes (fig. 13 .13 ) . 
A  male deity having similar long eyes and bull’s horns, but a 
goat’s beard in addition, is known from several terracotta 
masks and terracotta statuettes (fig. 13 .14 ) . T h e  Harappan art 
depicts also the markhor (wild mountain goat) with a human 
face which has similar long eyes and a goat’s beard (fig. 14.35).

A s we have seen, the ligature has variant form s, showing 
the ‘crab’ sign with or without ‘legs’ (fig. 13 .12 ) . T h e  other 
component o f the ligature is a sign which also has several 
allographs in the Indus texts (fig. 13 .15 ) . Comparison with a 
m otif occurring on Early, M ature and Late Harappan painted 
pottery from various parts o f the Greater Indus Valley (fig. 
13 .16 )  suggests that this pictogram represents a fig tree, either 
the pipal ( F i c u s  r e l i g i o s a )  or the banyan ( F i c u s  i n d i c a  =  F i c u s  

b e n g a le n s i s ) .  Except when it is combined with the ‘crab’ sign, 
the tree is shown as three-branched on a single stem, just as in 
the pottery motif. In the seals depicted in fig. 13 .12 ,  one o f the 
threebranches o f the ‘fig tree’ sign has been left out in order to 
accommodate the ‘ crab’ sign inserted in the middle, but the 
rem aining two branches end in the fig leaf, just as on the 
painted pots. In  the other variants the branches seem to 
produce either figs or hanging aerial roots (figs. 14 .1—2) or 
both; for the schematic representation o f the air roots, 
compare the hatchings on both sides o f the middlemost 
branch o f the fig tree on a pot coming from N ausharo ID  (fig. 
13 .16 e). T h e  ‘ fruit’ variants come close to the ‘fig’ ideograms 
in the Cretan hieroglyphic and Linear B  scripts ( V ,  *)?).

I f  the ‘ crab’ sign in  this ligature is assumed to function as a 
phonetic determinative, then the combination o f the ‘crab’ 
and ‘fig ’ signs into one ligature produces a satisfying 
explanation from the vocabulary o f the Dravidian languages. 
In§ 13 .3 , the ‘ crab’ sign was read as kö/ ‘ seizer, planet’ . A  close 
homophone with an eminently suitable meaning is kö/i 
‘banyan, pipal, all kinds of fig trees which bear fruit without 
outwardly blossoming, epidendron, grasping plant (some figs 
are o f this nature)’ . Th is word is found already in Old Tam il 
(Pui:am 58,2; 254,7), and it has cognates in other South 
Dravidian languages and Tulu . T h e  meaning ‘grasping plant’ 
suggests that it is a derivative o f the Proto-Dravidian root k o l  

‘ to grasp, seize’ .
But w e still have to explain how the word köÄ can be 

connected with the Harappan archer-god depicted on the 
copper tablets. In the Rgvedic hymns and especially in the 
Brahmana texts, the go^ Rudra is described as a cruel hunter 
and raider, who with the bow, his characteristic weapon, 
shoots arrows at cattle and people, arrows which are also

7 < x
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F i g .  i j .i j . The ligature of ‘fig tree’ +  ‘ crab’ signs correspond­
ing to the motif of ‘horned archer’ in two sets of copper tablets 
from Mohenjo-daro (cf. § 7.3 and fig. 7.14).

metaphorically understood to mean fever and disease (RS 
2 ,3 3 , in - i i ;  5 ,4 2 ,1 1 ;  10 ,12 5 ,6 ; SB  9, i , i ,6 and 14). T he 
number . o f Rgvedic hymns addressed to Rudra, praying him 
to desist from shooting, is small in the light o f his importance 
in the following period, and this has generally been taken as an 
indication o f his intrusion into the Vedic pantheon at a late 
stage and thus o f his pre-Rgvedic Indian origin. Rudra is the 
Vedic predecessor o f the H indu god Siva (the adjective s i v a  

‘kind’ being a euphemistic attribute ofR ud ra in the Veda) and 
also o f S iva ’s ‘ son’ (i.e. youthful aspect), the Hindu war-god 
Skanda. As an archer, Rudra appears as the punisher o f his 
incestuous father Prajapati in the famous myth o f his own 
birth, which is associated with the origins o f the Indian star 
calendar and datable to the third millennium bc (§§ i i .3; 12 .2 ;
14.4). There are some distinctive features in the m ythology o f 
Rudra that compare closely with concepts implied by the 
Dravidian words kö.f and k o l i  and their close homophones.

In  the first place, Siva is often called H a r a  ‘seizer, taker, 
robber’ , and this name is used already o f his Vedic 
predecessor Rudra (Äsvaläyana-Grhyasütra 4,8,19), and, 
even as early as Katha-Sarhhita (8,2), of Agni, the god o f fire, 
who is often identified with Rudra (e.g. R S  2 ,1 ,2 ; T S  5,5,7). 
In  fact, from the later Vedic texts it is evident that Rudra was 
the prototypal robber and raider (VS 16 ,20-2), just as Skanda 
or Kum ara in Hinduism  is not only the divine leader o f the 
arm y but also the god o f  thieves and robbers (e.g. Siidraka’ s 

Mrcchakatika 3 , 1 3 —15). This sense is implied in the meaning 
of ‘grasping epiphytic fig’ for kö/i, which strangles its host 
trees, and especially in the word kö! ‘ seizure, taking, pillage, 
plunder, robbery’ and the Proto-Dravidian verbal root from 
which it is derived, k o l  ‘to seize, take, rob’ . A  Proto-Dravidian 
verbal root fully homophonous with (and possibly also 
derived from) this, k o l ,  means ‘to strike, hurt, hit, beat, shoot 
with bow, kill’ , and its derivative kö/ means ‘killing, murder, 
hitting, wound, damage’ .
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The name o f Rudra

F i g .  1 3 . 1 4 .  A  Harappan male deity whose human face has elongated eyes, horns of a bull and a goat’s beard: (a-c) three views of a 
terracotta mask from Mohenjo-daro (dk 13013).

Secondly, in  South Dravidian, T u lu  and Telugu the word 
* k ö l  denotes ‘sound o f howling, lamenting, wailing, loud 
outcry’ . T h is reminds one o f the numerous passages in the 
Vedic texts where R udra’s name is associated with the 
Sanskrit root rud- ‘to cry, weep, lament’ (SB 6 ,1,3 ,7h ; 9, i , i ,6; 

1 1 ,6 ,3 ,7 ; T S  i ,5 , i , i ; M S  4,2,12). A  unique passage in the 
Vädhülasütra (3,94) dealing with horse sacrifice suggests that 
Rudra, or Kum ara ‘young man, boy’ , as he is also called, was 
the Indian counterpart o f the N ear Eastern Tam m uz, the 
youthful husband o f the Goddess, whose death was greatly 

lamented: his human representative was sacrificially
beheaded (Parpola 1983: 52fr).

There must have been some such deep religious reason to 
stress R udra’s association with ‘crying, lamenting’ , since it 
has apparently led to such an ‘etymological’ change in his 
name as this. T h e desire to link R u d r a  with the verb rud- and 
possibly the analogy o f another god’s name, Indra, which ends 
in - d r a ,  would satisfactorily explain the irregular disaspiration 
(d <  dh) that may be assumed to have taken place in his name. 
There is every reason to believe that Rudra’s name originally 
was * R u d h r a ,  an Indo-European word meaning ‘red ’ (cf. 
Greek e - r u t h r o s  ‘red’ and Sanskrit r u d h i r a  ‘red; blood’ ). A  
number o f different epithets all meaning ‘red, reddish brown’ 
( a r u s a ,  b a b h r u ,  b a b h l u s a ,  t i i m r a ,  a r u t z a ,  v i l o h i t a )  are applied to 
Rudra in the :ij._gveda (e.g. 1* 114 ,5 ; 2 ,33 ,5  and 9) and later 
Vedic texts (e.g. V S  16,7). N ot only is Rudra associated with 
blood (which he sheds as the god o f war; see also § 13 .5 ), but he

is also frequently identified with fire, and said to shine like the 

sun or gold ("ij.S 1,43,5).
T he counterpart ofRudra-Skanda in  Old Tam il texts is the 

youthful war-god M urukan, who is likewise connected with 
the colour red. M urukan’s complexion and garments are red. 
As the god o f the hunting hillmen,

Murukan is also typically associated with the colours of the hills, 
especially with the red colour of the foliage; he is compared to the 
sun rising above the hills and setting beyond the mountains. His 
weaponry drips blood; Murukan’s elephant has tusks covered 
with blood; his cock is red; the blood o f the ram ( k a t a )  used in the 
sacrifice is red. The blossoms of the k a t a m p u  tree ( N a u c l e a  

c a d a m b a )  which he wears as his garland, are red. His earliest 
names -  CevveJ, Ceyyon, Cevvel -  all contain the [word] ‘red’ . 
(Zvelebil 1977b: 232)
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F i g .  1 3 . 1 5 .  Allographs of the Indus sign representing a three- 
branched ‘fig tree’ and of its ligature with the ‘crab’ sign, where 
the middlemost branch has been omitted to accommodate the 
inserted ‘crab’ sign.
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F i g .  1 3 . 1 6 .  ■ ‘Three-branched fig tree with a single stem’ as a motif on Early, Mature and Late Harappan pottery.
(a-c) Mundigak IV ,1, eastern Afghanistan, r.2600 bc. After Casal 1961: 11, fig. 64, nos. 167 (a), 169 (b), 17 1 (c).
(d) Rahman Dheri III (late Kot Diji period), r.2600-2300 bc . After Durrani and Wright 1992: 15 1 , fig. 2b.
(e) Nausharo ID , transitional phase between the Early and Mature Harappan periods, r.2600-2550 bc. Goblet painted in black on a red 
slip from structure II. Locus 3. After Samzun 1992: 250, fig. 29.4 no. 2.
(t) Amri IIIA , Sind, early phase o f  Mature Harappan, r.2500-2300 b c . After Casal 1964: 11, fig. 78: 338.
(g) Cemetery R 37  atHarappa, Punjab. Mature Harappan period, second half ofthe third millennium b c . Drawn by VH A after Wheeler 
1947a: pl. 46: 6; cf. Wheeler 1947a: 107.
(h) BIr-kot-ghwal).Q.ai, Swat Valley, northern Pakistan. Late Harappan black-on-red pottery from the latter half of the Ghalegay IV 
period (r.1700-1400 bc) . After a drawing of Giorgio Stacul.
(i) Late Harappan Cemetery H pottery from Harappa, Punjab. Drawn after Tyulyaev 1988: 55, fig. 47.
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The goat-faced god

In Tam il, M urukan’s names G e y ,  C e y o ! l ,  C e y y i i n , 

C e y y a v a ! l ,  all derived from Proto-Dravidian * k e -  /  * k e -  ‘red ’ , 
also means ‘young son, child ’, since the infant is conceived to 
be red in colour. Red is often said to be the colour o f the 
newborn baby in the M ahabharata, too, also specifically in 
connection with the newborn baby Skanda (3 ,22 4 ,14 316 -8 ). 
In  SB  6 ,1 ,3 ,1 fr  Rudra is a crying ( r u d - )  baby ( k u m ä r a ) ;  and in 
traditional medicine, Skanda is the principal disease demon 
( g r a h a )  attacking the newborn baby and thirsting for its blood. 
Skanda is also associated with blood as the presiding deity o f 
the red planet M ars, one name o f which is R u d h i r a :  this 
Sanskrit word means ‘red’ as well as ‘blood’ .

According to the Aitareya-Brahm ana (7 ,13 fr ) , K in g  
Hariscandra (‘yellow moon’) had a thousand wives (i.e. the 
stars), but could not get a son. On the advice o f sage Narada, 
Hariscandra had recourse to K in g  Varu.Qa, asked for the birth 
o f a son, and promised to sacrifice him to Varu.Qa. T h e  boy, 
called R o h i t a  ‘red ’ , was demanded by Varu.Qa after his birth, 

but the father got the sacrifice postponed until Rohita was 16 
years old and fit to bear arms. A t this point, however, Rohita 

refused to become the victim, took his bow and disappeared 
into the forest.

In  this myth Rohita was to be sacrificed as a human victim 
at I 6, the age o f initiation for young soldiers and the age o f the 
war-god Skanda, the ‘eternal youth’ . L ike the lamented young 
bard o f the horse sacrifice mentioned above, he appears to 

impersonate the Vedic war-god Rudra. T his is suggested also 
by his name. T h e  13  th book o f the Atharvaveda extols Rohita 
as the red god o f the rising ( r u h - )  sun: ‘Rohita has climbed the 
heights, he has ascended them’ (A S 13 ,1,4 ). Rohita is the god 
o f war, for he ‘conquers wealth, conquers cattle, and conquers 

booty ’ (A S i 3 , i ,3 7 )-

13.5 T h e  g o a t- fa c e d  god

We m ust exam ine the m ythology o fR u d ra  and Skanda a little 
farther in order to explain the goat’s beard worn by his 
assumed predecessor in the Harappan terracotta masks and 
statuettes (fig. 13 .14 ) . T h is male god also has the same 
elongated eyes as the archer-god o f the copper tablets (fig. 
13 .13 )  and the human-faced markhor in the ‘fig deity’ seal (fig. 
14.35). As we shall see, this goat-faced god is intimately 
associated with the fig tree, as implied by the sign =  k o l i  

‘grasping fig ’, which has been interpreted as standing for his 
name and as corresponding to Rudra in § 1 3 +

In  the Vedic texts, Rudra is  often directly identified with 
Agni, the god o f fire, whose animal form is the goat and its 
wild counterpart, the markhor (AS 4 ,14 ,1 ; 9,5,7 and 9; V S  
13 ,5 1) . In  post-Vedic texts, too, A gni’s vehicle is the goat 
(e.g. Matsya-Pura.Qa 2 6 0 ,11)  or the ram (Skanda-Purana 
1 ,2 ,16 ,5 3 fr) , while R udra’s successor in H indu mythology,

Skanda, is said to have as one o f  his six heads that o f the goat 
(Mahabharata 3 ,2 17 ,12 ) . A  special goat-faced form or ‘son’ o f 
Skanda is the young hero ViSakha, ‘branched’, born from the 
right side o f Skanda, where Indra had hurled his thunderbolt. 

In  Tantrakhyayika 1,44 it is asked: ‘Do the pious not worship 
Vis.Qu in the shape o f a boar . . .  and the six-headed (Skanda) in 
the shape o f the goat?’

R udra’s doublet Rohita, the red rising sun, is also called 
‘the one-footed goat’ ( a j a  e k a p i i d )  (A S 13 ,1 ,6 )  who ‘has risen 
in the east’ (T B  3 , i ,2,8). T h e red-coloured, youthful and 
beautiful Skanda is directly compared with the red rising sun 
(e.g. M ahabharata 3 ,2 14 ,19 ). Sunrise and sunset are critical 
moments o f liminality, open to attacks by demonic forces. 
T h e  Sanskrit word for ‘the ray o f sun’ , r a s m i , primarily means 

‘rope’ . According to S B  4 ,6 ,5 ,1fr , the rising and setting sun is 
a disease demon, which seizes beings:

Now the Seizer ( g r a h a ) . ,  forsooth, is he that burns yonder, since 
by him all these creatures are seized ( g r h i t ä h ) .  Hence they say . . .  
‘They walk, seized by the grahas.’ He approaches either the rising 
or the setting sun, thinking, ‘Thou art the seizer, seize thou N .N . 
by such and such a disease!’ (naming) him whom he hates.

T h e term g r a h a  ‘seizer’ is used in its sense o f ‘the planets’ , 

specifically o f  the two most ominous planets, M ars and 
Saturn, which are thought to be demoniac gods, attacking 
people and ‘seizing’ them with invisible nooses o f illness. The 
planets are usually referred to as a group o f ‘nine seizers’ 
( n a v a - g r a h a )  (§ 1 1 . 1 ) .  In  classical Indian medicine, there is a 
group o f nine demons o f sickness, also called ‘nine seizers’ 
( n a v a - g r a h a ) ,  which attack newborn babies and their 
mothers, but i f  properly propitiated and worshipped, protect 
them and also grant children.

M ost dangerous among these godlings, all o f them clearly 
multiforms o f one and the same deity, is S k a n d a - g r a h a ,  who 
sucks the blood o f the infants.' There can be little doubt about 
the identity o f Skanda-graha with the red planet M ars, who is 
presided over by Skanda, and who is called, among other 
names, Rudhira ‘red ’ (also ‘blood’ ). We have seen that Rudra, 
too, was feared for his fiery arrows that caused fever, and that 
blood is associated with Rudra. And the Vedic texts dealing 
with the birth rituals already prescribe fumigation and 
formulae for averting the attacks o f demons on children; the 
long list o f their names in P G S  1 ,16 ,2 3 -5  includes that o f 
K u m i i r a  ‘young boy, infant’, which is one o f the important 
names o f Rudra and Skanda (cf. also H G S  2 ,1 ,3 4 - 7 ) .

SuSruta-SariJ.hita, one o f  the basic works on Indian 
medicine, confirms the identity o f  the disease demon Skanda 
with the war-god Skanda in chapter 6,37 dealing with the 
origin o f ‘ the nine presiding deities, namely, Skanda and 
others, o f the nine diseases o f infant life ’ . T h ey are said to be 
all ‘possessed o f ethereal frames and divine effulgence’, and 
created together with the war-god Skanda:
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F i g .  1 3 . 1 7 .  The goat-headed fertility-god Naigamesa is illustrated more than a dozen times in the early Jaina art of Mathura, Uttar 
Pradesh, c. ad 100. This relief, found on a railing fragment from the Vodva stupa at the Kankâlï TTia site, is the most notable example. 
‘Lord Nemei?a’ ( b h a g a v i i  n e m e s o ) ,  called so in the inscription beneath the deity, is shown enthroned and flanked by child and female 
attendants. Red sandstone, 25 x  55 cm. Lucknow Museum (j  626).

They were created by the gods Agni, Mahädeva (Siva) and the 
goddesses Krttikä and Uma for guarding the new-born Guha 
(i.e. Rudra-Skanda) . . .  The Naigamesa Graha who has a ram’s 
face was created by the goddess Pârvatï as the friend and 
protector of the young god Guha; he was as dear to him as his own 
self. Skandäpasmära . . .  was created by Agni. He is as bright as 
fire itself and is a constant companion of the god Skanda, and is 
also known by the name ofVisäkha. The god Skanda, the tutelary 
divinity of the disease of that denomination, was begotten by the 
almighty Destroyer of Tripura (S iva) and is otherwise known by 
the name o f Kumara. (trans. Kunjalal Bhishagratna 1963: m, 
16 1)

T h e  ram and he-goat associated with Skanda are prominent 
symbols o f virility (A S  4,4,8). T h e  potent goat-headed, 
ram-headed ( m e s i i n a n a )  child-demon N a i g a m e s a  mentioned 

in the passage quoted above is known as a son-granting deity 
called N e j a m e s a  as early as the apocryphal verses (K hila 30 ,1) 
o f  the :ij._gveda (inserted after R S  10 ,18 4 , a hym n to b e  recited 
by the husband at the time o f cohabitation; cf. Ä p G S  8 ,13). O f 
the three stanzas intended to form  a hymn probably only the 
first one was originally addressed to Nejamesa:

O Nejamesa! F ly  away, and fly hither again bringing a beautiful 
son; to me here who is longing for a son grant thou an embryo, 
and that a male one. (trans. Winternitz 1895: 15 0 - 1)

T h e  verses are to be uttered, after touching h er generative 
organs, by  a woman who does not conceive (according to 
Rgvidhana 4 ,23 ,2 -3). They are also recited at the ceremony 
for safe delivery (S G S  1)22,7; Ä sv G S  1 ,14 ,3 )  and at cohabita­
tion (Ä p G S  8 ,13). T h e  B au d h G S (2 ,1 ,18 )  prescribes an 
offering after childbirth to the ‘not terrible’ ( a g h o r a )

N e j a m e y a  on the leaves o f the pipal fig ( a s v a t t h a p a r n e s u )  in the 
cow shed. In the Mahâbhârata, N a i g a m e y a  is one o f the names 
o f Skanda (3,232,14634), or a form  or son of Skanda, born 

from  his back; F ire  is also said to have become the goat-faced 
Naigam eya, who has m any children, and to have played with 
the newborn Skanda (3,226,14367). Iconographically, the 
identity o f Naigamesa and Skanda is confirmed by a statue 
excavated at Mandhal near Nagpur in 19 75-6 . Th is ram­
headed, ithyphallic icon, dated to the fifth century ad , holds in 
its right hand the spear typical o f Skanda.

T h e  Jaina religion, too, knew a goat-faced male deity called 
P r a j a p a t i  N a i g a m e s a  or N a i g a m e s i n ,  who supervised 
conception and childbirth, and who was propitiated to obtain 
offspring (fig. 13 .17 ) . According to the Svetâmbara 
Kalpasfitra, the commander o f the celestial armies (i.e. a 
duplicate o f Hindu Skanda), called H a r i - J : l e g a m e s i n ,  

transferred the embryo o f M ahâvïra Jin a  from one womb to 
another. In  the seventh chapter o f Neminatha Carita, this 
same god plays a central role in the conception and birth. In 

the Jaina tradition N aigam esa’s vehicle is the peacock, again a 
feature he shares with the Hindu god Skanda. On the other 
hand, the epithet Prajapati ‘Lord o f Offspring’ links the Jaina 
Naigam esa with one o f the principal deities o f the Vedic 
Brahm ana literature, the creator-god Prajapati. T h at both 
ultim ately are really one and the same is made very likely by 
the fact that Prajapati, too, is closely connected with 
childbirth and, in  that connection, with the banyan fig 

(§ 12.2).
In  S B  2 ,4 ,4 ,i-2 , the Vedic Prajapati is identified with 

Daki?a, who, desirous o f offspring, first performed the
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DaksayaQ.a sacrifice. In the post-Vedic literature, Daksa is 
famous for his sacrifice, to which he did not invite Siva. In one 
account, Daksa was beheaded, and a goat’s head, evidently 
one that had been severed in the sacrifice, was exchanged for 
his own. S iva-PuraQ.a 2 ,6 ,2-32  derives Skanda’s goat vehicle 
from a sacrificial victim. It appears that the victim  was 

identified with Skanda (§ 14.3).
In  § 13 .4 , the ligature read as k o l i  ‘grasping fig ’ , was 

interpreted as the name o f the Harappan predecessor o f 
Rudra-Skanda, depicted as an anthropomorphic hunter, 
often with a goat’s beard. Susruta-Sam hita 2,36 discusses 
rites in which the goat-faced god Naigamesa is invoked for the 
protection o f infants and in which the banyan tree figures 
prominently. Thus the infant should wear as a charm a j a t i l ä  

‘an aerial root o f the banyan tree’ ; the plant called ‘goat’s 
delight’ should be used to fumigate the child’s body; and the 

child should be bathed under a banyan tree ( v a t a - m ok s a )  on 
the sixth lunar day (six being the holy number o f Skanda, the 
six-headed son o f the six Pleiades), and a b a l i  offering should 
be made at the foot o f the banyan tree ‘to the Ram , the father 
o f children’ ( k u m ä r a p i t r m e s a ) ,  using this mantra: ‘M ay the 
far-famed god Naigamesa, the father o f children ( b ä l a - p i t ä ) ,  

who has a goat’s face ( a j ä n a n a h )  with moving brows and 
rolling eyes ( c a l ä k s i b h r ü h )  and who can assume different 
forms at will, protect the child!’

Naigamesa appears to have a Harappan predecessor. One 
Indus tablet shows a horned deity, long arms covered in 
bangles, whose head seems to be that o f a ram and who stands 
inside a fig tree (fig. 13 .18 ) . It is likely that this is the same 
deity as the caprine-eyed archer-god o f the copper tablets. In 

the Vedic texts, Rudra has a bow as the god o f war and 
robbery; and the rays o f the red sun are arrows o f fever. But 
the god o f war is also the god oflove (§ 13 .2), and the bow and 
arrow are connected with sex and fertility too. T h e  missiles o f 
love and desire ( K d m a )  are painful (A S 3,25); the male 
member is asked to become tautlike a bow (A S 4,4,6- j ); and a 
male foetus is asked to come to the womb, as an arrow to a 
quiver (AS 3,23,2).

T h e  D ravidian word k o l i , interpreted as the name o f the 
Harappan archer-god (expressed by the ‘crab’ +  ‘fig ’ 
ligature), means ‘all kinds o f fig trees which bear fru it without 
outwardly blossoming, epidendron, grasping fig’ , T h is word 
seems to be a derivative o f the root k o l  ‘to take’ , which is used 
also in the sense o f ‘receiving, acquiring, getting’ ; cf. Old 
Tam il k o l  ‘ the act o f bearing fruit’ (Akam 2 ,1 ; 16 2 ,19 ; 3 35 ,14 ;

Fig. i j .i 8. A ram-faced deity with long arms full of bangles, 
standing inside a fig tree. A moulded tablet from Harappa 
(H-178 b).

382,10 ; 399,14), and in Sanskrit, ó s a d h a y a h  p h a l a m  g r b h m n t i  

‘ the plants get (lit. ‘take’ : from the same verbal root as g r a h a )  

fru it’ , g r b h i t a -  ‘ fructified, fruit-bearing’ , lit. ‘ taken’ (said of 
the wood-apple tree in A B  2 ,1) , and g a r b h a  ‘fruit, em bryo’ .

T h e ligature o f ‘crab’ +  ‘fig tree’ thus seems also to express 
the deity iconically: the ‘seizing’ / ‘ fructifying’ deity or his 
‘embryo’ is placed inside the fig tree, just as the 
anthropomorphic deities are often depicted inside fig trees in 

the Indus glyptics (figs. 13 .18 ; 14 .35).
T h e  pipai fig has leaves resembling the flame, and it was 

used both as the kindling stick and as fuel in Vedic sacrifices. 
T h e ‘ father’ and ‘mother’ o f the F ire  (Agni) are two pieces o f 
wood, either from an a s v a t t h a  (masculine) and a s a m i  

(feminine, P r o s o p i s  s p i c i g e r a )  tree, or both pieces from an 
aSvattha that has' grown on a Sami. In  the Veda, the igniting o f 
a fire is compared to sexual intercourse. According to 
KauSikasütra 35,8, one should recite the hymn Atharvaveda 
6, i i  in the rite performed for the conception o f a son. T h e  first 
verse o f this hymn refers to the firewood: ‘T h e  aSvattha (has) 
mounted upon the s a m t ;  there is made the generation o f a 

male; that verily is the obtainment o f a son; that we bring into 
women.’ Agni, Fire, is contained in the . kindling sticks like an 
embryo (J}S  3,29,2); he is the embryo in the wood (J3.S  2 ,10 ,3). 

T h e  pipal is said to be the abode o f  Agni (cf. T S  i , i ,3,9; K S  
8,2) or to have the brilliance o f the newborn Agni (M S  1,6 ,5), 
and Agni is often equated with Rudra: ‘Agni is Rudra.’

239



Evidence for Harappan 
worship o f the Goddess

14 .1  T h e  N o rth  S ta r

In sections 13 .3 - 5 ’ we have assumed that the ‘crab’ sign was 
ligatured with the ‘fig’ sign as a phonetic (and also as a 
semantic) determinative, so as to indicate that the ‘fig’ sign in

to that o f the ‘crab’ sign =  k o l  ‘ seizure’ (§ 13 .3), namely k o  l i .  I f

sign m ay be expected to have been different. T h ere  are several 
reasons to think that this ordinary reading of the ‘fig’ sign was 
v a f a  ‘banyan tree, the Indian fig, F i c u s i n d i c a  L . ’ , which is also 
among the meanings o f the word k o f i  (§ 13.4).

O ne of thereasons is a striking visual parallel offered by the 
living tradition o f India. T h e  Early Harappan pottery m otif 
with its three fig leaves (fig. 13 .16 ) , from which the ‘fig’ sign of 
the Indus script appears to be derived, is virtually identical 
with the three-leaved fig-sym bol carried upon her head and in 
her hand by Savitrl, the model o f m arital faithfulness, in a 
drawing (based on traditional models) which illustrates her 
connection with the banyan tree (fig. 14 .1) .

Sâvitrï, often called p a t i - v r a t a  ‘devoted to  her husband, 

chaste’ , is one o f the most famous examples o f conjugal 
fidelity in Sanskrit literature. T h e  m yth of Savitrï, told in the 
M ahabharata (3 ,2 9 3 ^ )  and m any Puranas, seems to be quite 
ancient and to go back to the m arriage hym n o f the Rgveda 
(R S  10,85), where Savitrï appears as the divine bride o f Soma 

(§ 14.4). A  shrine o f the goddess Sâvitrï existed in M ülasthâna 
(present- M ultan) in the Indus Valley (Skanda-Pural).a 
7,4, 14 , 14—18), in the heartland o f the Harappan culture, while 

the Savitrl-vrata is said to have been performed in ancient 
times at a v a t a  tree called B o d h i - n y a g r o d h a  at A vanfi in 
M alw a (Bhavkya-Pufuna, Uttara-khal).<;la 102,86).

In  the myth, the goddess Savitrl is pleased with K in g  
Asvapati after he has fasted and performed sacrifice for 18 
years, pronouncing the Savitrï mantra a hundred thousand 
times. In  response to the king’ s wish for offspring a princess 
named S av itrl is born to him. On her coming o f age, she

this particular case is to be read with a phonetic value similar

this is indeed so, then the normal phonetic value of the ‘fig’

240



The North Star

F i g .  1 4 . 1 .  Vata-Savitri in a picture drawn after traditional 
models by M rs Gupte about 1905. After Gupte 1906, plate: 
nos. i 5, 22, 40. The dying Satyavat, shown beneath a banyan fig, 
holds one of the air roots of the tree, while his faithful wife Savitr! 
holds another air root in her right hand. In her left hand and over 
her head, Savitr! has a miniature banyan with three branches, 
each ending in a single leaf; this is identical with the ‘three- 
branched fig tree’ motif of Harappan pottery (see fig. 13.16 ). 
Leafed branches (including fig branches) on the head distinguish 
Harappan gods (cf. figs. 10 .9 -10 ; 14 .16 ; 14 .18 ; 14.35) as well as 
tree spirits of later Hinduism (§ 13 .1) .

chooses to m arry prince Satyavat (‘truthful’) in  spite o f  the 
prophecy that Satyavat will die one year after their marriage. 
On the appointed hour, Satyavat dies under a banyan fig 
(§ 14 .3), and Y am a, the god o f death, seizes him  with his 
noose; but Satyavat is revived and blessed with m any children - 
when his faithful wife, through her persistent devotion to her 

husband, wins these favours from Yam a.
A  ritual, called V a t a - s d v i t r i - v r a t a ,  is perform ed even today 

in many parts o f India by women whose husbands are living 
and who want to get children and avoid widowhood. L ik e  
Savitrl, the women observe their vow o f complete fasting for 
three days. Th ese  three days seem to represent the period 
during which the moon is not visible before the sickle o f the 
new moon appears: the moon dies but is reborn after three 
days. Rebirth o f the sun also seems to be involved. T h e  texts 
identify the goddess Savitrl with the sacred verse s a v i t r l  

pronounced at the sunrise. Moreover, the vrata is performed 

from the 13  th day o f the bright h alf o f the Jyestha month until 
the 15  th or full moon day, and the conjunction o f the full 
moon with the Jyestha star appears originally to have 
coincided with the vernal equinox and the beginning o f the 
new year, which symbolizes the death and rebirth o f the sun 
(§§ 1 1 .2 - 3 ;  14.4). T h e  women observing the Vata-sävitri-vrata 
sprinkle water at the root of'the banyan tree, embrace it and 
wrap cotton thread around it; in the marriage ritual, the bride 
and groom are bound together with cotton thread. According

to Hem ädri, a woman perform ing the Vata-savitri-vrata rite 
should also look at the star Arundhati and worship it as the 
faithful wife o f sage Vasistha; this is another element o f the 
marriage ritual, which we shall soon examine more closely. 
Finally, the women worship the banyan tree and, beneath it, 
images o f Savitri and Satyavat, the goddess Savitri (dressed in 
red clothes) and her husband Brahma (dressed in white) and 
Yam a (Skanda-Puräi:ia 7 ,1 ,16 6 ,7 7 fr ; Bhavisya-Purai:ia, U t- 
tara-khai:ida 102,66—86; Agni-Pural)a 194,5—8; Brahm avai- 
varta-Puräna, Prakrti-khanda 23 ,4 2 fr ; Padma-Puräl)a, Srsti- 
khai:ida 7 ,10 -2 3 ; Hemädri, Caturvarga-cintamani, Vrata- 
khai:ida 21).

It is true that the word v a f a  ‘banyan’ has been considered 
an Indo-Aryan word, a ‘Prakritic’ form derived from Sanskrit 
v i ; , t a  ‘circular’ or (via * v a t t a )  from v i ; , t t a  ‘ turned’ . However, 

these Sanskrit words are not used with the meaning ‘banyan 
tree’ . Secondly, the Aryan nomads did not bring this tree to 
the subcontinent, but first encountered it there, so their 
adoption o f the tree’s earlier native name would have been a 
natural thing to do. A  non-Aryan origin is likely also because 
the word v a f a  is not known from the Vedic texts but only from 
the Mahabhärata onwards. T h e banyan tree is called v a t a m  in 
a number o f Dravidian languages, and this name seems to be 
ultimately derived from the Proto-Dravidian word * v a t a m  /  

* v a f i  ‘rope, cord’ . The rope-like hanging aerial roots are 
characteristic o f the Indian fig tree (fig. 14.2), and it would be 
natural to call it in Proto-Dravidian (as in Tam il) v a t a - m a r a m  

‘rope-tree’ (and in Sanskrit v a t a - v r k s a ,  v a t a - d r u m a , in Pali 
v a t a - r u k k h a ) ,  whence v a t a m  for short. In  a somewhat 
comparable manner, the Portuguese named it a lb e r o  d e  l a i z  

‘root tree’ .
T he Dravidian explanation o f  the Indian fig ’s name v a t a  as 

‘rope-tree’ makes it possible to find a Dravidian homophone 
eminently fitting the astral context assumed in the Indus texts 
where the ‘fig’ pictogram is followed either by the ‘fish’ sign, 
read as m i r i  ‘fish’ a n d  ‘ star’ (fig. 14 .3), or by its synonym 
II = v e f ! i  ‘star’ (§ 13 .2  and fig. 1 3 . 1 1 ) .  In Dravidian, the word 
v a t a  also means ‘north’ , and in Old Tam il literature the 
compound v a f a - m i ! l  ‘star o f the north’ occurs many times (e.g. 
Puranänüru 122,8) as the symbol ofconjugal fidelity ( k a r p u  or 
t i r a m ) .

T h e  Satapatha-Brahmana (2 ,i,2 ,3—4) states that the six 
Pleiades were separated from their husbands, the seven stars 
o f the Great Bear, on account o f their infidelity (§§ 1 1 .3 ; 12.2). 
Other texts specify that only one o f  the seven wives, 
Arundhati, remained faithful and was therefore allowed to 
stay with her husband Vasistha (§ 1 1.3): she is identified with 
the small star Alcor in the Great Bear, next to Mizar, the 
central star o f the tail, or (  Ursae Maioris, which represents 
Vasistha (fig. 14.4). T h is myth is known as early as the 
Katha-Sarilhita (8,1) and the M aiträyani Sarilhita (1,6,9),
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F i g .  1 4 . 2 .  The banyan tree { F i c u s  i n d i c a  L . =  F .  b e n g a le n s is  L .) with its characteristic aerial roots.



The North Star

F i g .  1 4 . 3 .  The sequence ‘fig tree’ +  ‘fish’ in the inscription o f a 
seal from Mohenjo-daro (M-414).

which speak o f  ‘the seven Pleiades’ , including ArundhatI. 
T h ey  are likely to be the seven human and evidently female 
figures represented in  a row in H arappan seals and amulets 

(fig. 14 3 5  and § 14 .3).
T h e  ancient commentators on the Old T am il texts 

unanimously identify v a t a - m i n  with ArundhatI, the chaste 
wife o f the sage Vasistha. According to the first canto of 
Cilappatikaram, v a t a - m i n  was pointed out to brides by 
grooms some 1,500  years ago, as is still done in South India. 
In  the Vedic m arriage ritual, the groom similarly shows the 
ArundhatI star to the bride, after having first shown her the 

star called d h r u v a  ‘ steadfast, firm, fixed’ , i.e. the Pole Star. 
According to later explanations, the Pole Star is shown to the 
bride first because it is easier to see than the small star Alcor; it 

has become an example of ‘maxim’ ( n y d y a )  o f ‘ gradual 
instruction’ (Sankara on U M S  1 ,1 ,8  and 12). However, some 
Grhyasiitras indicate that only the Pole Star should be shown 
(P G S 1,8 ,19 ; S G S  1 , 17 ,3 —4), as does Kalidasa (Kumarasaril.- 
bhava 7,85); other texts prescribe that, in addition to the Pole 
Star and ArundhatI (just these two in G G S  2,3,8—12), other 
stars should also be shown, especially the Seven Sages ( JG S  
1 ,2 1 ;  Ä SvG S  1,8 ,22 ; H G S  1,2 2 ,14 ). There can be no doubt 
that both ArundhatI and the Pole Star are here models for the 
wife:

T o  the Pole Star she addresses, looking at it, the formula: ‘Thou 
art the Pole Star ( d h r u v a ,  firm), may I become firm (i.e. fixed) in 
the house of my husband So-and-so’ , uttering the name of her 
husband (instead of ‘So-and-so’), and at the end of the formula 
her own name in the nominative case. On ArundhatI she looks 
with the formula: ‘ArundhatI, may I be held fast [ r u d d h ä ]  by my 
husband So-and-so’ , uttering the name ofher husband and at the 
end of the formula her own name. ( JG S  1 ,2 1 , trans. Caland 1922: 

3 9 )

It  would seem logical to assum e that originally there was 
just one star symbolizing marital faithfulness, and that it was 
the ‘steadfast’ Pole Star. In ' 2780 bc , the star Thuban (ct 

Draconis) was only 0-6° distant from  the heavenly Pole. 
T huban is the only star that could really  be called ‘unm oving’

F i g .  1 4 . 4 .  Circumpolar stars and the celestial pole between 
5000 bc and ad 2000. The semicircle marks the path of the 
gradually shifting celestial pole. After Liebert 1969: 168. ~

or ‘fixed’ ( d h r u v a )  before our own Pole Star Polaris (fig. 14.4). 

M any scholars have therefore drawn the conclusion that the 
notion of a ‘fixed’ Pole Star in India must date from the third 
millennium. T h is date links it with the Harappan tradition.

A t the very earliest stage o f the naksatra calendar, the new 

year star seems to have been RohinI (Aldebaran) (§ 1 1.3); as 
the ‘faithful wife’ o f  the sun and the moon (§ 14.4), it was 
apparently identified with the ‘ steadfast’ Pole Star. Because of 
precession, the beginning o f the year shifted to the next 
asterism towards the end o f the third m illen fu^n , and the 
myth o f the Pleiades as the mothers o f the young sun came 
into being (§ 1 1 .3). A t this later stage, the stars o f the Pleiades 
were conceived as the wives o f the Seven Sages, six o f them 
separated from their husbands because of their unfaithful­
ness; thus A lcor became the ‘faithful’ wife of Vasistha, and 
remained with her husband. T h e  following passage in 
M ahabharata 1 ,18 8 ,14  seems to relate to the earlier phase and 
to the Pole Star. In  reply to K in g  D rupada’ s question, ‘H ow 
can one woman be the wife of many men and yet the L a w  be 
not broken?’ Yudhisthira defends the polyandrous marriage 
o f the PanQ.avas b y mentioning this precedent: ‘W e hear in the 
ancient Lore that a Gautam I by the name ofJ a t i l ä  lay with the 
Seven Seers.’

T h e  name J a t i l ä  for the common wife o f the Seven Sages, 
probably the Pole Star, is significant, for the Sanskrit word 

j a t i l a  means ‘wearing the hair in tw isted locks’ . As this is the 
traditional hairstyle o f ascetics, the. name is weii suited to 
ArundhatI, leading an ascetic life in the forest hermitage o f the 
Seven Sages. B ut the word also has. another meaning not 

recorded in dictionaries, ‘possessing aerial roots ( J a t ä ) \  used
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with reference to the banyan and plaksa figs in  Hem acandra’s 

Trisastisalakapurusacarita (1,5 ,559 ; 1,6 ,405; 1 ,3 ,12 8 )  and 
punningly in  K alidasa ’ s RaghuvarilSa 13 ,7 1 :

The old ministers had a change in their appearance produced by 
the growth o f their beards [unshaven during Rama’s fourteen 
years o f absence] and had matted hair ( j a t i l a )  and thus were like 
p l a k s a  trees which are full o f aerial roots ( j a t i l a )  because of the 
shoots (from their branches). (trans. Emeneau 1949: 363.)

T h is association between Arundhati and the banyan tree in 
the name J a t i l i i  is doubled in the proper name A r u n d h a t i -  

v a t a ,  mentioned as a place of pilgrimage in the Mahabharata 

(3,84,8019).
M any sacred localities (including Allahabad and Bodh 

Gaya) have had an a k s a y a - v a t a  ‘eternal banyan’. Banyan trees 
are extrem ely long-lived, but this epithet obviously also has a 
cosmic dimension, for the Katha-Upani!?ad (6 ,1), the 
Taittiriya-Aranyaka ( 1 , 1 1 ,5 ) ,  the M aitrI Upanisad (6,4) and 
the Bhagavad-G îtâ ( 15 ,1 )  speak o f a heavenly pipal fig 
( a f v a t t h a )  which is ‘eternal’ . According to A S  5,4,3 a pipal fig 
is the seat o f the gods in the third heaven from here. That the 

fig tree had an astral aspect in  the Harappan religion is 
suggested by an Indus tablet from  Harappa, where a star is 
depicted on either side of a fig tree inhabited by an 
anthropomorphic deity; these stars are placed in the loops of 
the tree (fig. 14 .5 ; cf. § 10 .1) .

T h eir association with b o t h  conjugal fidelity a n d  the banyan 
tree suggests a mythical identity for Arundhati and Rohirn. 
There is other evidence to support this hypothesis. In Indian 
poetry, creeper plants that wind themselves around trees are 
prominent symbols o f loving wives. In  the Atharvaveda, the 
word a r u n d h a t i  denotes a climbing creeper with healing 

properties due to its red lac; the red colour is indicated also in 
the first syllable ( a r u -  means ‘red, sun’ ). T h e  redness and 
ascent of the a r u n d h a t i  plant are punningly referred to in 
words associating it with Rohii;iI: r ó h a n y  a s i  r o h i n i  ‘ you are a 
grower, o red one!’(A S  4 ,12 ,1) . Among the many Sanskrit 
names o f the banyan tree ( v a t a )  are r o h i n ,  r o h i n a  and r a u h i t J a ,  

which associate it with both Arundhati and Rohinl.

Besides v a t a - m i n ,  Arundhatiis called c e m - m in  in Old Tam il 
(Patirruppattu 31,28). C e m - m i n  means both ‘the star of 
straightness or propriety (i.e. conjugal fidelity)’ and ‘ the red 
star’ . In the latter meaning, which is undoubtedly primary for 
a star, c e m - m in  is a synonym  of Rohi1JI‘red’ and is appropriate 

for Aldebaran, but not for Alcor. Another consideration 
points to the same conclusion. According to an old Indian 
dictum, ‘H e who does not smell the odour o f an outblown 
lamp, hear the words o f a friend, or see Arundhati, is about to 
die’ (Ramayana 3,59 ,16). This belief concerning Arundhati 
(found as early as L S S  3 ,3 ,6 -7) implies that the star was 
normally easily visible; this is certainly true o f Aldebaran, but
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F i g .  1 4 - 5 .  An anthropomorphic deity within a fig tree on a 
moulded terracotta tablet from Harappa (H-179). ' h e  stars on 
either side of the fig, placed in its horn-like loops (cf. fig. 10.9) at 
the bottom, suggest a ‘heavenly’ nature for the fig tree (§ 10 .1 ).

not o f Alcor. Arundhatl’ s brilliance is emphasized in a myth 

preserved in the Skanda-Purai;ia (7 ,1 ,12 9 ,5 -3 3 ) : D uring a 
drought, the Vedic sages asked a low-caste Candala for food. 
T h e  Candala gave food after the chief sage Vasi1?tha had 
married his daughter called Aksamala (‘ garland o f dice /  

eyes’ ). She practised austerity and became so brilliant that her 
lustre obstructed the sun ( a r k a b i m b a m  a r u n d h a t a ) ,  whence 
her new name Arundhati.

In  the myth and cult of Savitri, the banyan tree is 
connected with Savitri, as it is with that other model of 
chastity, A ru n d h ati But the banyan tree is also associated 
with death and with Yam a, the god of death, who likewise 
figures in the Savitrïlegend. R S  10 ,13 5 ,1  speaks o f ‘a tree with 
good or beautiful leaves’ ( v r k s é  s u p a lä s e )  where Yam a drinks 
with the gods (in Ram ayana 3 ,35-6 , a banyan tree is 
characterized by ‘beautiful leaves’ : s u p a r n q , k r t a la k s a 7 J a m  . . .  

n y a g r o d h a m ) ,  while A S  5,4,3 is more specific in saying that the 
gods abide in  an a s v a t t h a  fig in the third heaven. I have 
proposed that Yam a is partly identical with Varuna (§§ 10 .2 ; 

12 .1) , who is, as we shall soon see, likewise associated with a 
heavenly fig tree (the banyan). B ut why should the god of 
death have a special relationship to the banyan tree? In  very 
early times, it seems, the dead were disposed o fb y  suspending 
them from trees to expose them; this could well be meant in 
A S  18 ,2 ,34 , which states that the dead are burnt, buried, cast 
out and ‘put up ’ ; later texts like Vetala-PaficavirilSatika 
actually speak o f the dead hanging from trees in cemeteries. A  
special reason for connecting the banyan tree with death is 
that in Indian narrative literature people committing suicide
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often hang themselves by the aerial roots o f this tree. T h ey are 
likely to be the reality behind Yam a’ s mythical ‘noose’ with 
which he seizes the dying like Satyavat. (In the Rgveda, it is 
Varuna who seizes evildoers with his noose.)

A s early as the Rgveda (1,24,7), mention is made o f  an 
Indian fig in the middle o f the sky: ‘K in g Varuna holds up the 
crown of the (heavenly banyan) tree in the bottomless space; 
those (branches) which hang down have (their) roots above: 

m ay these beams oflight (k e t a v a h )  be fixed on us!’ In heavenly 
contexts, the word k e t u  usually denotes ‘beam of light, meteor 
or comet’ , but here the meaning ‘aerial root’ o fbanyan is also 
implied. In  Dravidian, such an association has a linguistic 
motivation: from  the root v i l u  ‘to fall down, descend’, there is 
both v i l u t u ,  v i t a l  ‘aerial root o f the banyan, falling roots o f a fig 

tree’ and (in Tam il) v i l u - m m  ‘meteor’ . In  the passage at hand, 
the aerial roots o f the banyancorrespond to beams oflight that 
bring vital energy to liv ing beings. Such an idea is expressed 

in S B  2 ,3 ,3 ,7 -8 , where the rays ( r a s m i )  o f the sun are 
conceived as ropes ( r a s m i )  that both bring and take life: ‘ 7. 

N ow  yonder burning (sun) doubtless is  no other than Death 
. . .  It  is by  the rays (or reins, thongs, r a s m i )  o f that (sun) that 
all these creatures are attached to the vital airs (breaths or life), 
and therefore the rays extend down to the vital airs. 8. And the 
breath o f whomsoever he (the sun) wishes he takes and rises, 
and that one dies’ (trans. Eggeling 1882: I, 343). T h e  very next 
verse o f the Rgvedic hym n quoted above, 1,24,8 , indeed refers 

to the rising sun: ‘F o r K in g  Varui:ia has made a wide path for 

the sun to follow.’
Later cosmological descriptions in  the Purânas answer the 

question of why the stars remain in the sky and do not fall 
down by explaining that the stars and planets are fixed to the 
Pole Star with invisible ‘ropes o f wind’ ( v ä t a - r a s ' m i )  (cf. e.g. 
Visnu-Purâna 2,9 and 12 ; M atsya-Purâna 12 7 ,12 —14 ; Bhartr- 
hari 3,91).

T h e  oldest certain reference for invisible ‘cords o f  wind’ 
holding up stars seems to be M aitrl Upanisad 1,4 , w here ‘the 
wandering o f the Pole Star and the tearing o f the windcords’ 
( v ä t a - r a j j u )  are among the cosm ic catastrophes enumerated. 
However, even the Rgveda speaks o f ‘ascetics having ropes o f 
the wind’ ( m u n a y o  v ä t a - r a s a n ä h ) ,  w ho ‘dress in  reddish dirt’ 
and ‘go along the movement of the wind’ (10 ,136 ,2), saying: 
‘we have ascended the wind: you mortals see only our bodies’ 

(3); ‘ through the air flies the ascetic, looking down on all the 
form s’ (4). T h e  traditional index o f the Rgveda identifies these 

flying ascetics w ith the Seven Sages (i.e. U rsa M ajor), while in 
T Ä  1,23fr. ‘sages having ropes o f the wind’ ( v ä t a - r a s a n ä  

r s a y a h )  are identified with ‘red beams o f light’ ( a r u n ä h  

k e t a v a h ) ,  which came into being together with the sun and 
rule the cardinal directions.'

T h e  idea that the stars are bound to the Pole Star seems to 
be implied as early as the Rgveda, which states that ‘those

stars, which, being fixed from above ( n i h i t ä s a  u c c ä ) ,  were to be 
seen in the night, have gone somewhere in daytime’ (ij.S 
1,24 ,10 ). As this same hymn speaks o f the heavenly fig tree 
and o f its air roots as beams o f light, it does not seem 
far-fetched to think that the poet linked this banyan tree with 
the Pole Star.

Proto-Dravidian homophony, linking v a t a  ‘rope’ , v a t a  

‘ Indian fig’ and v a t a  ‘north’ , provides a natural explanation 
for such a cosmological conception. It  is worth noting that 
T am il v a t a - m m  cannot be a translation from Sanskrit, for the 
Sanskrit sources do not have a term meaning ‘northern star’ . 
But the Sanskrit tradition has preserved another conception, 
which seems relevant here and which can be understood 
against the Dravidian linguistic background. According to the 
Purâna texts, four mountains arise in the four cardinal 
directions around the golden mount M eru in the centre, and 
on the top o f each mountain grows an enormous tree, different 
in each direction. T h e  tree growing in the north is the banyan 

fig (called v a t a  in most sources, e.g. Visnu-Purâna 2,2; 
Agni-Purâna 108, 1 1 —12 ; M atsya-Purâna 113 ,4 7 ; 264,15—16; 
n y a g r o d h a  in  other texts).

Im portant religious symbols often have many meanings. In  
the marriage ceremony, the steadfast Pole S tar is the model o f 
the bride, as is the faithful Arundhafi, who is associated with 

the banyan tree. In  the Rgveda, however, the heavenly banyan 
tree belongs to K in g  Varuna (also in G G S  4,7,24, ‘ the banyan 

is Varuna’ s tree’), and apparently the Pole Star, too, belongs 
to Varuna (for the Pole Star’ s probable connection with the 
sacrificial stake and linga, see § 12 .2). Some Grhyasiitras (e.g. 
H G S  1 ,2 2 ,14 —1,2 3 ,1 )  prescribe that the groom (and not the 
bride) should address a long mantra to the Pole Star; some 
parts of this mantra are worth quoting, because they support 
the above interpretation o f R S  i ,24,7 and 10 , and because 
they link the Pole Star with Varuna:

Then he worships the Pole Star with (the formula), ‘Firm  
dwelling, firm origin. The firm one art thou, standing on the side 
o f firmness. Thou art the pillar of the stars; thus protect me 
against the adversary.

I know thee as the nave of the universe. M ay I become the 
nave of this country.

I know thee as the centre of the universe. M ay I become the 
centre of this country.

I know thee as the string that holds the universe. M ay I 
become the string that holds this country.

I know thee as the pillar of the universe. M ay I become the 
pillar o f this country.

I know thee as the navel of the universe. M ay I become as 
the navel of this country.

T h e  Pole Star as the ‘firm dwelling’ demands comparison 
with R S  8,41,9 : ‘F ixed  is Varuna’ s dwelling-place ( v a r u n a s y a

-----------------------------------------------------------------  The North Star
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d h r u v â r n  s â d a h ) ;  (there) he governs the seven.’ T h e  wording of 
the rest d early  indicates that the original context o f these 
mantras is the royal consecration, which is ‘Varuna’s sacrifice’ 
(§ 12 .1 ) ;  also the formula R S  10 ,17 3 ,4  that G G S  2 ,3 ,12  
prescribes should be uttered b y  the bridegroom after the bride 
has addressed the Pole Star originally relates to the 
establishment o f kingship. T h e connection between Varuna 
and the Pole Star and its characterization as ‘the string that 
holds the universe’ supports an interpretation o f Varuna’ s 
heavenly banyan tree that is in accordance with the Puranic 
cosmology and the Dravidian homophony o f v a t a  ‘rope’ =  
‘banyan fig’ =  ‘north’ .

T h e  Dravidian interpretation o f  the sequence as
v a t a - m i n  is thus not only in agreement with relevant 
term inology and ideas in later Indian cosmology, but also 
enables us to understand this tradition. External evidence in 
the form  ofH arappan painted pottery (fig. 13 .16 )  and Indian 
folk-art (fig. 14 .1 )  has been adduced to justify the pictorial 
interpretation o f the ‘fig tree’ pictogram. Further external and 
internal support for this interpretation is given by two 
identical Indus amulets (fig. 14.6).

One side o f  each amulet shows nothing but a d early  

recognizable fig leaf, suggesting that the message on the other 
side relates to fig trees. T h e  other side shows a short 

inscription o f three pictograms, the middlemost being that 
read as v a t a .  T h e  last (rightmost) of the three signs is not so 
significant, since most Indus texts end in it. B u t the first 

(leftmost) sign is important for two reasons: because it can be 
assumed either to be an attribute o f the word expressed by the 

‘Indian fig tree’ sign or to form a compound with it, and 
because its pictorial shape can be interpreted with minimal 
ambiguity.

There can be no reasonable doubt that this attributive sign 
represents the numeral ‘4 ’ by its four short vertical strokes 
(§ 5.2). Read in Dravidian, does it make any sense in this 
context? ‘Four’ was * n ä l  in Proto-Dravidian, and there is a 
closely homophonous Proto-Dravidian (or at least Proto­
South Dravidian) root * n ä l  meaning ‘to hang, be suspended’, 
used among other things with reference to hanging ropes and 
vines (cf. M alayalam  n ä l i  ‘a hanging tendril o f the pepper- or 
betel-vine, a branch-root’, T u lu  n i l a  ‘a hanging rope’ ). Thus 
the compound formed by the two pictograms ‘4 ’ +  ‘fig’ would 
yield * n ä l - v a t a ,  meaning ‘(tree characterized by) hanging 
ropes’ , like T am il n ä l - v ä y  ‘ (animal characterized by) a 

hanging mouth, elephant’ or n ä n ü l  ‘ (sacred) thread hanging 
(from the shoulder)’ . T h is is a fitting description o f the tree, 
which is called in Sanskrit n y a g - r o d h a  ‘downwards grower’ 
(SB  13 ,2 ,7 ,3  n y a n c o  n y a g r o d h ä r o h a n t i ) .  T h e  meaning ‘to hang 
oneself’ for n ä l  also dem!,lnds comparison with the references 
to suicides on the branch-roots o f the banyan tree in Indian 
narrative literature (e.g. K S S  13).

Harappan worship o f the Goddess ----------------------------------------

246

F i g .  1 4 .6 .  A n  incised ‘miniature tablet’ from Harappa (H-289). 
(a) T h e  inscription on the obverse contains the sequence ‘4’ +  ‘fig 
tree’ . (b) T h e  reverse shows a sign (or iconographic motif?) that 
represents a ‘fig leaf. The direction o f writing is, exceptionally, 
from left to right.

I have not been able to trace the reconstructed compound 
* n a l - v a t a  in any Dravidian language. H owever, there is 
something else that increases the likelihood o f this 

interpretation. T h e  generally assumed phonetic alternation 
between n - ,  n -  and (f> - (loss o f the nasal) in Proto-Dravidian 
makes n ä l  ‘to hang’ fo lly  homophonous with n ä l  ‘4 ’ . But this 
alternation also enables one to suggest a new etymology for 
one o f the principal D ravidian names of the Indian fig tree, 
namely ä l  or ä l a - m a r a m .  I f  it is derived from n ä l  ‘ to hang; 
hanging rope’ , the compound * ( i i ) ä l - m a r a m  would mean ‘tree 

with hanging ropes’ , which I have assumed to be the original 
meaning o f v a t a - m a r a m ,  too. It  must be observed, however, 
that there is nothing wrong with the traditional etymology 
which derives the word from  the Proto-Dravidian root a k a l  

(contracted into ä l )  ‘to spread’, for the branches o f the tree do 
indeed spread widely.

In  this section we have interpreted an Indus sign that 
appears to depict a banyan fig, exploring various symbolic 
associations with this sacred tree. It figures prominently in the 
glyptics o f one o f the most famous Harappan seals, the ‘fig 

deity’ seal, which seems to offer an unusually large number of 
clues to its interpretation. But before we can examine the 
iconography o f this seal, we must explore a little the 
relationship prevailing between the Harappan and Near 
Eastern glyptic art, since the latter constitutes one o f the few 

relevant sources for understanding the former.

14 .2  T h e  ‘ co n te st’ m o t i f  an d  D u r g a ’s figh t w ith  th e 
B u ffa lo  d em o n

T h e ‘ contest’ m otif is one o f the most convincing and widely 
accepted parallels between Harappan and N ear Eastern 
glyptic art. A  considerable number ofH arappan seals depict a 
manly hero, each hand grasping a tiger by the throat (e.g. fig. 
14.7). In  M esopotamian art, the fight with lions and / or bulls
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The ‘contest’ motif

F i g .  1 4 . 7 .  The ‘contest’ motif in the Indus Valley: a nude hero 
with six locks of hair holds back two tigers. Impression of a seal 
from Mohenjo-daro (M-308).

is the m ost popular motif. T h e  H arappan substitution o f 
tigers for lions m erely reconciles the scene with the fauna o f 
the Indus Valley. In  early Elam ite and Sum erian art (fig. 14.8) 
and occasionally later (figs. 14.9—n ) ,  the hero, is fighting alone 
with two lions in  a way similar to that on the Harappan seals. 

T h e s ix  dots around the head o f  the Harappan hero (fig. 14 .7) 
are a significant detail, since they m ay be compared to the six 

locks o f hair characteristic o f the M esopotamian hero, from 
Jem det N asr to Akkadian times (fig. 14 .I I ) .

In  Proto-Elam ite art, the ‘contest’ m otif is represented in  a 
very distinctive style, showing animals in human attitudes. 

H ereth e  tw o adversaries are the lion and the bull. In  carefully 
balanced engravings, they are depicted symm etrically as 
winners and losers in turn (fig. 14 .12 ). Pierre Amiet (1956) has 

proposed that these scenes represent the endless struggle 
between the dualistic forces of nature, m anifested especially 
in the alternating succession o f day and night, or summer and 
winter.

Indeed, the golden-skinned hairy lion is an archetypal 
symbol for the golden-rayed sun (cf. Aelianus 12 ,7), the lord 
o f the day, whose appearance kills the god o f the night. T h e  

night is equally well represented by the bull, whose horns 
connect it with the crescent o f the moon, the ruler o f the night 
sky. A s sun and moon, or day and night, the lion and the bull 
could at the same time personify other antithetical cosmic 
forces, such as heat and cold, fire and water, light and 
darkness, life and death.

Fig. 14.8. The ‘contest’ m otif on the ivory handle of a flint- 
bladed knife, found at Gebel el-'Araq in Upper Egypt. Carved in 
Egypt in the Sumerian style of the Jemdet Nasr period, r.3000 
BC. Drawn after Pritchard 1969b: 90, no. 290.

Fig. 1 4 . 9 .  An E arly  Dynastic II I  cylinder seal from Susa with 
the ‘contest’ m otif After Legrain 19 21: 252.

An Early Dynastic serpentine bowl from  Khafajeh in 
Mesopotamia, comparable to those manufactured at Tepe 
Yahya in Iran (fig. 1 .16 ) , is linked to the ‘contest’ theme by a 
scene where a lion is killing a zebu bull (fig. 14 .13a). T h e  two 

other scenes on this bowl show anthropomorphic deities 
associated with these two animals. T h e  man sitting upon two 
zebu bulls, with his legs bent underneath in the fashion o f the 
Proto-Elam ite bull, is apparently a god of water and fertility,
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F i g .  1 4 . 1 0 .  The ‘contest’ motif on an Early Dynastic II votive 
plaque from the temple o f the goddess Inanna at Nippur. The 
lower register with its two ‘unicorn’ bulls around a tree is 
stylistically similar to Harappan. Drawn after Pritchard 1969b: 
356, no. 646.

for he holds in  his hands streams o f water and is surrounded 
by ears o f corn. H e is linked to the moon and the night by the 
crescent beside his head (fig. 14 .13b ). T h e  other deity stands 
upon two lionesses and grips a snake on either side (fig. 
14 .13c ) . Snakes are often associated with demoniac powers 
and death, and these again with night. T h e  distinction made 
on this bowl between the sitting and standing posture m ay be 
compared to the Vedic worship o f the rising and setting sun, 
performed standing and sitting respectively (M anu 2 ,10 1 ;  

Gautam a-Dharm asiitra 2 ,1 1) .
In  the Proto-Elam ite seals, the bull keeps its legs bent

double beneath it while squatting. In  this posture, the bull is 
usually shown in profile (fig. 14. 14a), but sometimes it is also 
viewed from the front when the legs are both bent double 
beneath it and turned away from each other (fig. 14 .14b). 

Som e Proto-Elam ite seals (fig. 14 .15 )  seem to be the model for 
that ‘yogic’ posture so distinctive o f  the ‘Proto-Siva’ (fig. 

10 .18 )  and other squatting anthropomorphic deities o f the 
Indus Civilization (fig. 14. 16). A  sealed potsherd showing a 

very similar male figure with hoofed legs found at Tepe 
Yahya, half-way between Susa and the Indus Valley, gives 
even more credibility to this parallelism  (fig. 14 .17 ). T h e  
sherd comes from a post-Proto-Elam ite stratum (IV A ), which 
is partly contemporaneous with the Indus Civilization and has 
also produced a potsherd with the impression o f a seal that 

seems to bear Indus script.
T h e  H arappan ‘Proto-S iva’ (fig. 10 .18 )  wears the horns o f a 

water buffalo, a formidable beast which is thejiatural enemy 
o f the tiger. Both tiger and buffalo are among the wild animals 
which are depicted on the ‘Proto-S iva’ seal, actually opposing 
each other. T h e  substitution o f the water buffalo for the bull 
or bison o f Elam  is again obviously conditioned by the local 
fauna (fig. 14 .18 ). E arly  Harappan pots depicting the head o f 
the water buffalo from Sind, the northern Indus Valley and 

Kashm ir (fig. 14 .19 )  make it evident that the buffalo-horned 
‘Proto-S iva’ has a long local prehistory. In  later India, the 
buffalo was the vehicle o f Yam a, the god of death (fig. 14 .33); 
it was also connected with Varuna, who in on eo fh is  aspects is 
the god o f  waters (§10.2).

T h e  water buffalo is  native to North India, but not to 
Mesopotamia, where it first appears in the last third of the 
reign of Sargon the Great (2334—2279 bc). Sargon him self 
says that boats from M eluhha came to Akkad (§ 1.5 ) and 
brought him gifts. In  the ancient Orient, rare and exotic 
animals were royal gifts. According to the cuneiform texts, a 
limited number o f water buffaloes were kept in royal parks

. . '• . lr 0 .
F i g .  1 4 . 1 1 .  A  hero with six locks ofhair checks two tebul, while a bull-man checks two lions. An Early Dynastic II / I I I  cylinder seal 
from Fara (bm  89538), r.2650 bc .
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The ‘contest’ motif

F i g .  1 4 . 1 2 .  (a, b) The ‘contest’ of lion and bull on Proto-
Elamite seals from Susa, c.3100-2900 bc . After Amiet 1980a: 
pl. 38, no. 585 ( =  a) and no. 591 ( =  b). See also fig. 6.3.

Fig. 14 . 1 J .  A n ‘intercultural-style’ steatite bowl from 
Khafajeh, Mesopotamia. Early Dynastic period, c.2600 bc. 
Height I 1.5 cm. bm  128887. The bowl has three scenes:
(a) ‘Contest’ between a lion and a bull. T h e  victorious lion is 
assisted by a bird o f prey. T h e  bull is lying on its back, and there 
is a scorpion in front o f its head, while behind its hind legs, a 
small bear (?) stands facing a palm tree that is placed under the 
hind legs o f the lion. There are ears of corn (or trees) in the 
background.

(c)

(b) A deity sits, with his legs bent underneath, upon two humped 
bulls. He holds in his hands streams of water and there is the 
sickle moon and a rosette-formed star in front of his head. In the 
background, there are ears o f corn (or trees).
(c) A deity stands upon two lionesses or other felines and holds 
attacking serpents in his hands. In front of his head is a 
rosette-shaped star.
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(a)

F i g .  1 4 . 1 4 .  Proto-Elamite seals from Susa Cc-D a, r.3000-2750 
BC. Bulls and other animals are represented in sitting posture, 
both (a) in profile and (b) also as seen from the front with their 
legs turned to either side. After Amiet 1980a: pl. 37, no. 570 ( =  a) 
and 569 ( =  b).

Fig. 14 .16 . A seal from Mohenjo-daro (m- i i 8i ) with a 
multifaced anthropomorphic god squatting on a throne that has 
hoofed legs. This so-called ‘yoga’ posture may simply imitate the 
Proto-Elamite way o f representing seated bulls (fig. 14.15). The 
deity’s arms are both full of bangles; the crown oathe head has 
buffalo horns and a fig branch.

F i g .  1 4 . 1 7 .  A seated male deity with hoofed legs bent double 
beneath and turned out to either side, seen from the front. There 
is a dot beside the head (originally presumably one on either 
side). Seal impression on a potsherd found in 1975 at Tepe Yahya 
in Kerman, southeastern Iran. Period IVA, r.2200-1800 BC.

Fig. 14 .15 . Proto-Elamite seals from Susa Cc-Da, r.3000-2750 
BC. (a-c) Bulls sitting with legs bent double and fully turned to 
either side, seen from the front. After Amiet 1972: pl. 25, 
no. 10 17  ( =  a); and Amiet 1980a: pl. 38, nos. 58 1-2  ( =  b, c).
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F i g .  1 4 . 1 8 .  A painted pot excavated at Lewan Dheri in the Bannu Valley, Northwest Frontier Province, Pakistan. Kot Dijian period, 
f.3000-2600 BC. After R. and B. Allchin 1982: 165, fig. 6.32. The motifs comprise two goats and the heads of a buffalo and a zebu. The 
fig leaves rising from the head between the horns ofboth the buffalo and the zebu connect them with the Indus deities (fig. 14.16) and 
suggest their association with vegetation and fertility. The two may form a contrasting pair. The water buffalo has a dark skin and bathes 
daily in water; it may thus be compared to the bull in the Proto-Elamite version of the ‘ contest’ motif (fig. 14 .12), which appears to 
represent water, night and death. The zebu usually has a light-coloured skin, and may symbolize the cosmic force of the ‘day’. This 
interpretation is supported by the pompoms hanging from its horns here; they have a parallel in the single ‘sun’ symbol placed between 
the horns of a zebu’s head in the painted pottery of the nearby Early Harappan site of Rahman Dheri (Rhd-247).

Fig. 14 .19 . The water buffalo in Kot Dijian painted pottery. 
Early Harappan period, f.3000-2600 BC. (a) From Kot Diji, 
Sind. (b, c) From Gurnla, Northwest Frontier Province. For the 
nearby site of Rahman Dheri, see fig. 7.4c-i. (d) A Kot 
Dijian-style pot from Burzahom, a Northern Neolithic site in 
Kashmir. After Sankalia 1974: 354, fig. 88: k ( =  a), b ( =  b), c 
( =  c), e ( =  d).

(d)
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(b)

F i g .  1 4 . 2 0 .  Water buffalo on late Akkadian cylinder seals with 
the ‘contest’ motif:
(a) The fight between lion and buffalo. The inscription reads, 
‘Naram-Sin of Akkad: Ukin-Ulmash his son’ . The ‘ Sarre 
cylinder’, Collection Othmar Keel, Fribourg; cf. Collon 1987: 
no. 528. (b) A hero with six locks ofhair fights a water buffalo and 
a bull-man fights a lion. The Oriental Institute of the University 
of Chicago (as. 33: 113 ) . After Boehmer 1965: no. 230.

Fig. 14 .2 1 . T h e  hero with six locks of hair slakes the thirst o f 
the buffalo with water flowing from the pot of Enki. Inscribed 
‘Sargalisarri, king of Akkad: Ibnisarrum, the scribe, (is) your 
servant’ . A late Akkadian cylinder seal, r.2200 b c . Musée du 
Louvre / A O  22303 (Collection De Clercq). After Boehmer 1965: 
no. 232. C f. Collon 1987: no. 529.

Fig. 14.22. T h e water-god Enki sits between two water 
buffaloes subdued by two six-locked heroes. Each hero places a 
foot on the head of one of the subdued beasts. A late Akkadian 
cylinder seal. After Boehmer 1965: no. 223.

Fig. 1 4 . 2 3 .  The water buffalo being speared, apparently in 
sacrifice, by a naked man who lifts one of his feet onto the head (or 
horn) of the animal. This motif recurs several times in Harappan 
glyptic art.
(a) Impression of an Indus seal from Mohenjo-daro (dk 8165). 
After Mackay 1938: pl. 88, no. 279.
(b) A moulded terracotta tablet from Mohenjo-daro (dk 4547). 
The buffalo sacrifice appears to take place in front of a sacred 
tree .A fter Mackay 1938: pl. 92: I I b.
(c) One side of a moulded tablet in the shape of a triangular prism 
from Mohenjo-daro (M-492 c). Behind the slaughtered buffalo is 
a cobra with its hood expanded, possibly representing the deity to 
whom the offering was due.
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F i g .  1 4 . 2 4 .  Durga, the Hindu goddess of victory riding on a lion, defeats the Buffalo demon Mahisa Asura. Rock-cut granite relief in 
Mamallapuram, South India. Pallava period, c. ad 650. After Kramrisch 1954: pl. 86.

Fig. 1 4 . 2 5 .  Impression of a Harappan cylinder seal from Kalibangan (K-65). Two warriors, distinguished by the hair worn in a 
divided bun at the back of tJle head, are spearing each other, while they are both being held by the hand by a goddess wearing a 
head-dress with a long pendant (comparable to the ones decorated with cowry shells and turquoise that are worn by the women of 
Ladakh and Chitral), bangles on the arms, and a skirt. Next to the combat scene (where space appears to have prevented the depiction of 
these details), her body merges with that of the tiger (later the vehicle of the Hindu goddess of war) and her head-dress is elaborated with 
animal horns and a tree branch.



Harappan worship o f the Goddess

F i g .  1 4 . 2 6 .  A square stamp seal from Kalibangan (K-50). A SI. 
This seal with the tiger-bodied goddess (here her horns are those 
of the markhor goat) was found in the same room as the cylinder 
seal shown in fig. 14.25.

and used as sacrificial animals. After Sargon’ s time, the 
m ighty beast starts to be substituted for the bull or bison in 
the ‘contest’ scene (fig. 14.20). T he buffalo was closely 
associated with the water-god Enki, whose six-locked servant 

hero not only subdues the buffalo, but also slakes its 
proverbial thirst with water streaming from the pot o f Enki 
(fig. 14 .2 1) . Enki is him self also represented in the ‘contest’ 
scenes (fig. 14.22). Around 2000 b c , however, the buffalo 
disappeared from Mesopotamian art, and no new buffaloes 
were imported.

There is a new  detail in the composition o f the ‘contest’ 
scenes o f the late Akkadian glyptics: the hero places his foot 
upon the head o f the buffalo (fig. 14 .22). T h is  device is 
without parallel in earlier ■ M esopotam ian art, but is 
characteristic o f the Harappan seals and tablets where a naked 
man spears a buffalo to death (fig. 14.23). T h e  correspondence 
cannot be a mere coincidence.

In Hinduism until quite recently, the water buffalo was one 
o f the principal sacrificial animals offered to Durga, the 
goddess o f victory, who rides a lion or tiger. Such offerings 
were made especially at the end o f the rainy season, at the 

principal festival o f the goddess celebrating D urga ’s victory

Fig. 1 4 . 2 J .  Sumerian electrum helmet (u.ioooo) from the 
Royal Cemetery at U r (tomb PG/755). Early Dynastic I I I  period, 
r.2400 bc. After Pritchard 1969b: 49, no. 160.

over the Buffalo demon, M ahisa Asura (fig. 14.24). The 
earliest images o f D urga as the killer o f the Buffalo demon 
( m a h i s ä s u r a - m a r d i m )  date from early Kusana times, about the 
beginning o f the Christian era. T he most important full 
account o f the myth is that o f the Devï-M âhâtm ya, forming 
chapters 79-80 o f the MarkaJ:.ldeya-Purax:ia. Probably none o f 
the textual versions is older than the fifth century ad . T he cult 
o f D urga and her fight with the buffalo -  a variant o f the 
archetypal contest between lion and bull -  are thus known 
only from sources almost two millennia younger than the 
Indus Civilization. Nevertheless, there is some evidence 
suggesting that the Harappans m ay already have worshipped 
a predecessor o f Durga.

Fig. 1 4 . 2 8 .  Ishtar as the goddess of war with her foot on the back o f a lion, a worshipper and a five-line inscription. A late Akkadian 
cylinder seal of unknown provenance. Black stone, height 4.2 cm, diameter 2.5 cm. The Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago. 
Cf. Pritchard 1969b: 177 no. 526.
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F i g .  1 4 . 2 9 .  A  golden seal with a winged goddess and lions from 
Bactria. (a) Obverse. (b) Reverse. After Ligabue and Salvatori 
n.d. [1989]: figs. 5 8 --9 .

hairstyle comes from Early Dynastic I I I  period 
Mesopotamia, where it is reproduced upon royal helmets (fig.
i 4 .2 7 ).

In  the Akkadian seals, Ishtar as the goddess o f war is 
associated with the lion (fig. 14.28). Inanna-Ishtar is just one 
among the many similar goddesses o f war and fertility 
connected with felines, whose cult appears to have spread all 
over the ancient Near East (and the Aegean) from Neolithic

Fig. 1 4 . 3 0 .  Ground-plan of the ‘palace’ in Dashly-3, Bactria, 
northern Afghanistan. First phase of the Bactria and Margiana 
Archaeological Complex, c.1900-1700 bc. After Sarianidi 1986a: 

5 3 .

A  goddess o f war riding a tiger is seen in a cylinder seal from 
Kalibangan. Here she holds two men by the hand while they 
are spearing each other; next to this scene, she is shown with a 
tiger’s body (fig. 14.25). T h e non-Harappan form o f the 
Kalibangan cylinder seal points to western contacts. B ut the 
goddess herself cannot be labelled non-Harappan, for she is 
depicted also on native square Indus seals (fig. 14.26); even on 
the Kalibangan cylinder seal, the style is Harappan. T h e 
warriors o f the Kalibangan seal are wearing their hair in a 
divided bun at the back of,the head (fig. 14.25). There are 
several other examples o f this hairstyle in Harappan art, 
including a steatite plaque from Banawali (B-26), which shows 
two pugilists fighting with each other. T h e model for this

Fig. 14 .J 1 .  Example o f  a Tantric mandala: the mandala of 
MahäkälY. After Preston in Parpola 1985 b: fig. 24.
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i

F i g .  1 4 . 3 2 .  A  bison bull ( B o s  g a u r u s )  about to have intercourse 
with a priestess lying on the ground. Impression o f a seal from 
Chanhujo-daro. After Mackay 1943: pl. 5 1: 13 .

Anatolia, and from W estern Asia towards the Iranian plateau 
and the Greater Indus Valley in the third millennium  bc . A 
goddess associated with the lion appears also on several seals 
o f the Bronze Age culture o f Bactria dated to f.1900—1700 bc  

(fig. 14.29).
T h is comparison o f  N ear Eastern and Harappan glyptics 

has caused me to re-examine the prehistory o f the cult of 
D urga in the light o f the N ear Eastern, Harappan, Bactrian 

and Vedic evidence. It  would take us too far from  the purpose 
o fth is book to go into this in  any detail, so a briefsum m ary of 
the principal theses will have to suffice. In  the N ear Eastern 
and the M editerranean tradition, the goddess and her 
guarding lions are specifically connected with the city walls. 
T h is is another link with the Indian goddess, m any o f whose 

names (Durga, Tripura, Kottavl, Aparajita, Sarada) can be 
connected with expressions denoting ‘fortress, stronghold’ 
( d u r g a ,  t r i p u r a ,  k o t t a ,  a p a r j i t i i  p u r ,  s i i r a d ï p u r ) .  Citadels were 
characteristic o f all Harappan settlements, but the name 
Tripura specifically points to the strongholds o f the Asura- 
worshipping Dasas mentioned in  the Veda, and identified 
above (in § 8.4) with the temple-forts o f Bronze A ge Bactria, 

exem plified b y  that in D ashly-3 (fig. 8 .18). T h e  ‘palace’ at 
D ashly-3, connected with the H arappan tradition by its 
bull-mosaic (fig. 12 .5), links Bactria historically with the later 
Tantric tradition o f India, as its ground-plan (fig. 14 .30) 
evidently is the prototype o f the Tantric mandala, supposed to 

represent the royal palace as the abode o f divinity (fig. 14 .3 1) .
T h e  royal and Tantric\cults connected with the worship of 

D urga in  historical times, especially those o f the n a v a r a t r i  

festivals around the vernal and autumnal equinoxes,
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culminate in the orgiastic celebration o f the ‘tenth day o f 
victory’ . In m y opinion, they are directly related to the 
so-called v r a t y a  rituals o f the Veda, especially the v r a t y a -  

s t o m a s ,  the m a h i i v r a t a  and the horse / human sacrifice. T h e 
vratya-stomas were lustrations connected with raiding 
expeditions like the ‘tenth day o f victory’ . These ‘pre­
classical’ rituals of the Veda, moreover, link the esoteric sexual 
‘circle worship’ o f the later S akta Tantrism  with the ‘sacred 

m arriage’ rituals o f the Mesopotamian, Harappan and 
Bactrian cultures (see also figs. 12 .9—12). T h e carnal union o f 
the sacrificed horse and the queen in the Veda is paralleled by 
the intercourse between a bison and a prostrate priestess or 
queen in an Indus seal from  Chanhujo-daro (fig. 14 .32) and 
that between Yam a’ s buffalo and an old woman in Lam aist 

iconography (fig. 14 .33). T h e  ‘pairing o f (different) beings’ 
(Aitareya-Äranyaka 5 ,1,5 )  at the Vedic Jlahavrata is likewise 
matched by a Bactrian cylinder seal depicting human and 

animal couples mating (fig. 14.34).

14 .3  Ic o n o g ra p h y  o f  th e ‘fig  d e ity ’ sea l

T h e  famous ‘fig deity’ seal from M ohenjo-daro (fig. 14 .35) is 
o f great interest to the history o f Indian religions and the 

study o f the Indus script. I f  the iconographic scene and 
inscription on this seal each convey essentially the same 
message (as assumed in § 7.5), we can first try to understand 
the pictorial part o f this rare ‘bilingual’ , and then use the 

results as a key to the inscription.
A  search for parallels in  the Near Eastern and later Indian 

traditions which can be assumed to be historically related to 
the Harappan forms the basis o f the iconographic approach. 
Several alternative interpretations are possible, o f  course, but 
a solution that integrates all the different m otifs is most likely 
to be correct, since they m ay be assumed to make a mythically 
and cultically coherent whole.

A n anthropomorphic figure has knelt in front o f a fig tree, 
with hands raised in respectful salutation, prayer or worship.

F i g .  1 4 . 3 4 .  A  cylinder seal from southern Bactria with the 
motif o f mating couples o f different beings, human and animal. 
The Bactria and Margiana Archaeological Complex, f.1900- 
1500 bc. After Amiet 1986a: 322, fig. 191b.
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F i g .  1 4 . 3 3 .  A Lamaist t h a n g - k a  showing ithyphallic Yama, the god o f death, riding a buffalo which mates with an old woman. E. M. 
Scratton Collection, Department of Eastern Art, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. Cf. Mallmann 1975: 463.
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This reverence suggests the divinity o f its object, another 
anthropomorphic figure standing inside the fig tree. In  the 
ancient N ear East, the gods and goddesses, as well as their 

earthly representatives, the divine kings and queens 
functioning as high priests and priestesses, were distinguished 
by a horned crown. A  similar crown is worn b y  the two 

anthropomorphic figures on the ‘fig deity’ seal. Among 
various tribal peoples o f India, horned head-dresses are worn 

by priests on sacrificial occasions.
T h e  divinity o f the standing figure is also suggested b y  the 

fig leaves that issue from  the top of the worshipper’s 
head-dress (such fig leaves adorn the deity’ s crown in figs. 
10.9—10  and 14 .16 ; cf. also fig. 14 .18 ). In historical times, the 

spirits inhabiting sacred trees were represented as having 
human form , with leaves o f the tree on the crowns of their 
heads (§ 13 .1) . T h e  long, broad ‘tail-pendant’ which starts 
from  the top o f the head and hangs down the back is part o f the 
head-dress in some other examples ofH arappan art as well. In 

a seal from M ohenjo-daro (1357), such a head-dress is worn 
by an anthropomorphic figure with bovine legs and distinctly 
female breasts; this mythical creature is associated with a 

horned tiger. T h e  tiger-bodied war-goddess on the cylinder 
seal o f Kalibangan, compared above with the later goddess 
Durga, also has such a pendant as part o f her head-dress (fig.

14.25).
One o f  the main clues to the identity o f  the divine figure 

represented in this seal is the fig tree. A ll the principal 
varieties o f fig are worshipped as sacred in India: the banyan 
( F i c u s  i n d i c a  L . = F i c u s  b e n g a le n s is  L . ,  in Sanskrit v a t a  or 
n y a g r o d h a ) ,  the pipal ( F i c u s  r e l i g i o s a ,  in Sanskrit a s v a t t h a  or 
p i p p a l a ) ,  the country fig ( F i c u s  g l o m e r a t a ,  in Sanskrit 
u d u m b a r a )  and the w avy-leaf fig ( F i c u s  i n f e c t o r i a ,  in Sanskrit 

p l a k s a ) .  T o  judge from  the shape o f its leaves, the tree on the 
‘fig deity’ seal is most probably either the pipal or the banyan 
(fig. 14 .1) . T h e  various fig trees often have the same 
symbolism and are interchangeable in the cult, particularly 
the two principal ones, the pipal and the banyan.

T h e  fig trees have a special relationship with kingship. 
Thus in A B  7 ,27-34 , all four principal varieties o f fig trees 
(nyagrodha, asvattha, udumbara and plaksa) are most 
emphatically associated with kingship. T o  judge from  the 
horned crown, similar to that o f the deity, the ‘worshipper’ of 
the ‘fig deity’ seal is likely to have been royal. According to the 
Old Tam il literature, the ancient kings o f South India 
carefully maintained a ‘tutelary tree’ in the courtyard o f their 
palaces or in  some other safe place. T h is tree (which could but 

need not be a fig tree) was a totemic symbol associated with 
the ruling dynasty from ancient times and was believed to 
have the power to protect the town. Its destruction was a most 
ominous event for the king and the state, and a victorious ruler 
often cut the tutelary tree of his vanquished enemy.

T h e  same custom was prevalent at the other end o f the 
Indian subcontinent. T h e  Kashm irian text Kathasaritsagara 
(90) relates that JTmütavâhana, the prince o f the mythical 
Vidyadharas, had in his palace garden a wishing-tree, a fam ily 
heirloom, called ‘the gt anter o f desires’ . When JTmütavâhana 
was made crown prince, his father’s ministers advised him: 
‘Prince, you must continually worship this wishing-tree, 

unapproachable by any creature, which grants all our desires. 
F o r, as long as we have this, not even Indra could injure us, 
m uch less any other enem y.’ W hen JTmütavähana renounced 
this tree in favour o f the whole world, it flew off to heaven, 
showering blessings on the earth, but JTmütavahana soon lost 
his kingdom. T h e  epithet o f the tree, a d h r , s y a  ‘unapproach­
able, invincible’ , reminds one of d u r g a  ‘unapproachable place, 
fort’ , associated with the goddess Durga.

T h e  important theme o f ‘fig trees and fertility’ has already 
been touched on on several occasions. In  m any Buddhist 
stories o f the Jataka collection, the child-granting tree is 
specified as the banyan (e.g. Jataka 509), worshipped with 
bloody offerings, even with human sacrifices (cf. Jakata 50). 
B u t so far we have m ainly spoken o f the fig tree’ s connection 
with male gods o f fertility, especially Skanda (chapter 13 )  and 
Varuna (§§ 12 .2  and 14 .1) . However, the connections o f the fig 
tree with female deities o f fertility are equally strong and 
important. Fo r one thing, all fig trees are laticiferous, and 
their m ilky sap naturally associates them with the milk-giving 
mother. According to the Mahabharata, ‘people desiring sons 
should worship the man-eating divine women called dryads 
( v r k s i k ä h )  born in trees’ (3,220,16).

T o  take a more specific example, in  Bengal

the Vata (F i c u s  i n d i c a ) is associated with S a s t h i .  The tree bears 
numerous fruits, so it is symbolized as the seat of SasthT, the deity 
of fertility and many children. It is believed that the tree is the 
abode of the deity and the deity is worshipped under the tree. 
(Mahapatra 1972: 144)

L ike most fertility spirits, SasthT has an ambivalent nature: in 
her benevolent aspect, she grants and protects children, but, i f  
she is not properly pacified, she is a demoness harassing 
newborn babies and their mothers. SasthT is associated with 
the cat (§ 13 .1 ) ,  which identifies her as a form o f Durga. H er 

name, ‘the S ixth ’ , refers to the sixth day after birth (often 
critical for the mother), when she is worshipped in the 
lying-in chamber. The sixth lunar day is also the birthday of 
Skanda, the six-headed youthful Hindu god of war, whose 
wife Sasthi is said to be.

Sim ilarly at Prabhasa (in Saurashtra), a terrible goddess 
called Bhütam ata ‘mother o f ghosts’ (comparable to D urga as 
b h ü t a - p r i y ä  ‘fond o f ghosts’), said to be benevolent towards 
children, lives in an old tree: she is to be worshipped by 
women lest she enter their houses to harm them, among other 
things by worshipping a banyan tree ( v a t a )  and planting its
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branch (Skanda-Purâna 7 ,1,16 7 ,74). Eka-parna or Eka-patala 
is the name o f a goddess, daughter o f the Him alayan 
mountains like Parvatl, who subsists by  eating daily one leaf of 
the banyan tree (Brahm a-Purana 34,8i--()2). Laksmi', the 
goddess o f good fortune, is said . to dwell in the pipal fig every 
Saturday, while on the other days o f the week the tree is 
occupied by her elder sister AlaksmT, the goddess of 

misfortune (Padma-Purâna, Uttarakhanda 1 18 ,  24—7). T h e  
pipal tree is also called s r t - v r ' f i s a  ‘the tree o f S r!, the goddess o f 

good fortune’ .
T h e  pipal f ig is  a female divinity inM atsya-Purana 178,69, 

which mentions a ‘m other’ goddess called Asvattha, while one 
of the 108 forms o f the goddess, called Vandanîyâ (‘to be 
praised’ ), lives in  the aSvattha tree (M P 13 ,5 1) . According to 
the Rajput tradition, ÄSäpürnä (‘fill o f wishes’), the tutelary 
goddess o f the Bundi state, appeared out of an aSvattha tree in 
order to protect the queen. According to Bhavisya-Purana 
(Uttarakhanda 138 ,33), the idol of the goddess Durga 
worshipped during the autumnal navaratri festival is to be 

established on an altar having the shape o f the female organ or 
the pipal leaf ( y o n y a s v a t t h a d a l ä b h a y a ) .

T h e Brahm avaivarta-Purâna (Âïkrsnakhanda 16 ,17 7 )  pre­
scribes the worship o f the goddess Candika (i.e. D urga as 

the goddess o f victory) at the root o f the banyan tree. T h e  

Skanda-Purana (5 ,1 ,7 0 ,4 1^ )  speaks of goddesses called 
v a f a - m ä t a r a h  ‘mothers o f the banyan fig’ ; in addition to one 
called Vata-yaksini, this group contains multiforms o f D urga 
such as Brahm ani, Kaum arI, etc. T h ey  were created to kill the 

demon Andhaka (‘darkness’) near a banyan tree (5,1,37 ,24). 
In  the Kalî-nautch festival of Bengal, the goddess is 
worshipped under a banyan tree at midnight.

In  Bengal, m any kinds o f trees including the sheora 
( T r o p h i s  a s p e r a )  and aSvattha are worshipped as the abode of 
the goddess Vana-D urga or ‘ sylvan D urga’ . Goats, sheep and 
buffaloes are sacrificed to Vana-Durga and her twelve sons 

near the tree on T uesday or Friday. Once a year during the 
navaratri festival, the women o f the village worship the tree of 
Vana-Durga. After the pûja, expectant mothers, and young 
mothers whose children have died shortly after birth, tie 
pieces o f new cloth dyed in turmeric to the branches o f the 
tree to ensure the long life of their coming children.

In  easternBengal, a goddess o f victory called Jaya-D urga is 
worshipped in the form o f an earthen pitcher filled w ith water 
that is ‘placed either at the root of a tree or in  some waste place 
unfrequented by human beings’ . H er non-Brahm in priests

strip themselves naked and dance before the pitcher and thereby 
invoke her . . .  Then twenty-nine diagrams of mystic significance 
are drawn with powdered rice . . .  On each of these diagrams are 
placed oblations ofboiled rice knd roasted fish for the goddessling 
Jaya Durga. Last of all, beasts . . .  are sacrificed and Homa 
ceremony is performed. (Mitra 19 31: 970-1)

F ig  trees were also instrumental in securing victory in war. 
Thus in the Atharvavedic hymn 3,6 (cf. also 8,8,3) repeated 
invocations to crush the foes are addressed to the pipal fig 
( a s v a t t h a ) .  According to G G S  4,7,23, the banyan tree 
presages war. T w o  ancient descriptions o f royal fig worship 
for the sake o f victory are o f special importance for the 
interpretation o f the ‘fig deity’ seal.

In Ramayana, the righteous-minded demon Vibhisana has 
deserted his evil-minded brother Ravana, the demon king of 
Sri Lanka, and joined the forces o f Rama. Vibhisana reveals to 
his ally that the greatest hero of the demons, Ravana’s son 
Indrajit, w ill perform a sacrifice at a shrine ( c a i t y a )  called 
N ikum bhila (6 ,7 1,13 ) ; this sacrifice makes him invincible in 
battle (verse 14 uses the term d u r ä 'd h a r s a ,  verse 22 its 
synonym a d h u y a  ‘unapproachable, invincible’ that we saw 
applied to the tutelary tree in  Kathasaritsagara 90). Vibhisana 
therefore advises Ram a that LaksmaJJ.a should kill Indrajit at 
the moment when he is returning from the battle to renew his 
sacrifice, because Indrajit can be slain when he has not yet 
completed his ritual (6 ,7 1,13 —22). Vibhisana then personally 

guides Laksmana to a great forest not far from Lanka, 
showing him the place where the ritual is observed (6,74,2): ‘a 
terrible-looking banyan-tree ( n y a g r o d h a )  which has the 
appearance of a dark blue thundercloud’ (3); ‘it is after 
bringing an offering to the ghosts ( b h ü t a )  living here that 
Ravana’s m ighty son thereafter betakes him self to the battle’ 
(4). Another son o f Ravana, Meghanada, is also said to have 
obtained m any miraculous weapons o f war through his 
sacrifices at ‘the great forest o f Lanka called N ikum bhila’ 

(7 ,2 5 ,2 ff. ).
Nikum bhila appears to b e  the name of a goddess o f  war, for 

the demonesses of Lanka refer to drinking alcohol ( s u r ä ) ,  

eating human flesh, and dancing (5,22,41) as ways of 
worshipping her and the commentaries identify her as ‘the 
goddess Bhadrakal! who dwells at the western gate o fL an k a ’ . 
Nikum bhila isth e  feminine gender counterpart ofN ikum bha, 

attested as the name o f several demons, o f a K u ru  warrior and 
a warrior in the army o f Skanda, the god o f war. It m ay be a 
variant o f NiSumbha, the name o f a demoniac adversary of 
Durga as well as a noun meaning ‘killing, m urder’ .

In the Buddhist Dhonasakha Jataka (no. 353), a king who 
wanted to conquer the city o f Taxila  (in the northern Indus 
Valley) settled under a big banyan tree. H is priest advised the 
king to sacrifice a thousand captured princes to the deity ofthe 
tree in order to obtain victory: ‘And surrounding the tree with 
a rimmed circum ference let us fill it with blood five inches 
deep. And so shall the victory soon be ours.’ (The tree o f the 
‘fig deity’ seal seems to have a rimmed circumference — many 
other sacred trees shown on moulded tablets from Harappa 
have a railing: fig. 13 .8 .)

T h e  next m otif on the ‘fig deity’ seal that I shall discuss is
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F i g .  1 4 . 3 s -  The ‘fig deity’ seal from Mohenjo-daro (m - i  186). The iconography of this seal is discussed in§ 14.3. For a simpler variant 
of the same ritual scene see fig. 7.13b.

the human head placed on a throne or sacrificial altar beneath 

the fig tree. T h e  hair on this head is bound at the back into a 
double bun, like the hair o f the two soldiers who spear each 
other on the cylinder seal from Kalibangan (fig. 14 .25) and the 
hair in  the electrum helmet from the Royal Cem etery at U r 
(fig. 14.27). T h is  suggests that the human head on the ‘fig 
deity’ seal belonged to a warrior.

Beheading a victim in sacrifice used to be central to the cult 
o f Durga, the H indu goddess o f victory. A  severed human 
head (or a garland made o f such heads) is among her 

iconographic attributes and cult objects (e.g. K P  67,86). In 
ancient South India, brave warriors won the favour of D urga 
by cutting off their own heads: thus they tried to make her 

grant victory to the king they served. U p  to the early years o f 
British rule in Karnatak<i, human sacrifice was a regular part 
o f the yearly navaratri festival o f the goddess, initiating war 
expeditions. In the myth o f D urga’ s main feat, the slaying of
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the M ahisa Asura, celebrated at the culmination o f this 
festival, the final form  which the decapitated demon-victim 
assumes is that o f a m anly hero.

T h a t the hum an head on the ‘fig deity’ seal is  the result o f a 
sacrifice is suggested by the pictogram BJ placed nearby, apart 
from the rest o f the inscription. T h is sign appears to be in 
some way related to sacrifice, because it occurs, similarly 
detached from the main inscription, beside the victim in a seal 
that depicts the spearing o f a buffalo (fig. 14.23a). Hunting, o f 
wild buffalo (a most ferocious beast) is less likely than sacrifice 
in this scene, because the spearman is repeatedly shown as 
having placed one o f his feet on the head o f the brute (fig. 
14 .23). Buffalo sacrifice is one indication o f the cult o f 
Proto-D urga in the Indus Civilization. In  one other seal 
(M-952), the sign BJ encloses another pictogram: ffl. T h e  
inserted sign U is likely to mean ‘pot containing sacrificial 
offering’ , because in  some moulded tablets an inscription
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containing this sign is accompanied by a scene in which a 
kneeling man holds such a pot in his hands, which are 
extended towards a tree (fig. 7 .12 ), while in other tablets 
worshippers extend the pot towards an anthropomorphic 

figure sitting on a throne and wearing a horned head-dress 
(fig. 13.2b). These scenes also remind us o f the Bengali 
worship o f Jaya-D urga with pots offered to trees (quoted 
above); the sign may represent a magic diagram upon which 
the pot is placed, with its offerings.

T h e markhor goat is yet another detail in the ‘fig deity’ seal 
that supports the interpretation in terms o fD u rg a ’s cult. T he 
half-human, half-caprine face o f the markhor is likely to have 
belonged to the Harappan predecessor o f the goat-faced 
Hindu god Skanda, connected with virility, fertility and the 
banyan tree (§§ 13 .4 -5 ) . According to the Vaikhanasa Agama, 
the planet M ars (a manifestation o f the war-god Skanda, the 

presiding deity o f this planet), is depicted as having the 
markhor in his flag ( i a r a b h a - d h v a j a ) .  One meaning o f the 
Sanskrit word s k a n d a  is ‘the leaper’ , and the markhor is famed 
for being able to jump to ‘ inaccessible places’ (A S 9,5,9; 

Kalidasa’s M eghadüta 55): the word for ‘ inaccessible place’ 
used in this connection, d u r g a , also means ‘fort’ and connects 
the beast with the goddess Durga. According to the K alika- 
Purana (57,5-6), the wild markhor goat (called i a r a b h a  in 
Sanskrit) is, next to man and the water buffalo, most highly 
esteemed by the goddess as a sacrificial animal. These victims 
are at the top o f a long list o f male sacrificial animals, which 
may be compared to the various manly forms assumed by 
M ahisa Asura in his combat with Durga, all killed by the 
goddess (§ 10.3). T h e most common animal victim is the goat, 
which is in many ways associated with Skanda (§ 13 .5).

T h e  last m otif on the ‘fig deity’ seal to be examined is the 
row o f seven anthropomorphic figures at the bottom. T h ey 
wear their hair in a single long plait, as did women in ancient 
times in the N ear East, a style still followed today in South 
Asia. T h is m otif also points to Skanda and to the goddess o f 
victory. As the leader o f the divine army, Skanda is 
accompanied by the dread goddesses o f destruction and 
illness, called ‘mothers’ , usually seven in number. These 
‘seven mothers’ are aspects o fD u rga, the goddess o f war and 
victory; at the same time, they are the wives o f  the Seven 
Sages (the asterism o f the Great Bear). S ix  o f them (the stars 
o f the Pleiades) are the ‘mothers’ or wet-nurses o f the war-god 
Rudra-Skanda in the Vedic as well as in the H indu religions 

(§§ 1 1 .3 ;  12 .2 ; 13 .1) .
T h e  seven anthropomorphic figures are dressed in  skirts. I f  

they are female, then why does the ‘ fig deity’ not also wear a 
skirt, i f  she too is female? Perhaps because the goddess is 
naked (according to K P  66,8'^^o, for example, the goddess 
T ripu ra  is naked; for Köttavi, dictionaries give the meaning 
‘naked woman’ ; compare also the naked or ‘ self-denuding’

goddess o f northern Syria and Mesopotamia in the first half o f 
the second millennium bc).

14 .4  T h e  in sc rip tio n  on th e ‘fig d e ity ’ sea l: the s ta r  
o f  th e  G o d d ess, the c a rp  an d  th e red  d ot on th e
fo re h ea d

We are now ready to turn to the main inscription on the ‘fig 
deity’ seal. T h e preceding discussion has suggested that the 
seal probably belonged to the high priest or priestess o f a 
goddess, who was a predecessor o f the later Durga. We have 
also assumed that the message o f the seal was conveyed in two 
different ways: (1) pictorially on the iconographic scene and 
(2) in writing in the inscription. Structurally, the inscription is 
identical with that o f the famous ‘Proto-Siva’ seal (§ 7.5). In 
both cases (reading the impression from  right to left) the final 
sign is 1:-, which depicts ‘m an’ . It can be read in Dravidian as aJ 
/ arz ‘man, manly person, warrior, husband, servant’ ; in Tam il 

this word also means ‘devotee (of a deity)’ . T he immediately 
preceding sign may in contexts like this represent the 
Proto-Dravidian genitive suffix *-a  (§ 10.2). The sign before 
that one, fish-shaped in both these seals, would express the 
name o f the deity, preceded by other signs that probably 
express epithets.

We have seen that the fish signs o f the Indus script can be 
interpreted as the Dravidian names o f stars and planets 
(§§ 10 .1 ; 10 .4 -5 ; 12 .2 ; 13 .2 -3 ; 14 .1 ;  fig. 15 .2), used as symbols 
o f divinities and in this capacity also as the building blocks o f 
proper names (§ 1 I .4). In  the inscription on the ‘fig deity’ seal, 
the sign 11:- ‘fish with a dot inside’ is likely to represent the 
deity depicted on the seal. Pictorially, the ‘dot’ or ‘ single short 
vertical line’ inside the fish sign is somewhat ambiguous; it 
might denote ‘number one’ (§ 5.2), but other meanings, too, 
are conceivable (e.g. ‘hole’, ‘drop’ , ‘ dot’). This problem of 
iconic interpretation may be solved, however, i f  we approach 
it from a different angle. Fo r i f  the iconographic and religious 
considerations presented in § 14 .3  are correct and the divinity 
o f  the ‘fig deity’ seal was the goddess o f victory and fertility, 
we can take the star o f the goddess as the starting-point.

T he first question to be asked is: W hich star was most likely 
to be associated with the protoform o fD u rga  in India in most 
ancient times? I f  a satisfactory answer can be found, the next 
task is to discover whether any native Dravidian name for the 
heavenly body concerned has survived in our sources; 
generally speaking, the prospects are not very good, because 
relatively few o f the original Dravidian star-names have 
survived, most having been replaced by the corresponding 
names in Sanskrit and related Indo-Aryan languages in the 
course o f the millennia. Should we succeed in this second task 
as well, there will be an important test o f the candidate: we
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shall see whether it has or does not have the power to explain 
the pictorial shape o f the ‘fish with a dot’ sign.

Venus is one obvious possibility, for all over the ancient 
N ear East, the goddess o f war and sexual love was associated 
with this planet. In  M esopotamia, for example, Venus as the 
morning star represented Inanna-Ishtar as the goddess o f 
war; as the evening star, Venus represented her as the goddess 
o f love, and this association between the Goddess and the 
planet Venus can be traced back to the archaic texts o f the 
fourth millennium bc  (fig. 2 .3). A  statue o f the Elam ite 
goddess Narunde discovered at Susa and dated to c . 2 2 2 0  bc 
shows her with two lions and a star as her attributes: the star is 

undoubtedly Venus (fig. 14.36). T he Bactrian goddess riding 
the lion (fig. 14 . 2  9 ) was probably also associated with the 
planet Venus, because her iconography is heavily influenced 
by the art o f M esopotamia and Elam. M oreover, the Old 
Iranian goddess o f waters, fertility and victory, Anahita, was 
identified with Venus, for in the later Zarathustran literature 
the name o f the goddess, Anahïd, usually denotes the planet 
Venus.

T h e  Indian goddess D urga or K âli, too, is connected with 
Venus. For example, until 1835, before the British stopped 
the practice, a young boy was sacrificed to the goddess in the 

principal K â li temple o f Calcutta every Friday, the day o f the 
planet Venus, and the same practice is reported concerning 
the K â li shrine o f the Brhadisvara temple at Thanjavus in 
South India. However, the seven-day week and, with it, the 

connection between Friday and Venus, are comparatively 
recent in India, having come from the West in Hellenistic 
times, so we cannot be satisfied with this evidence. We must 
look for more ancient data relating to the astral aspect o f the 

Indian goddess.
T a r d . ,  whose name denotes ‘star’ , is worshipped as a 

popular tutelary goddess in Tibetan Buddhism . T rad i­
tionally, her name is taken to mean ‘saviouress’ (from Sanskrit 
verb t d r a y a t i  ‘ takes across, saves, protects’ ), but the astral 
meaning ( t a r a  <  * s t d r d -  <  Indo-European * s t e r - )  is implied in 
the earliest known reference to this Buddhist deity, 
Subandhu’s Vâsavadattâ (c.650 ad):

‘The Lady Twilight was seen, devoted to the stars and clad in red 
sky, as a Buddhist nun [is devoted to Tara and is clad in red 
garments.]’ The pun centers on the ambivalence of two words: 
t a r d  as either ‘star’ or ‘Tara’ , and a m b a r a  as either ‘sky’ or 
‘garment’ . (Beyer 1973: 7)

It is also clear that this goddess has been taken over by 
Buddhism  from Hinduism , where an astral goddess called 
T ara is known from a widely attested Puranic myth (e.g., 
Vif!:i:iu-Pural)a 4,6): v

Soma, the moon, performed the Vedic rite of royal consecration. 
He became arrogant and abducted Tara, the wife of Brhaspati,
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F i g .  1 4 . 3 6 .  Statue of Narunde, the Elamite goddess of victory, 
with lions and the star symbol of Venus. From her temple at 
Susa, c . 2 2 2 0  bc . Musée du Louvre / AO (sb 54-6617). After 
N a is s a n c e  d e  V é c r i t u r e  1 9 8 2 :  2 2 0 ,  no. 162.

the priest and teacher o f the gods, who is identified with the 
planet Jupiter. The gods declared the war of stars, in which the 
Asuras (demons) and their teacher USanas Kavya, identified with 
the planet Venus, fought on the side of the moon. After Tara was 
restored to her husband, she was found to be pregnant. At first, 
Brhaspati wished to have the child abandoned, but after the birth 
of a splendid son, the planet Mercury, both Brhaspati and Soma 
claimed paternity. When Tara, threatened by her son, finally 
declared Soma to be the father, the moon named the child Budha, 
‘wise’ .

Th is myth is very ancient, being referred to as early as the 
Rgveda (10 ,109), around iooo bc . But which star was Tara? 
Another myth o f Som a’s love affairs is known from the oldest 
Brahm anas (K S  1 1 ,3 ;  M S  2,2,7; T S  2,3,5). T h e moon was 
married to the naksatras, the lunar marker stars, but he 
favoured only one o f them, the red star Aldebaran, called 
R  ohirii‘ the red fem ale’; the others, neglected, returned home.
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Soma went after them, but their father Prajäpati did not 
return them until Soma had promised to treat them equally. 

Because the moon again favoured only Rohim , he was 
punished with the disease o f consumption that causes him to 
wane.

T h e first asterism o f the Vedic star calendar is the Pleiades, 
whose heliacal rise at the vernal equinox took place c.2240 b c . 
T h e  myths o f Rohim  as the favoured mate o f the moon 
probably refer to a still earlier time, when Rohim  was not the 

second but the first naksatra, i.e., when Aldebaran rose with 
the sun at the vernal equinox, c.3054 bc . Th is would take us to 
Early Harappan times (§ 11 .3 ) . T he M ahäbhärata (3 ,2 19 ,10 ) 
in fact speaks o f the time before the Pleiades rose to the 
heavens, when ‘Rohim  was the first’ . In the Rämäyana (5 ,3 1,5  
ed. Gorresio), too, Rohim is called ‘ the first o f the stars’ 
( J y o t i s a m  a g r y a ) .  Albrecht W eber (1862) has pointed to a 
structural feature in the calendar that seems to bear out this 
interpretation: one variant o f the oldest naksatra list (in T S  
4 ,4 ,10 ,1-3 ; cf. also T B  i ,5 , i ,4) contains t w o  lunar houses, 
both called r o h i m ,  the 2nd and the 16th (in other lists, this 

rohim"is calledjyeHhri ‘the oldest’ : § 14 .1) ; from the fact that 
these two stars are diametrically opposed to each other, W eber 
concluded that the two halves o f the calendrical cycle had 
once begun with the same name.

Rohim, then, was probably the oldest marking star o f both 
the vernal and the autumnal equinox. T h e  two great feasts o f  
D urgä are celebrated around these two dates, in the spring 
and in the autumn (§§ I 1 .3 ; 14.3). Before starting out on a war 
expedition on the ‘ tenth day o f victory’ that concludes the 
autumnal navarätri festival, the Rajput king traditionally 
lustrates his army. On the appearance o f the first star 
(Biardeau 19 8 1b : 226), he parades to worship the goddess o f 
victory and her tree (SamI, a hard tree used together with the 
pipal fig in the kindling o f fire). According to Dharm asindhu, 
the king is to go to the northeast and to pray: ‘M ay Aparäjitä 
. . .  bestow victory on m e!’ Northeast is the ‘ invincible 
( a p a r a j i t a )  direction’ (AB 1 , 14) o f the dawn and the rising 

star.
In the earliest phase o f Indian astronomy, the beginning of 

the new year would have been observed from the h e l i a c a l  r i s e  

ofRohim  (§ i I .2), at that time more or less the only calendrical 
star o f importance. T h e  later shift to lunar observation (the 
star’s conjunction with the foil moon) appears to be reflected 
in the story o fR o h im ’s being the _ favoured mate o f the moon, 

for T ärä  is said to have been the wife o f Brhaspati before she 
was appropriated by Soma (the moon). Brhaspati later 
becomes the golden planet Jupiter, but in this myth he is 
undoubtedly the rising sun. In  the J U B  (4,27), Savitr (the 
sun) and his mate SävitrI, form the archetypal ‘couple’ 
( m i t h u n a ) ;  the later state o f affairs is reflected in the marriage 
hymn o f the Rgveda (R S  10,85), where S äv itri is the bride o f

the moon (Som a’s identity with the moon is d ear from verse 
2, where it is said to be ‘in the lap o f these [  calendrical] stars’ ). 
T h e Atharvaveda ( 13 ,1 ,2 2 ) , too, supports this hypothesis by 
making the goddess Rohim  the mate o f the rising sun and, 
significantly, a goddess o f war: ‘Devoted to Rohita is Rohim  
his mistress, with beautifol colour (complexion), great, and 
lustrous: through her may we conquer booty o f every 
description, through her win every battle!’ (trans. Bloomfield 
1897: 210). R o h im ‘the ruddy one’ o f course refers to the dawn 
(the sun’s daily bride) as well as to the star Aldebaran (his 
yearly bride). In  most versions o f the myth o f Prajäpati’s 
incest, his daughter is expressly said to be Usas ‘D aw n’ .

According to the Skanda-Purär:ia (5 ,3 ,10 8 ,12 ), Rohim  won 

the love o f her husband after propitiating the goddess who 
killed the Buffalo demon. T h at Rohim  is the star o f Durgä is 
also suggested by the fact that T ärä (who we have s e n  
denotes Rohim  in the Veda) remains one o f D urgä’s names: 
‘T h e  wise seers call her Ugra-tärä, for Ambikä always protects 
her devotees against danger, however terrible it may be’ (K P  
63,61). Sävitri, too, is associated with Durgä and Tärä by her 
epithet d u r g a - t a r a t z i  ‘ she who saves from difficulties or 
dangers’ (Mahäbhärata 2 ,1 1 ,3 4  b); this is significant, as the 
cult o f Sävitri is connected with the banyan fig (§ 14 .1) .

W e can now return to the ‘fish’ sign onthe ‘fig deity’ seal. I f  
w e are right in  assuming that the ‘fig deity’ is the goddess o f 
victory and fertility and that she is expressed through the ‘fish 
with a dot’ sign in the inscription o f this seal, then the star 
represented by that sign is in all likelihood Rohi.QT, ‘ the red 
(female)’ . H ow can we utilize this hypothesis for interpreting 
the sign? Can we find a pictorial interpretation that would 
connect it with the Rohim  star? Let us, first o f all, examine 
what the Indian astronomical texts have to say about the 
symbolic shape o f Rohim.

According to later astronomical Sanskrit texts (such as 

Jyotisaratnam älä 6 ,74fr or Brahmasiddhänta’s Säkalya- 
samhitä 272fr), the Rohim  asterism is symbolized by a cart 
( s a k a t a ) .  We shall return to this symbol later. But Kälidäsa’s 
Rätrilagnanirüpana mentions the s a k u l a  fish as the symbol o f 
Rohim. S a k u l a  is the carnivorous catfish called ‘snakehead, or 
murrel ( O p h i o c e p h a l u s  s t r i a t u s  Bloch or C h a n n a  s t r i a t u s  

Bloch)’ (fig. 14 .37); ‘a kind o f carp’ , however, is recorded as a 
meaning for the Hindi word s a u r i  or s a u r ,  which is derived 
from Sanskrit s a k u l a .  T h is confusion is curious, as the 
snakeheads and carps look quite different, although they 
belong to the same order o f Cypriniform es; on the other hand, 
both are very common and great delicacies, and both play a 
prominent role in the cult o f the Goddess. Thus s a la  

(contracted from s a k u l a )  ‘snakehead’ and r o h i t a  ‘carp 
( C y p r i n u s  r o h i t a  or L a b e o  r o h i t a  Ham ilton)’ (fig. 14.38) are 
among the three best kinds o f fish specified by the Tantric 
texts as fit to be offered to the Goddess, the fish ( m a t s y a )  being
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F i g .  1 4 . 3 7 .  The ‘snakehead’ fish, O p h io c e p h a lu s  s t r i a t u s  Bloch 
(Sanskrit s a k u l a , s a la ) .  After Hora 1952, pl. 1: 5.

F i g .  1 4 . 3 8 .  The carp, C y p r i n u s  r o h i t a  Hamilton, alias L a b e o  

r o h i t a  Hamilton (Sanskrit r o h i t a ) .  After Hora 1955: 4, fig. 2 b.

one o f  the five essential components o f  the infamous ‘circle 
worship’ o f the Goddess:

There are three sorts o f  the best kind offish: s a la ,  p ä t h t n a  [ S i l u r u s  

p e l o r i u s ] ,  and r o h i t a .  The middling sort are the ones without 
bones, and the worst are the ones that have lots of bones -  though 
these, too, may be offered to the Goddess i f  they are very well 
roasted or fried. (Mahänirväna-Tantra 6, 1—20, trans. O’Flaherty 
et al. 1988: 133)

T h e  ‘left-hand’ orgies o f  the Goddess, in  which fish is eaten 
as an aphrodisiac (§ 10.2), are practised particularly on the 
‘tenth day o f victory’, and they have a close parallel in two 
archaic Vedic rituals that appear to have pre-Vedic roots in 
India, namely the new year rite mahavrata ■ and the horse 
sacrifice (§ 14.2). Interestingly, in the obscene dialogue 

accompanying the simulated sexual union o f the dead victim 
and the chief queen in the horse sacrifice, a pair o f s a k u l a  fish 
is mentioned (this being almost the only occurrence o f the 
word in the Veda: A S  2 0 ,13 6 ,1 ; V S  23,28; etc.). H ere the 
s a k u l a  are compared to the labia o f the female organ. Even  this 
symbolism the s a k u l a  shares with the r o h i t a  fish, for a pair o f 
carp is a well-known symbol o f fertility in ancient India 
(§§ 10 .2—3); as a fertility sym bol it is also associated w ith the 
goddess o f D urga (fig. 14.42). R o h i t a  has ‘scales with orange 
to reddish centre’ , and is therefore a more appropriate symbol 
for the Rohini asterism than s a k u l a ,  which is without scales. 
Its very name is the same Sanskrit word for ‘red’ as that ■ o f the 
star — the difference being that the gender o f r o h i t a  is 
masculine, while that ofrohiwfis feminine. Carps (Cyprinidae 
and L a b e o  spp.) are also significantly represented among the 
fish remains unearthed at H arappa (Belcher 1992: 1 13 ) .

I f  the ‘fish with a dot’ sign *  stands for the r o h i t a  fish  as a 
symbol o f the star Rohini, how can we read it? T h e  sign can be 
broken into two components: ( I ) the basic ‘fish’ sign, and (2) a 
single short stroke or ‘dot’ or ‘point’ placed in its middle. It is 
the ‘dot’ inside that must make the expected meaning ‘red 
fish, carp’ explicit. T h ere  is one ‘dot’ or ‘point’ ( b i n d u )  that is 
most important in the H indu cult and that moreover happens 
to be usually red, nam ely the dot which is painted on the 
forehead. In  many South and Central Dravidian languages, 
this is called * p o t t u  ‘dot, spot, round (red) m ark on the 
forehead, drop o f water’ . In  Central Dravidian languages 
there is a perfect homophone * p o t t u  meaning ‘a kind o f fish’ , 
and in Gondi at least, specifically ‘ r o h i t a  fish’ ; from Pengo this 
word is, moreover, known compounded with the word for 
‘fish’ as b o t u  m i n .  T h e  etym on appears to go back to 
Proto-Dravidian, as cognates seem to exist in South 
Dravidian as well (Tam il p o t t u - k - k a r a i  ‘a kind o f fish’ ; 
M alayalam  p o t t a n  ‘a fish’ ). T h at w e have here indeed hit upon 
the right pictorial interpretation of the Indus sign assumed to 
stand for the asterism o f Rohil).I is suggested by the 
little-known fact that the red forehead mark is directly 
connected with the RohinI star in the Hindu tradition.

T h e  red forehead mark is  called b y  many names, the 
Dravidian word mentioned above being current mainly in 
South India. In  N orth India, among the most common terms 
are Sanskrit t i l a k a  ‘m ark on the forehead; small mole on the 
skin’ (from t i l a  ‘ sesamum seed, small particle’), and the 
unexplained t i k d ,  to which we shall return a little later. In  its 
most common fonction, it is an indispensable attribute o f a 
married Hindu woman whose husband is alive. Texts like 
Tryam bakayajvan’s Stridharm a-Paddhati, which details the 
duties of the ‘perfect w ife’ , prescribe putting the auspicious 
tilaka mark on the forehead as a necessary part o f the wife’ s 
daily toilette. T h e  traditional verses quoted in this connection 
stress that this should not be forgotten by the devoted wife 
( p a t i - v r a t a )  who wishes her husband to live long:

T h e  sectarian marks so important for men are deemed irrelevant 
to their wives . . .  The . . .  references to tilaka have no relation to 
either Visl)u or Siva. The mark is made with . . .  [saffron or 
reddish paste, called] k u n k u m a ,  the sign o f a woman’s marital 
happiness or s a u b h ä g y a .  For the tilaka is the visible symbol o f a 
woman’s religious allegiance as distinct from that of men. It 
declares first that her husband is her deity; secondly, that he is 
still alive to receive her daily service and worship. As we have 
seen, the bulk o f the rulings on a woman’s appearance carry the 
same message: her husband lives; all religious devotion must be 
directed to him alone. A man without his sectarian mark is a man 
without a god; a woman without her tilaka is one whose god is 
dead. (Leslie 1989: 96—10 1)

T h e  wife devoted to  her husband has Savitrl and Rohil).I as 

her m odels; i f  the dot on her forehead symbolizes her
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husband, then it should depict the sun, because Saviti; and 

Rohita, as the husbands o f S av itrl and Rohini respectively, 
both represent the sun-god. Th is is, indeed, in agreement 
with the red and circular form o f the mark and the testimony 
o f C. D. M aclean, whose G l o s s a r y  o f  t h e  M a d r a s  P r e s id e n c y  

(1893), under the word ‘Pottoo ( b o t t u ,  Telugu; p o t t u ,  Tam il)’ , 
records that ‘the dot is the mark o f  the sun’ . T h e  Ramayar.ia 
( 3 , 2 2 , 8 )  compares the northern direction, which is without the 
sun, to a woman who lacks the tilaka.

One o f the most extensive and detailed collections ofH indu 
forehead marks was published by Edward M oor in his book 
T h e  H i n d u  p a n t h e o n  in 18 10 . T h e astral nature o f the 
‘crescents, variously accompanied’ , in nos. 75-8 3  o f M oor’ s 

catalogue (reproduced in fig. 1 4 . 3 9 )  is clear from  his 
comments:

This lunar hieroglyphic seems exclusively the distinction of 
M a h a d e v a  and his family: I do not, in this instance, find any 
exception. Nos. 7 5  and 7 6  . . .  the S h i v a n i t e s  paint . . .  on the 
forehead in yellow, as emblems of S i v a and P a r v  a t  i -  the Sun 
and Moon. In all my pictures the crescents are white. (Moor 
18 10 : 408)

T h is  interpretation agrees w ith classical H indu mythology, 
according to which Siva has the crescent o f  the moon as a 
diadem on his forehead, and a sun-like third eye on his brow.

But i f  the ‘ eye’ above the crescent is the sun (and the sun is 

the ‘eye’ o f various Vedic gods already: § 1 2 . 1  ) ,  what is the dot 
beneath the crescent in nos. 7 8 ,  8 0  and 83 (and in fig. 1 4 . 4 2 ) ?  

We find an explanation in B . A. G upte ’ s article ‘Notes on 
female tattoo designs in India’ , published in 1 9 0 2 :

1. T h e  m o le  is a well-known protection from the Evil Eye. I t  is 
also an emblem o f the C h ä n d a n i ,  corresponding to Venus, whose 
approach to the Moon, a personified m a le  (as distinguished from 
the female of the West) is a natural phenomenon held to 
represent the meeting of a loving pair. The Moon is called 
Räktipati or Täräganapati, ‘King o f the Night’ , ‘Husband of the 
Stars’ .

2. R o h m  is his favourite wife, and she is represented thus • ,  
while a crescent shows the Moon. A  dot between the horns ^ 4 ^  

represents the face of the Moon, which is often, however, drawn 
like the human face in profile with another dot below it to 
represent his loving consort. It is an emblem of conjugal 
happiness. v

Here G upte does not specify the placement o f these tattoo 

marks, but other reports do: ‘Both men and women o f the

Korava class wear tattoo marks of circular or semicircular 
form  on their foreheads and forearm s’ (P. Paupa Rao N aidu, 
H i s t o r y  o f  r a i l w a y  t h i e v e s ,  1900, quoted in Thurston 1 9 0 6 :

3 7 7 )  . ‘M any Pulayan m en in  Travancore are tattooed on the 

forehead with a crescent and circular spot’ (Thurston 1 9 0 6 :

378) . T h us the red dot on the forehead, with or without the 

lunar crescent, seems to have denoted both ‘the sun’ and ‘the 
star Rohm !’ .

T h e  star Rohir.ii is praised as the best of all women: this 
goddess stays not even a second in the sky without the Moon, 
her husband (Ramayar.ia 3 ,3 , 1 1 ,  ed. Gorresio); the preceding 
verse lauds Savitrl and Arundhatï (discussed § 14 .1)  for their 
marital faithfulness, through which they have reached the 
heavens (also Ramayar.ia 5 ,3 1,5 -6 ). In  the cultic ritual, too, 
the Rohir.ii star is worshipped together with the moon. Thus a 
vow called r o h i n i - c a n d r a - s a y a n a - v r a t a  is celebrated on the 
fifth day o f the bright half-month that falls on a Monday, or 
on a full-moon day that falls on the Rohir.iI asterism 
(Matsya-Purar.ia 5 7 ) .  It  includes the votive offering o f a bed 

( s a y a n a ) ,  given with a prayer for a happy married life.
In many Grhyasûtras (BaudhG S 1 , 1 , 2 0 ;  M G S  1,7 ,5 ; 

K a th G S  14 ,10 )  Rohir.ii is mentioned first among the naksatras 

o f marriage. According to the Old Tam il poem preserved in 
Akanänüra 136 , the marriage took place ‘as omens fell 
together favorably, as the broad sky shone with clear light, 

and as there was an unjeopardized conjunction of the moon 
and c a k a t a m  [ =  the asterism o f Rohir.ii]’ (trans. H art 1 9 7 5 :  

7 2 ) .  In  Akanânüru 86,5—7, too, the moon and ‘the faultless 
[Rohir.ii] star o f excellent fame’ are connected with marriage.

L ik e  the Rohir.iI star, the red dot on the forehead is one of 
the foremost symbols o f marital fidelity. As such it plays a 
central role in Indian m arriage ceremonies. T h e rite of 
applying red powder to the bride’ s forehead and the parting of 
her hair ( s i n d ü r a - d â n a )  is, in N orth India, sometimes the only 
marriage rite, and often the binding part of the ritual, after 
which the marriage cannot be annulled. Even the Brahuis of 
Baluchistan, though they have been M uslim s for many 
centuries, have the bride’s forehead painted with red, green 
and yellow. ‘T h en  all the ladies who have daughters o f their 
own yet unmarried, come forward and do worship to the t i k ,  

or bridal markings, on the bride’s forehead’ (Bray 19 13 : 6 4 ) .

T h e Grhyasûtras, the Vedic manuals on domestic 
ceremonies, do not enjoin the marking o f the bride’s forehead 
with red powder. T h is strongly suggests that the ritual is of
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(a)

F i g .  1 4 . 4 0 .  Women wearing a forehead mark in the early historical art o f India. (a) Woman with a mirror in left hand, preparing her 
forehead ornament. Medallion on a balustrade o f the Bharhut stupa, second century bc. After Naudou 1966: 76, fig. 1. (b) A  court . 
attendant. Ajai:ita, Cave io, c.ioo bc. After Alkazi 1983: 61, fig. 8.

non-Aryan origin. T h at it nevertheless did exist in  the Vedic 
period is shown by the KauSikasfitra, the erratic Grhyasfitra 
o f the ‘unorthodox’ Atharvaveda, which alone prescribes (in 
76 ,12) the fixing o f gold ( h i r a n y a )  on the forehead ( l a l ä t a )  of 
the bride.

T h e  earliest female figures o f Indian art wear on their 
foreheads either large round golden ornaments, as in the 
Bharhut stupa o f the second century bc  (fig. 14.40a), or what 
look like tilakas, as in Cave 10 at Ajanta c.ioo bc  (fig. 14.40b). 
T h e  earliest clear references to tilakas made with red powder 
on the forehead are in the Ramayar.ia, dating from  around the 
beginning o f the Christian era. Already around the fifth 
century bc , however, Panini (4.3.65) mentions l a l i i t i k i i  

‘ornament o f the forehead ( l a l ä t a )’ . It seems that t i k ä  or t i k i i ,  

one of the principal expressions used nowadays for the 
‘forehead mark’ , which has been an etymological problem, 
can be explained from this word. It  appears that later, when 
the Persian word l i i l i i  ‘bright, shining; red’ had entered 

Indo-Aryan, the variant form l i i l i i t i k i i  was falsely understood 
to be a compound o f two separate words.

T h e  s i n d ü r a - d ä n a  as the c^m ination o f N orth  Indian 
m arriage has as its counterpart in South Indian m arriage the 
tying o f a string with an auspicious ornament (called t ä l i  in 
Tam il) around the neck o f the bride. T h at this marriage badge

was originally tied on the forehead and that it thus 
corresponds to the red dot painted on the bride’s forehead in 
North India is suggested by the fact that in Tam il the word 
p o t t u  denotes both ‘a spot o f sandal paste or other stuff put on 
the forehead’ and ‘a round plate o f gold, the matrimonial 
token worn by Telugu women, t i i l i - p - p o t t U  (Fabricius 1972: 
745). T h e  Harappan ‘priest-king’ statue wears a circular 
ornament on his forehead, kept there by a fillet (fig. 12 . I ). T h e 

male gender o f the wearer is no obstacle to identifying this as a 
p o t t u ;  among the Jat tribes of the northern Punjab, for 
example, it is the bridegroom who is given the red dot in the 
wedding ceremonies:

About five days before the wedding . . .  the [genealogist] then 
brings a ram (chatra, whence the name o f the rite itself), cuts its 
ear, and with his thumb imprints a mark ( t i k ä )  o f its blood on the 
youth’s forehead, and on those o f all present. He gets the ram and 
a rupee as his vail. The youth then bathes, and boiled wheat is 
distributed. He is oiled, and a red tape is tied round his forehead. 
Thenceforward he must keep a knife or sword in his hand till the 
wedding day. (Rose 19 14 : 490b)

T h e verm ilion used for the s i n d ü r a - d ä n a  ritual in  the N orth 

Indian wedding is, at least in eastern India, often kept in 
fish-shaped metal containers. T h is fish-shaped box is not the
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only link between the fish and the dot on the forehead, which 
appears to be represented by the ‘dot’ in the ‘fish’ pictogram 

o f the ‘fig deity’ seal:

The fish as a symbol o f fertility has an important part in the 
marriage rites. The Brahmans o f Kanara take the married pair to 
a pond and make them throw rice into the water and catch a few 
minnows [i.e. carp]. They let all go, save one, with whose scales 
they mark their brows. I f  there be no pond near, the rite is done 
by making a fish o f wheat flour, dropping it into a vessel o f water, 
taking it out and marking their foreheads with the paste. (Crooke 
1906: 222)

Significantly, this custom is not restricted to South India:

The Emperor Jahangir, before undertaking a journey, used to 
have a huge carp brought into his presence, followed by a dish of 
starch, into which he plunged his fingers and rubbed them 
between the eyes o f the fish and then on his own forehead. He 
probably got the idea from the Kashmiri ladies o f his harem; at 
any rate, M r Val Prinsep describes the Maharaja o f Kashmir 
doing exactly the same rite a few years ago. (Crooke 1906: 222)

T h e  time o f celebration and the dot made on the forehead 
are not the only connections that the star Rohil) . 1  has with 

brides and marriage. T h e  Sanskrit word r o h i ' f . l i  also denotes a 

marriageable young virgin, according to ParaSara-Smrti 7,7,4, 
one who is nine years old. T h e  Grhyasamgraha (2,18) in turn 

defines r o h i t J i :  ‘the girl is “ red”  ( r o h m l )  after she has attained 
menstruation.’ T h is meaning is connected with that o f ‘the 

Rohil) . 1  star’ in a Vedic m yth narrated in the Aitareya- 

Brahmana (3,33), where the star Rohifrf is the first-born 
daughter o f the creator-god Prajapati. In  a prim eval act o f 
incest, Rohil) . 1  was approached by her own father, but the 
father was killed in punishment for his sinful behaviour. One 
function o f this myth seems to have been to warn o f the dire 

consequences o f incest and to enforce the sacred law which 
states: ‘Out o f fear o f the appearance o f the menses let the 
father m arry his daughter while she still runs about naked. 
F o r  i f  she stays (in th e house) after the age o f puberty, sin  falls 
on the father’ (Vâsistha-DharmaSâstra 17,70).

In  this connection, the expression ‘red one’ ( r o h i t J z )  appears 
to get its m eaning from the fertile red blood ( r o h i t a )  in her 
womb. T h e  following considerations lead to the same 
conclusion. Unm arried girls traditionally have a black 
forehead mark, the red mark being reserved for married 
women. M oreover, a woman is not to wear the auspicious red 
mark on her forehead when she has menses, but is supposed to 
put a black mark instead on three days. During this time, 
sexual intercourse is prohibited. On the fourth day she is 
again available to her husband, and puts on the red mark. (It is 
undoubtedly this custom that is reflected in giving the 
goddess Durga her forehead mark on the f o u r t h  day o f the 
yearly navaratri festival.) I f  a woman becomes a widow or her

husband is away, she is not entitled to wear the red tilaka 
mark.

T h e  menstrual blood ( r o h i t a )  in the womb o f the sexually 
mature girl ( r o h i t J z )  corresponds to the icon o f ‘a dot i n s i d e  a 
fish’ in the Indus pictogram that we have supposed to signify 
the star Rohil).i. O f course purely practical reasons speak 
against placing the ‘dot’ sign i n  f r o n t  o f the ‘fish’ sign. For 

although this latter alternative is conceivable for a compound 
consisting o f words that mean ‘dot’ and ‘fish’ , it would have 
caused ambiguity, because a single short stroke in front o f the 

plain ‘fish’ sign could have been understood to denote 
‘number one’ (§§ 5.2; 10.4). But there seem to have been 
strong symbolic reasons for placing the ‘dot’ inside the ‘fish’ 
as well. T h e  fish-shaped vermilion box with its contents, the 

red powder, is another instance o f such a correspondence of 
im age w ith the Indus sign we are interpreting, as the ‘dot’ 
i n s i d e  the ‘fish’ pictogram appears to stand for * p o t t u ,  the dot 

made w ith the red powder. T h is word * p o t t u  has some 
connotations and homophones in Dravidian languages, 
apparently going back to Proto-Dravidian, which support the 

placement o f the ‘dot’ i n  t h e  b e l l y  o r  w o m b  o f the ‘fish’ in the 
Indus pictogram. T o  start with the homophones, there is the 
word * p o t t  V  ‘belly, stomach, womb, pregnancy’ .

Among the connotations o f  the word * p o t t u  in  the sense of 
‘dot, forehead mark’ is the meaning ‘drop (of water or other 
liquid)’ , which it shares with the Sanskrit word b i n d u  ‘drop’ , 
and also ‘dot, spot’ and (lexically) ‘a coloured mark made on 
the forehead between the eyebrows’ ; compare with the 
last-mentioned sense the name c a n d r a - b i n d u  for the graphic 

sign o f nasalization over letters, consisting of an upward- 
opening crescent moon ( c a n d r a )  and a dot above it. An 
etymon found only in M iddle and N ew  Indo-Aryan has the 

same semantic range: Prakrit t i p p i  ‘spot on forehead’, Sindhi 
t i p o  ‘dot placed over letters’ , H indi t i p k ä  ‘drop’ , Oriya t i p - t i p  

‘dripping’ , and so forth; here the prim ary meaning is clearly 

the onomatopoeic sound o f dripping or dropping (cf. t i p p u a  

‘to drip’ , t i p p a  ‘drop’ in the unrelated Finnish language); this 
is shown by the existence o f related words with vowel 
variation, for example (with - a - )  Bengali t a p  ‘sound of 
dropping’ , Awadhi t a p a - t a p a  ‘patter o f drops’, Oriya s i n d ü r a -  

t a p i i  ‘dot made with vermilion on the forehead o f married 
women’ , and (with - o - )  Oriya t o p d  ‘raindrop’, /opf‘small spot 
on forehead’ . T h is parallel suggests that the ultimate 
etymology o f the word * p o t t u  ‘drop, dot’ might well be the 
Proto-Dravidian onomatopoeic root * p o t t u  ‘to burst noisily’ , 
* p o t u - p o t u  ‘onomatopoeic expression signifying the falling of 
fruits or stones one after another’ .

W e have seen that the ‘dot on the forehead’ is  associated 
with the sexual m aturity of women. T h e  N orth Dravidian- 
speaking Oraons believe that the forehead mark is the seat o f a 
demon who can interfere with the fertility o f women; this
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demon is exorcized $0 as to be transferred from  a barren 
woman to her forehead mark, which is thereafter carefully 
disposed of. T h e  conception o f fertility is very much 
associated with the concept o f ‘drop’ : water fructifies, so a 
drop o f water symbolizes seed. In Bengal, the ceremonial 
bathing o f the god Dharm a (identified with the sun) is the 
most important festival in his annual worship. Barren women 
throng to get the ‘first drop’ o f water on their heads when the 
basket in which the god’s image has been immersed is raised 

from  the water: it is firm ly believed that she who gets it will 
conceive.

In  the Rgveda, the Sanskrit word for ‘drop’ , d r a p s a ,  refers 
to ‘ seed’ . In  J}S  7 ,3 3 ,1 1—13 , the sage Vasistha is said to have 
been born from the drop o f seed ( d r a p s a )  that ‘ jum ped’ 
( s k a n d - )  from the gods M itra and Varuna w hen they saw the 

heavenly nym ph ( a p s a r a s )  UrvasI. We have met Vasistha as 
the most famous o f the Seven Sages who shine as the stars of 
the Ursa M ajor; he is the husband of ArundhatI, the paragon 
o f marital faithfulness. T h is astral myth o f the Veda has an 

interesting parallel in a later myth, in which the. Apsaras has 
the form of a fish. T h e  M ahabharata (1,57) tells how seed 
‘ jumped’ ( s k a n d - )  from  the Cedi king Vasu during a hunting 
expedition. T h e  king sent his spilt seed on a leaf carried by a 
bird to his wife, but it dropped into the Yam una river. There 

it was eaten by a heavenly nymph ( a p s a r a s )  who had been 
cursed into the form  of a fish ( m i n a ) .  She conceived, and the 
fisherman who caught her found twins in her womb. T h e  boy 
was adopted by the king and became K in g  M atsya (‘ fish’ ). 

People called M atsya ‘fish’ were the neighbours o f  the Cedis. 
T h e  female fish o f heavenly origin, from whom their 
eponymous king M atsya was born, is likely to stand for the 

star RohinI, the daughter o f the creator-god Prajapati. Rohini 
the daughter o f Prajapati is also called V i r â t ,  meaning both 
‘widely shining’ and ‘widely ruling’ (T B  1 ,1 ,10 ,6 ; 1 ,2 ,1 ,2 7 ) ; 

another nam e o f K in g  M atsya is V i r d t a .  In  this legend a 
‘drop’ o f seed got into the belly o f a ‘fish ’ , again reminding us 
o f the ‘dot’ i n s i d e  the ‘ fish’ in the Indus pictogram ̂ su p p o se d  
to represent the star Rohii:iI.

T h e  m yth o f the creator-god Prajapati’ s incest with his 
virginal daughter RohinI has m any variants. In  the Vedic 
texts, Prajapati’s fiery seed spilt on this incestuous occasion 
becomes the fierce god Rudra, who kills his own father with 

arrows to punish him. In  the epic versions o f this same myth, 
either the fire-god Agni or Siva sees the stars o f the Pleiades as 
beautiful nym phs ( a p s a r a s )  bathing in the heavenly river. 
Then the god spills his seed, which falls into the Ganges and 
becomes the war-god Skanda, nursed b y  the Pleiades. T h e  
shift from R ohinI to the Pleiades as the ‘mother(s)’ of 
Rudra-Skanda can be understood in terms o f the astronomical 
shift that took place in the third millennium BC: instead of 
Rohini, the Pleiades became the asterism o f the new year in
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which the sun rose at the vernal equinox (§ 1 1 .3 ) .  We have 

discussed R udra’s identity with Rohita, the ‘red ’ rising sun, 
whose rays m ay be conceivved as arrows killing the demon of 
the night. Rudra’s v-ariant name S k a n d a  connects him with 
the ‘ jum ping’ ( s k a n d - )  seed-drop.

Before w e continue with this theme, the repeated m otif o f 
m en becoming excited by the sight ofbathing women calls for 
comment. Women are supposed to stand up and take their 
bath early in the morning, before the sunrise, and before the 
men rise and bathe. Im m ediately after the bath they put the 
red dot on their forehead. A s the faithful wife o f Rohita, the 
Rohini star (or the goddess o f dawn, with whom she is equated 
in A B  3,33) also rises before her husband, the red sun, and 
bathes in the ecliptic, i.e. the heavenly Ganges. However, the 
rising sun is not only the husband but also the son ofR ohin i, 
the ‘ golden em bryo’, to whom she gives birth at sunrise, the 
‘dot’ in the ‘womb’ o f the ‘fish’ swimming in the heavenly 
river.

T h e Rgvedic verse 1 0 , 1 7 , 1 1  starting with the catchwords, 

‘T h e  drop jumped ( d r a p s a s  c a s k a n d a ) \  is recited in a 
cosmogonic episode while the Vedic fire-altar is being 
constructed. A  circular gold plate equated with the sun is 
placed upon a lotus leaf, which is identified with the waters, 
the earth and the womb. A  golden man ( p u r u s a )  is then laid on 
the golden plate with the mantra, ‘T h e  golden embryo 
( h i r m ; y a - g a r b h a )  came first into existence’ (J}S  10 ,12 1 ,1 ) .  
Th en  comes the verse ‘T h e  drop jumped’, which S B  7 ,4 ,1,20  

comments on by stating that ‘the drop is yonder sun’. Th is 
agrees with the conception of Rohita, the ‘red’ rising sun, as 

an embryo (A S 13 ,1 ,4  and § 13 .5). In  section 13 .5  we 
discussed Skanda, another hypostasis o f the rising sun, as one 
o f the foremost godlings associated with embryos and 
childbirth. T h ese  conceptions seem thus to have been implied 
when the Indus scribes have placed the ‘drop’ or ‘dot’ (i.e. the 
forehead mark representing the sun) in the womb o f the ‘fish’ 

sign.
The Rgvedic verse 1 0 , 1 7 , 1 1 ,  starting with ‘The drop 

jumped’, is also recited in the Vedic Soma sacrifice. H ere the 
verse accompanies the libations that the priests pour in 
expiation for drops o f Som a spilled during the m orning 
service. Interestingly, the chanter-priests use for this same 
purpose another mantra, which pays homage to the goddess 
Vac with the words, ‘You are Bekura by name’ Q B 1 ,82). Th is 
seems to im ply a connection between the ‘drop that jumped’ 
and Bekura. According to Albrecht W eber (1862: 274k), 
b e k u r i i  originally meant ‘calendrical asterism’, a word that was 
already obsolete in Vedic times. It  has been argued (in § 1 1 .3) 
that it  m ay be a borrowing from Dravidian, corresponding to 
Old Tam il v a i k u r u - m m  ‘morning star’ . That Bekura should 

be identified with RohinI as the asterism p a r  e x c e l le n c e  is 
suggested by Bekura being here the name o f the Vedic
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goddess Vac: the names and epithets used o fV ac , ‘ invincible’ 

( a s d d h a )  and ‘ conquering’ ( s a h a m d n a )  (V S 13 ,26  and S B  
7 ,4 ,2 ,32 --)  and ‘a lioness overcoming the enemies’ (VS 5 ,10 ; 
5 ,12 ; T S  6 ,2 ,7 ,2 -8 , i ) suggest that she is an early form o f 

Durga.
So far we have seen that the foreheadm ark, the carp and the 

Rohinï asterism  are all associated w ith one another and that 
they are important sym bols o f fertility. T h e  other, martial 

aspect o f the goddess that has emerged as an important theme 
in the iconographic study o f the ‘fig deity’ seal we have so far 
met only in the invocation to Rohinï in A S  13 ,1 ,2 2 : ‘ through 

her m ay we conquer booty of every description, through her 
win every battle!’ There is, however, much more to be said 
about this dimension. T h u s the star Rohir:iï and the M oon are 
worshipped as a couple on the birthday o f K rsna, who is 

identified with the moon and said to have been born under 
Rohir:iï. T h is  day is particularly auspicious i f  it happens to fall 
on Rohinï, when it is called j a y a n t i  ‘victorious’ (Padma- 
Purana, Uttara-khancJ.a 32, 4 1-8 ; Agni-Purana 18 3 ,14 ). T h is 
parallel, too, suggests that the original star o f D urga’s ‘ tenth 

day of victory’ was Rohinï.

T h e  Vedic text T S  2 , i ,3 , i  states that offering a sacrificial 
victim with a spot on the forehead to the angry god o f war 

guarantees victory. A  red cow, whose name connects it with 
the star Rohinï, sim ilarly destroys an enemy:

The blood (lohitam) which fell Rudra seized ( g r a h - ) ;  it became a 
fierce ( r a u d d r t )  red ( r o h i n t J  cow . . .  He who practises witchcraft 
should offer a red (cow) to Rudra; verily he has recourse to Rudra 
with his own share; verily he cuts him down to him; swiftly he 
reaches destruction; it is red, for it has Rudra as its deity. (T S
2 ,i,7 ,2  and 7, trans. Keith 19 14 : 1, i4of.)

In  South India, it is still the routine practice to put a red dot 
( p o t t u )  on the forehead o f sacrificial victims (in earlier periods 

including human victims). T h e  dot marks the victim  as the 
bridegroom of the goddess (§ 12.2). Since the buffalo is one of 

the principal victims offered to the goddess, one is 
immediately rem inded o f the prominent ‘third eye’ on the 
forehead o f the buffalo-headed, angry portrayal o f the god o f 
death in  Lam aist art (fig. 14 .33). A  terracotta statuette o f a 
bull found at H arappa has four ‘dots-in-circles’ painted on its 
forehead (Vats 1940: 11, pl. 79 no. 73). Bull figurines with a 
star on the forehead come from the excavations o f M ehrgarh 
(period V II)  and Nausharo (period ID ) and from  the Quetta 
Valley (fig. 14 .4 1) , dating from the transition from  the Early 

to the M ature Harappan phase, f.2550 BC; there is a triangle 
between the horns o f the bull in the K u lli pot shown in  fig. 
1 . 1 5 .  Several roughly contemporaneous star-headed 
terracotta bulls are known fr o m  Shahr-i Sokhta. M any 
M esopotamian bull statuettes have inlays o f various shapes 
(triangles, quatrefoils) suggestive o f a star on their foreheads.

b
F i g .  1 4 . 4 1 .  (a, b) A  ‘third eye’ on two bull figurines from the
Quetta Valley, Baluchistan: Site Q§, Damb Sadaat HI levels 
(r.2600 bc). After Fairservis 1956: 226, fig. 18: a, b.

Several scholars have identified the trefoil-ornamented bulls 

as images o f the constellation Taurus (§ 12 .1  ); W illy  Hartner 
(1965: 4) speaks in this connection o f the horned head o f this 
celestial bull, which is ‘dominated by the very bright star 
Aldebaran [ =  Rohinï] as the bull’s eye’ .

Vedic texts state that the sacrificial horse must have on its 

forehead a spotted mark ( l a l d m a )  (T S  7 ,3 ,17 : K S  5,3,7). What 
is more, the White Yajurveda expressly links this spotted 
mark on the forehead with the star o f the new year by calling it 
‘the mark o f the Pleiades’ (SB  13 ,4 ,2 ,4 ; K S S  20,1,34). T h e 
commentators explain this as meaning ‘a mark ( p u n d r a m :  later 
used o f the sectarian marks on the forehead) which has the 
form o f the cart ( S a k a t a )  o f the Pleiades’ . According to the 
Mahabharata ( 3 ,2 19 ,1 1) , too, ‘ the Pleiades now twinkle as a 
constellation in the form  o f a cart ( S a k a t a ) ' .  Astronomical 
Sanskrit texts, however, mention only razor ( k s u r a ) ,  razor’s 
edge ( k s u r a - d h d r d ) ,  or fan  ( v y a j a n a )  as the form o f the 
Pleiades, whose Sanskrit name K r t t i k a h  can be associated 
with the root k r t -  ‘to cut’ , while cart ( S a k a t a )  is mentioned 
only as the form  o f Rohinï. In  Tam il, too, R o h in ï has many
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names meaning ‘cart’ , some borrowed from Indo-Aryan, 
some native Dravidian. T h e  latter include u r u l  and u r u l i ,  

which literally mean ‘anything circular, circle, ball, wheel’ . 
Sanskrit s a k a t a  ‘ cart’ might therefore well be short for 
s a k a t a c a k r ä k s a  ‘ an eye like the wheel o f a cart’ , an expression 
occurring in Vam ana-Purana 9 ,18 . I t  agrees perfectly with the 

description o f the forehead mark o f the sacrificial horse, for ' 
the Satapatha-Brahmana equates it with the pupil o f the eye. 
W e have seen that the circular dot on the forehead is in  many 
ways associated with the R o h m ! star, and this suggests that 
the cart too was originally the symbol o f Rohim , as it is in  the 
astronomical texts. W hen the White Y  ajurveda associates it 
with the Pleiades, this seems to result from  the calendrical 

shift that took place in the third millennium, making the 
Pleiades the asterism o f the new year instead o f Rohim

(§ 1 1 .3 ) .
According to  the Kâlika-Purâna (60,15—24), one should, 

after worshipping the goddess Durga, make a tilaka on one’s 
forehead, either with powder used for drawing her magic 
diagram , or w ith  blood from  the sword used for behea<ding the 
victim sacrificed to her. While putting the mark on the 
forehead, one should pronounce the ‘all-subduing form ula’ , 
which runs as follows: ‘W homever I touch with m y foot, 
whom ever I see with m y eye, he must come into m y power, 
even ifh e  be equal to Indra; O m  a i r h  h r i m  s r ï t h ,  ‘O lady greatly 
excited by sexual passion, hail!’ T h e  text states that then the 
whole world will be in one’s power. Nrsim ha Bhatta’s 

Vidhänamälä (7 9 ,1fr ) , too, assures victory over the enem y for 
one w ho has put a ‘tilaka o f battle’ ( r a n a - t i l a k a )  on his 
forehead. According to the twelfth-century Tam il poet 
Ottakkuttar (Takkayaka-p-paral}i, verse 100), followers o f the 
Goddess take blood from the intestines o f fallen heroes on the 

battlefield to put on their own foreheads.
A  red forehead mark is specific to m en o f the warrior class. 

According to Padma-Pural).a (25, 26) and other texts, the 
priestly class o f Brahmans should have a white tilaka mark, 
the warrior class o f Ksatriyas red, the merchant and artisan 
class o f Vaisyas yellowish, and the servile class o f S fidras 

black. W hite contributes to salvation, red is for controlling 
others, yellowish for wealth and black for peace (Padma- 
Pural).a, Uttara-khal).Q.a 253,40). T h us the red tilaka, by means 
o f which one is able to subdue kings, proud women and 

dangerous beasts (cf. also Laki;mal_la’s S arada-tilaka 1 1 ,6 5 — 
70) is the prerogative o f warriors. T ilakas o f the four social 
classes differ in their shape as well. M itram iSra (in his 
seventeenth-century commentary on Yajnavalkya-Sm rti 
1,22) quotes a text called Vam ana-Paddhati to the effect that 
the Ksatriyas wear on their forehead a fish-shaped 
( m i n ä k ä r a r h )  tilaka. Fish  as a mark o f the warrior may seem 
odd, but in fact ‘ the fish is a symbol o f violence in Hindu 
culture: m a t s y a n y ä y a ,  the law o f the fish, is a common term

for anarchy (the larger fish devouring the smaller)’ (Shulman 
1980: 399).

M ï n â k s ï  ‘fish-eyed’, the guardian goddess o f the South 
Indian city o f M adurai, was according to the local legend a 
princess trained in martial arts who conquered the whole 
world. H er connection with the asterism Rohim  (approached 
by her own father in A B  3,33) is also suggested by what 
Megasthenes (f.300 b c ) says about her:

As Herakles could find no other husband worthy o f his daughter 
Pandaie, he himself had, shortly before his death, incestuous 
intercourse with her, thus originating a race of kings (i.e. the 
Paw;lya kings ofMadurai). Pandaie was then only seven years old, 
but that is the age when women become marriageable in that part 
of India. (Arrian, Indike 8--g)

M ïnâksï’s Tam il name A n - k a y a r - k a t i t i - a m m a i y ä r  means ‘the 
goddess w ith beautiful eyes that are like the carp (i.e. the red 

rohita fish)’ . Old T am il literature frequently compares the 
‘long eyes’ o f a flirting maiden to the ‘red carp’ (Cilapp. 4,53 
c e n - k a y a - n e t u n - k a t t ) .  T h e  red carp frisking in  the water has 
not only erotic but also m artial connotations, being likened to 

spears (Puram  249,6) and arrows (Perumpal).. 269F). T h is  
connection o f the red carp with eyes o f the goddess demands 
comparison between the iconic similarity of the Indus sign *  
‘dot-in-fish’ and the sign 0  ‘dot-in-circle’ identified as an 
image o f the eye (§ 12 .1) .

T h e  three magic syllables a i r h  h r ï r h  s r ï t h ,  pronounced in  the 
‘all-subduing mantra’ while the tilaka is being put on the 

forehead, constitute the so-called ‘eye-seed’ ( n e t r a - b i j a )  

formulae o f Durga, connected with her three eyes; she is said 
to have emerged from these seeds to kill the Buffalo demon 
(K P  6 1,2—11) .  Durga is indeed described as having three eyes 
(fig. 14.42):

The Goddess stood on the lion, flaming violently with her three 
eyes which were of the colour o f blood, constantly piercing 
Mahisa with her trident. (K P  62,60-1)

T h e  early M esopotamian religion offers an interesting 

parallel to D urga’s connection with the fish (§ 10 .3 ; note also 
that t r i s 'ü la  ‘a trident spear’ , is a common weapon ofD urga):

It is : . .  interesting to note how often a fish is placed close to Istar 
in warlike aspect, and holding her tripartite sceptre; there is even 
a curious scene in which the goddess does not appear in person, 
but is symbolised by her great tripartite sceptre, beside which a 
fish is placed, while a short-clad attendant and a divinity leading a 
female worshipper draw near to pay homage. (Buren 1948: 10 1)

L e t us summarize some o f  the main arguments o f  the 
investigation. T h e  Indus sign was assumed to stand for a 
Proto-Dravidian name o f the asterism Rohim in the 

inscription ofthe ‘fig deity’ seal: this star appeared most likely
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Inscription on the 'jig deity ' seal

F i g .  1 4 . 4 2 .  A  traditional brass mask representing the goddess Durgä, made in Varanasi around 1967. Hand-repoussé work, height 
51 cm, width 45 cm. Private collection of Oppi Untracht. Note the ‘dot’ beneath the ‘sickle of moon’ and ‘the third eye’ on the forehead, 
and the pair of carp on either side of the face. The peacock is the traditional vehicle of the war-god Skanda as well as of the goddess 
Sarasvafi, an ancient doublet ofDurgä (Parpola, in press d). The mask is worn by a man impersonating the Goddess in a religious drama 
performed during the autumnal navarätri festival.

2 7 /



to stand for the ancient Indian goddess o f victory and fertility, 
who was assumed to be represented in the iconography o f this 
seal. Consisting o f a ‘dot’ or ‘drop’ ( p o t t u )  in the ‘ stomach’ 
( p o t t u )  o f a ‘fish’ ( m i n ) ,  the sign yields the Dravidian 
compound p o ( ! u - m i n ,  which has been recorded as occurring 
with the meaning o f ‘r o h i t a  fish’, i.e., the carp, whose red 
scales are sometimes used for making the forehead mark in 

marriage ceremonies, while the red powder normally 
employed for this purpose is kept in fish-shaped containers. 
R o h i t a  is the masculine form o f the same word for ‘red’ that 
occurs in the feminine in the name R o h i n i , so the r o h i t a  fish is 
assumed to have originally symbolized the red star Rohim  
rather than the s a k u l a  fish mentioned as such a symbol in one 
astronomical text. T h e  star Rohim  is spoken o f as a goddess o f 

victory in the Artharvaveda, and the ‘red dot put on the 
forehead’ ( p o t t u )  has a central role in the cult o f the goddess o f 
victory. T h e goddess _ has eyes shaped like the red carp, which 
is also implied by the shape o f the Indus sign. T h e  red 
forehead mark o f a warrior, too, should have the form o f a fish 
( m i n a ) .  T h e warrior killed in battle demands comparison with 
the warrior-shaped Buffalo demon slaughtered by the 
Goddess, and the sacrificial animals wearing the p o t t u  mark on 

their forehead. While the star on the forehead o f the 
M esopotamian bull figurines may be the star Aldebaran 
(  =  Rohim) as the eye o f the constellation Taurus, Vedic and

Harappan worship o f the Goddess ----------------------------------------

epic texts connect the forehead mark directly with the 
Pleiades and the eye, and indirectly with the Rohim  asterism. 
T h e  dot on the forehead o f the bride and o f married Hindu 
women symbolizes the red rising sun, Rohita, as the husband 
o f the Rohim  star, the exemplar o f marriageable maidens 
( r o h i n i )  and the faithful wife p a r  e x c e l le n c e .  The sun, however, 
is also the embryo carried in its womb by this fertile heavenly 
maiden. In folktales, she may assume the form o f a fish ( m i n a )  

and become pregnant from a ‘drop’ ( d r a p s a  =  Dravidian 
p o t t u )  o f seed. T hus the interpretation o f the Indus sign o f a 
‘dot or drop inside a fish’ agrees in every respect with the 
suggested iconographic interpretation o f the ‘fig deity’ as a 
‘Proto-D urga’, the goddess o f victory and fertility, and with 
the symbolism o f the forehead mark, the r o h i t a  fish, and the 
Rohim  star.

What has been presented above has by no means exhausted 
the meanings o f these rich symbols. Enough has been said, 
however, to make the point that they are a ll inextricably 

intertwined and touch some o f the most central aspects o f 
ancient Indian religion. T hus the Indus sign turns out to be 
not simply a phonetically used grapheme, but a highly 

condensed religious symbol, which suggests, for example, 
that the still surviving ancient Hindu habit o f making a red 
mark on the forehead probably goes back to the third 
millennium b c .
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It  is by no means impossible that one day the archaeologists 
m ay find a bilingual with an Indus text and its translation into 
a known language and script. Such a happy find is most likely 
to be made in the N ear East, and would probably take the 
form  o f a cuneiform tablet with a trade contract, mentioning 
the name o f a H arappan merchant who had stamped the 
document with his Indus seal. A  similar contract bearing the 
impression o f a D ilm un seal (§ i .4) has already been found

(fig. 15 .1) .
U ntil some such find is  made, w e must try to manage 

without it. H istorically known proper names o f people and 
places in inscriptions are not necessarily the only possible 
clues in the absence ofbilinguals (chapter 3). In  the case o f the 
Indus script, the cultural and religious context supplies a lot 
o f clues.

T h e  problem o f the Indus script is in  m any respects like a 
crossword puzzle. As long as there is no bilingual, we cannot 
be absolutely sure whether the script or a sign belonging to it 

has been deciphered correctly, just as the solution to a puzzle 
or an individual clue will remain a matter of probability until 
it can be verified by the official published version. In both 
cases, however, the probability o f correctness increases with 
the number o f interlocking solutions, provided that they 
comply with the rules o f the game and other conditions. In  the 
puzzle, for instance, only genuine words and names m ay be 
used, and the words must be written horizontally and 
vertically without leaving any gaps. In  the Indus script, the 
interpretations have to be in  agreement with the theories of 
writing and decipherment. In  the puzzle, the word guesses 
must fit the available space and the clues to their meaning. In 
the Indus script, the interpretations must be in line with the 
historical context, including the vocabulary o f the languages 
involved, and with the clues offered by the inscribed objects.

In both cases, some guesses w ill fit the available evidence 
better than others. A n incorrect solution blocks progress, 
while a correct one allows further solutions. O nly very 
experienced puzzle-solvers w ill arrive at the correct solutions
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F i g .  15 .1 .  (a-e) A  cuneiform tablet (Yale Babylonian Collection 5447) dated in its inscription to the tenth year of Gungunum, king of
Larsa, i.e. 1923 bc (according to the most commonly accepted ‘middle chronology’). The tablet has an impression of a Dilmun seal and 
mentions Amorite proper names (§ 8.2). See Buchanan 1967.

right away. U sually some guesses have to be revised in the 
light o f other guesses: the solutions are tested against each 
other, because the words in the rows and columns cross each 
other within a m atrix and therefore have to fit together. 
Sim ilarly, in  the decipherment of the Indus script, we m ust 
continually check the hypotheses against all relevant material 
until the results are fu lly  satisfactory. Am ong the best indirect 
proofs we can get are interlocking solutions, especially of 
ligatures and compounded signs.

Although bilinguals in the narrow meaning o f the word are 
missing, we have something approaching these external tests 
in a few ‘pictorial bilinguals’ (like the L inear B  tablet in fig.
3.4), such as the ‘fig deity’ seal (§§ 14 .3—4), the copper tablets 

(fig. 7 .14  and §§ 13 .3 —5), and some other objects like the 
stoneware bangles (§ 13 .1 )  or tablets depicting offerings with 
vessels (figs. 7 .12  and 13.2b). Clues can be sought in the Indus 
signs themselves, too. It  seems that the creators o f the script 
were at pains to invent symbols whose pictorial and phonetic 
messages would be in harmony with each other. W itness, for

example, the ‘roofed fish’ (pictorial message) as the rebus for 
the ‘black star’ (phonetic message), which can both be 
understood to represent the slow and dark planet Saturn, 
conceived in later times as a deity riding a turtle ( =  an aquatic 
animal with a cover, i.e. a kind o f ‘fish’ with a ‘ro o f) , or the 
unbelievably rich symbolism that can be seen in the ‘dot- 
in-fish’ sign dealt with in § 1 4 +  Such semantic webs of 
interconnected symbols and meanings constitute one o f the 
few  tests that can be used in the decipherment o f the Indus 
script: the likelihood that an interpretation is correct increases 
with the complexity o f its match with the tradition.

A  num ber o f systematic, interlocking interpretations o f 

individual H arappan signs have been presented; they are 
summarized in fig. 15 .2 . T h e y  suggest that the Indus script is 
essentially sim ilar to the other pictographic scripts that were 
created before the m iddle of the third millennium bc , that the 
language o f the Indus people belonged to the D ravidian 
fam ily, and that they professed a religion that was genetically 

related to the religions ofboth ancient Western Asia and later
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Sign or
No. sequence Pictorial meaning

Shared phonetic 
shape in Dravidian Intended meaning

Literary attestation of the compound in 
Dravidian, associated ideas, and other notes

I x fish m in ( 1 ) fish 
(2) star

Fish is the emblem and symbol of the god 
of water and fertility in India and in 
Mesopotamia.
The heavenly bodies (conceived of as fish 
swimming in the ocean of heaven) represent 
gods.

2 X X fish +  fish m n  +  m t n  

m i n  +  m in

Intensifying repetition (cf. no. I o) exists for 
the Drav. root m i n  ‘ to shine’ . Contexts 
suggest a deity is meant, but the exact 
intention remains unclear. C f. the ‘greatly 
shining fish’ born along with astral sages 
(Brhaddevata), and the auspicious ‘fish pair’.

3 X m 3 +  fish m u ( m )  +  m i n three stars The asterism o f Mrgasiras has this name in 
Tamil.

4 ,y-1i 6 + fish ( * c ) a r u  +  n i i n six stars The new year asterism Pleiades has this

K:

%

*

X

7 + fish

roof+fish

e lu  +  m i n

m e y / m a y  +  m m

halving +  fish p a c u  +  m m

dot/drop+ fish p o t t u  +  m n

seven stars

black star

green star

( I ) carp fish 
( =  Skt r o h i t a  ‘red’) 
(2) star or red dot 
or blood drop 
( =  Skt r o h i m  ‘ red’)

9  0 dot -in-circle =  eye k a n

name in Tamil. In myth the wives of the 
Seven Sages and mothers or wet nurses of 
the god of war (: the vernal sun).

In Tamil, this is the name of Ursa 
Major =  the ‘Seven Sages’ in India (cf. 7 
fish-shaped sages in Sumer).

Saturn’s name in Tamil. Saturn rides a 
turtle ( =  a ‘ fish’ with a ‘roof) and 
represents ‘black’ Death.

Cf. Tam il p a c c a i  ‘greenness, the planet 
M ercury’ . M ercury (which rises only a little 
over the horizon) represents the green-hued 
child god Ki;sl).a.

The red dot painted on the forehead at 
marriage =  the ‘third’ eye of the Heavenly 
Bull =  alpha Tauri =  the ancient star of the 
new year (marriage of Sun +  the heavenly 
bride: r o h i n i  ‘menstruating’), represented by 
the red fish (scales as tilaka mark).

Cf. nos. 8 (‘dot’ =  ‘eye’) and io (repetition). 
The intended meaning remains to be 
determined.

5

6

7

8

10 0 0  eye +  eye k a n  +  k a n ( i )  overseer In an Indus amulet with a ship and
alligator: Veda associates these with Varuna, 
the ‘overseer’ . Cf. no. 2. Other contexts 
(pot-stamps) suggest a profane title.

F i g .  1 5 . 2 .  Interpretations of (partially interconnected) Indus signs and sign sequences.

275



Epilogue

Sign or
No. sequence Pictorial meaning

Shared phonetic
shape in Dravidian Intended meaning

Literary attestation o f the compound in 
Dravidian, associated ideas, and other notes

ring(s)/bangle(s) m u r u k u

hearth o f three 
stones +
ring(s)/bangles(s)

c u i + m u r u k u

boy, youth, Muruku The sign signifies ‘royal ear-rings’ in 
(the youthful god o f Lamaism. The sign recurs, sometimes alone,
love and war)

pregnancy
bangle(s)

on Indus stone bangles; Indus tree-gods 
wear bangles; in later folk religion, bangles 
are offered to sacred trees with prayers for 
offspring (cf. m u r u k u  ‘boy’).

Cf. Tam il c U l - k a p p u  ‘pregnancy bangle’ . 
Perhaps a possessive compound: name o f a 
deity?

I 3 ring(s)/bangle(s) + m u r u k u Muruku-p-pillay In Tam il onomastics, p i l l a i  ‘young one’
palm squirrel p i l l a y added to names of divinities to form

affectionate diminutives.

14 rings(s)/bangle(s) + m u r u k u  +  v e l (  i ) Muruku-Vël Both M u r u k a - V ' e l  ‘Youth-Desire’ and ve
intermediate space ‘Desire’ are Old Tam il names o f the god

Muruku (no. 11) .

15 -Qll intermediate space v e l ( i )  + n i i n white star V e l - m i n  and V e l l i  both mean ‘Venus’ in
+  fish Tamil. Cf. no. 17.

16 -Q W fig tree +  fish v a t a  +  m m North Star V a t a - m m  is the ‘star Alcor’ , orig. prob.

17 I lW

I8 W l

fig tree +  v a t a  +  v e l ( i )

intermediate space

4 +  fig tree n a l  +  v a t a

19 ^ 0  fig tree +  grasping k o l i

( k o l )

2 0  (X  grasping (crab’s k o !

claws)

North Star

hanging rope

‘grasping fig / 
robber’

grasper

Thuban. ‘Banyan fig’ is the tree o f ‘ropes’ 
( v a t a ) :  stars do not fall, because they are 
fixed to the North Star (in Dr. also ‘fig / 
rope star’) by means o f invisible ropes .

In Tamil, v e l l i  means both (i) ‘the planet 
Venus’ (cf. no. 15) and (2) ‘star (  =  m t n ) ’ : 

cf. no. 15.

Banyan as ‘(the tree) possessed o f hanging 
ropes’ : n a l  / n a l  / a l  ‘to hang down’ seems to 
be the etymology for a l ( a - m a r a m )  ‘banyan 
tree’ . Indus tablets with ‘4 + f ig ’ have a 
solitary fig leaf on the reverse.

In copper tablets, the ligature (where the 
inner sign is a phonetic determinator) 
replaces the ‘Archer’ ; Vedic Rudra is an 
archer and a robber, called also H a r a  

‘grasper’ , and he is associated with fig trees.

In Old Tam il, k o l  ‘grasper’ means both 
‘eclipse demon’ and ‘planet’, as does Skt 
g r a h a  ‘grasper’.

F i g .  1 5 . 2 .  ( c o n t . )
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No.
Sign or 
sequence Pictorial meaning

Shared phonetic 
shape in Dravidian Intended meaning

Literary attestation of the compound in 
Dravidian, associated ideas, and other notes

2 1 4 0 c grasping +  fish k ô l + n û n grasping star In Old Tamil, ‘planet’ is called both 
‘grasping star’ and ‘grasper’; in two parallel 
Indus texts, 1'  .

2 2 u pot pot (containing 
offerings)

‘Pictorial bilinguals’ clarify the intended 
meaning; there is no rebus to determine the 
phonetic shape.

2 3 * man a l  I  a n man, servant The remarks in no. 22 apply here too. The 
sign occurs in priestly titles paralleling 
Mesopotamian titles ‘M an / Servant (of the 
god X )’ ; and the most common Dr. word 
for ‘man’ also means ‘servant’ .

24 u (head of) cow a ( ± - t u ) possessive suffix The interpretation of this important sign 
remains open; this is just a suggestion that 
needs testing.

F i g .  1 5 . 2 .  ( c o n t . )

India. W hile these results are not unexpected, the 
interpretations are integrated in a detailed and coherent 
historical reconstruction, and they have, in addition, 
suggested reasonable new solutions to a num ber o f old 

problems. T h e  statistical probability o f such a convergence 
emerging from purely accidental coincidences is very small.

It is symptomatic o f the present state o f decipherment that, 

although several scholars have been working on the Indus 
script with largely similar m ethodology and basic 
assumptions (including the D ravidian hypothesis) in recent 
years, there is, as yet, little consensus on individual 
interpretations. N otable exceptions are the readings o f  die 

‘fish’ sign and its combinations with the num eral signs. I t  was 
first suggested by H enry Heras that ‘6’ +  ‘fish’ stands for the 
indigenous D ravidian name o f the Pleiades, and, along with 
other similar cases (‘ 7’ +  ‘ fish’ , ‘3 ’ +  ‘ fish’ ), this interpretation 
is included in the solutions proposed by the Soviet scholars as 
well as in the present attempt (§ 10.4). These readings are also 
accepted by Mahadevan. T h e  ‘sacrificial vessel’ (§§ 7.3 and
10 .3) is another interpretation that is accepted by m any 
scholars, including Hrozny.

I  think these agreements have to be taken seriously. There 
is an obvious reason why few  people have yet done so. Any 
really significant interpretations have been obscured by an 
overwhelming number o f other proposals that have been 

either highly im plausible or at least subjective and 
insufficiently established. Th is is most clearly demonstrated 
by the work ofH rozny, which utterly fails to carry conviction 

and yet appears to contain some grains o f  truth. T h e

judgement passed by M aurice Pope (1975: 68) on Thom as 
Y ou ng’s contribution to the decipherment o f the Egyptian 
script is even more valid here: his ‘few positively correct 
suggestions o f  detail . . .  were accompanied by a much larger 
mass o f incorrect suggestions, and there was no way to tell 
which was which.’ It  was this situation that Chadwick (as 
quoted in the preface) wanted to have remedied in 1969.

Although there are considerable differences between -the 
Indus script and the M aya script, the materials available for 

their decipherment, and the historical circumstances relating 
to them (including the linguistic history o f their respective 
areas), diete a re a fso r^ a rk a b le  similarities. Both scripts have 
pictorial signs and are apparently o f logo-syllabic nature. In  
both cases, the survival o f languages closely related to those 
used in the two scripts is an absolute precondition for the 
decipherment. W hile extensive ‘pictorial bilinguals’ exist for 
the M aya script, such clues are not entirely lacking in the case 
o f the Indus script. T o  some extent, their meagreness and the 
almost complete lack o f historical information in the case o f 
the Indus script are compensated by the wealth o f information 
that we have on the ancient Indian and Mesopotamian 
religions: this can profitably be used once a beginning has 
been made in unravelling the Harappan religion.

T h e  methodology o f the present approach is close to that 
followed in the M aya decipherment. T h e  interlocking o f 
phonetic decipherments o f several sign sequences and their 
simultaneous agreement with external evidence have been the 
basis for a broad acceptance o f  Knorozov’s pioneering work. 
Evidence o f a similar nature has been offered here. I f  any
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more general agreement on the methodological and historical 
framework as well as on some specific readings can be 
reached, it w ill be possible to join forces on a frontal attack, as 
has happened in M aya studies. I therefore look forward to a 

fruitful debate on the issues raised in the present book.
T h ere  is still m uch scope for further research in this field. 

Som e grave limitations must be noted, however. M any o f the 
signs o f the Indus script are so simplified and schematic that it 

is very difficult to understand their pictorial meaning

unam biguously and objectively. Another drawback is the 
scantiness o f the material. Num erous signs occur only once or 
twice, and it is difficult to ascertain or check their intended 
m eaning from the contexts with any confidence. For these 
reasons it looks most unlikely that the Indus script will ever be 
deciphered fully, unless radically different source material 
becomes available. That, however, must not deter us from 
trying.
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A p p e n d i x

Compounds ending in the word m in  in T am il 
Lexicon

The various ligatures and compounds having the ‘fish’ sign as 
their basic element constitute one of the principal clues to the 
Indus script. As long as all of them have not been satisfactorily 
explained, they are likely to remain among the principal targets of 
further research. In this search for new solutions, an exhaustive 
list o f all compounds ending in the word mi!} (‘ fish’ as well as 
‘star’) that actually occur in the Dravidian languages would be an 
ideal tool to suggest various possible lines o f enquiry. The 
following list naturally falls short of such an ideal; similar lists 
covering other Dravidian languages would contain entries not 
found here (compare, for example, Pengo bofu min ‘a kind of fish’ 
quoted in § 14.4 from D ED R  4498, and Malayalam kölä-m in  

‘needle-fish’ in D ED R 2241). The basis of the present list is the 
unpublished reverse index to the entries in T a m il Lexicon  

compiled by Eric Grinstead et al. (see Preface). The list contains 
34 compounds denoting stars and 65 compounds denoting fish, 
prefixed with the codes S ( =  star) and F  ( =  fish) for ready 
reference (codes in parentheses register meanings attested for the 
first part of the compound, without the addition of the word mi!}); 

several compounds belong to both groups. T h e information 
given in T a m il Lexicon  (including the Tamil glosses, quotations 
o f source texts [with the compounds split into their components 
by means ofhyphenation], and secondary compounds) is supple­
mented, i f  possible, with the literal meaning o f the first 
member(s) o f the compound (with references to D ED R) and with 
cross-references (including references to sections of the present 
book). Some compounds not found as entries in T a m il Lexicon  

have been added, including kula-m i!} and mu-m-m i!}, which are 
attested in Old Tamil, and others given as Tamil glosses on the 
entry words. Note that the ordinal numbers of the lunar asterisms 
are those given in T a m il Lexicon  and valid today, not those of the 
early Vedic calendar: the Pleiades, for example, are the third (and 
not the first) naksatra (§ 1 1.2). The list follows the order of the 
Tamil alphabet.

F  arakkulii-m i!} =  a rk k u lii ‘seer-fish’, bluish above, silvery 
below, attaining 4 inches in length, Cybium  commersonii; 

k a fa l-m t!}-va ka i [‘kind o f sea-fish’].
S aru-m i!} [a ru -  ‘6’ , D ED R 2485] ‘Pleiades, as containing six

stars; k iir t t ik a i  (Piilkala-nikantu). [See § 10.4.]

I,
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aru-mi'[J-kätala'[J ‘Skanda, being one brought up by the 
goddesses o f the Pleiades; m u ru k a -k-ka ta v u l [‘god 
Murukan’]’ (Centan Tivakaran). [Cf. § 13 .1]  
iiti-mi'f.l [äti <Sanskrit i id i ‘beginning’] ‘the first naksatra; 
acuvin i (<San skrit a s v in i] : äti-mi'!J rötz.i y tru  (Cetu- 
puranam by Nirampavalakiya Tecikar, Kantama. 17). 
ärä-mitt, [äru  ‘six’, D ED R 2485; ä  ‘ to be(come)’, D ED R 
333] ‘Pleiades, as containing six stars; k ä rttik a i'. 
ä rä-m iti-ara-v-ö ttu  ‘passage of the sun through the 
segment of the zodiac occupied by Pleiades, regarded by 
seamen as a period when rough weather is to be anticipated; 
k ä rttik a iy il cüriyan p iravecikku n  kälam  [‘the time of the 
sun’s entering the Pleiades’]’ (Winslow 1862 [hereafter 
simply Winslow]).
drru-mitt [iiru  ‘river’, D ED R 5159] ‘fresh-water fish’ : as 
Tam il gloss on noy-m-mi'[J.

ii'[Jai-mi'[J [ii'!Jai ‘elephant’, D ED R 5 i6 i][  =yä '!Ja i-m i'!J, q.v.] 
‘a huge fish; peru-m i'!}-vakai [ ‘a kind o f large fish’]’ 
(Cütämam-nikaQ.tu). [Cf. ä m i-y -a r k k u lä  ‘a marine fish’ 
(local usage).]
iti-m in  ‘a fish’ ; m i'!J-vakai [‘a kind of fish’] (Pondicherry 
usage). [T L , Suppl.]
uttara-mi'[J [u ttara- <Sanskrit uttara- ‘northern’] ‘the star 
Arundhatï in Ursa Major, the smaller o f the two in Mizar, 
the central star in the tail; aruntati natcattiram : u tta ra -  

mini'!J konkatz. (Cetu-puraQ.am by Nirampavalakiya Tecikar, 
Tuttama. 6) [the very late Tam il word uttara-m i'!J is a 
synonym of Old Tamil va ta -m fn , with Sanskrit uttara  

‘northern’ for Tamil va ta  ‘northern’; note that u ttara - in 
the meaning ‘northern’ is not known to the Sanskrit 
dictionaries ofBohtlingk and Roth; Monier Williams, etc., 
in star names; cf. § 14. 1].'
etir-m in [etir ‘to oppose; that which is opposite or contrary’, 
D ED R  795] ‘fish that goes against the current; n ir -p -p ä y -c -  

calai etirttu-c cellum mi'!}'.

elu-mitt [elu- ‘seven’, D ED R 910] ‘the seven principal stars 
o f Ursa Major, Charles’s Wain; capta-ri#-m atz,talam  [‘the 
sphere o f the Seven Sages’]’ : kai-to lu  m arapin elu-mitt pöla  

(N aginai 231). [See § 10.4.]
ai-m-mi'!J [a i-  ‘five’ <Proto-Drav. *c a y -, D ED R 2826, 
possibly<  < * k a y  / *k ey  ‘hand’, D E D R  2023] (1) ‘the 
thirteenth naksatra, so called because o f its five principal 
stars; attaf!Z [ <  Sanskrit hasta- ‘hand’]’ (Pinkala-nikaQ.tu) 
[cf. kai-m-mi'f.l]; (2) ‘the fourth naksatra; urökini 

[<San skrit rohitz,i-] (Vïmëcura-v-ullamutaiyân, Madras

1917).
öttu-m m  [ötu ‘shell’, D ED R 1042] ‘crustacean; shellfish; 
m iti-va kai'.
k a ta m k k u -m i!l [k a ta l ‘sea’, D ED R  i n 8 ;  näkku  ‘tongue’, 
D E D R  3633] ‘flat fish, brownish or purplish black, 
attaining at least 16 inches in length, Pleuronecter erum ei; 

erum ai näkkum iti'. [Cf. näkku-m i'!J.] 

katiccai-m in [k a t fc a i, ? <  ka ti ‘speed, sharpness,
pungency’, D ED R  113 5 ]  ‘a sea-fish, greyish, with black 
bloches on its sides, attaining 16 inches in length, 
P ristipom a m aculatum ; k a ta l-m i[J-v a k a i\  (Winslow.)

katu-m m  [katu  ‘severe, cruel, harsh’, D ED R  1135 ] 
‘ ferocious fish, as shark; curä-m utaliyana  [‘shark, etc.’ ]’ : 
katu-m m  kalippinum  (Akananiiru 50). 
katai-mi!J, [kata i ‘end, limit’, D ED R 1109] ‘the twenty- 
seventh naksatra, i.e. the last o f the asterisms, the end-star; 
ireva ti [<Sanskrit r e v a t i]  (Centan Tivakaran). 
kallu -k-kö li-m m  [kallu  ‘stone’, D ED R 1298; köli ‘cock, 
fowl’, D ED R  2248] ‘a sea-fish, bluish, Holocanthus 

im perator; k a ta l-m itt-vakai?  [Cf. koli-mi!J,.] 

kali-m itt [k a li ‘backwater, shallow sea-waters, salt river’, 
D ED R 1359] ‘salt-water fish’ : as Tam il gloss on kolu-mitt. 

ka'!}-mi'[J [k a l ‘stone’, D ED R 1298] ‘bride-fish, purplish- 
yellow, attaining 16 inches in length, L u tja n u s m arginatus; 

o ru -v a k a i-k  katal-m in  [‘one kind of sea-fish’]’ . 
käkkäy-m itt [k ä k k ä y  ‘crow’, D ED R 1425] ‘a kind o f fish; 
m i'!}-vakai\

kili-m itt [k ili ‘parrot’, D ED R 1548] ‘a sea-fish, green, 
Pseudoscarus chrysopom a; katal-m i'[J-vakai\  

kirai-mi'[J [k ira i ‘greens, pot-herbs, vegetables’, D ED R 
1617] ‘a small kind of fish; o ru -va k a i ciriya  mitt,'. 

kuttuvd-m rn [kuttuvii ‘herring’] ‘a herring, golden, glossed 
with purple, P ello n a  brachysom a; k a ta l-m itt-v a k a i. 

kutirai-mi'[J [ku tira i ‘horse’, D ED R  17 11a ]  ‘a kind of fish; 
m itt-vakai': k u tira i-m im t' am i-m itt (KurukiirppaHu by 
Catakopa-p Pulavar, p. 7). (TL, Suppl.) 
kula-mi'[J [kulam  <Sanskrit k u la - ‘(noble) family’] 
‘Arundhatï; aru n tati': kula-mi'[J aru k iya  karpum  (Kallatam 
73,r). [Cf. Sanskrit kula-n aksatra  ‘an asterism 
distinguished above others’ , including RohiQ.ï, Pusya, 
Magha, Uttaraphalgunï, Citra, ViSakha, Jyestha, 
Pürväsädhä, Sravanä, Uttarabhadrapada and Bharam: thus 
Radhakanta’s Sabdakalpadruma, quoting a verse from 
Tantrasara: värutßrdräbh ijin m ülam  kuliikulam  udiihr,tam / 

k u liin i sam adhisthyani sesiini cäku liin i ca //; cf. Bohtlingk 
and Roth 1858: 11, 353.]
kuli-mi'[J [ku li ‘hole, hollow’, D ED R 1818] ‘conger eel, 
olive, attaining more than 10 feet in length, M uraenesox  

talabon; p ä m p u -va ti-v -ä '!}a  m '[J-va k a i\  

kula-m in  [kulam  ‘tank, pond, lake’, D ED R 1828] ‘a certain 
star’ [probably the twentieth (Sanskrit pürväsädhä) or the 
twenty-first naksatra (Sanskrit uttariisädhä) called in Tamil 
m ur-kulam  ‘first tank’ or utai-kulam  ‘breached tank’ and 
kata i-k-ku lam  ‘last tank’ respectively; note that the 
Digambara Jaina explanation of the shape of the latter 
asterism as being like that o f a breached tank (b h a gn a-väpi, 

k h iita-väp i) agrees with the Tam il name utai-kulam  of the 
former, while according to the S vetambara Jainas, the 
twenty-second naksatra s ra v a m  has the shape of a tank 
(käsära); cf. Kirfel 1920; N. Subrahmanian (1966a: 302) 
identifies kula-mi'[J with the k ärttika i star, the third 
naksatra, Hart (1975: 73—4) with the seventh naksatra, 
Sanskrit punarvasu]: kula-mi'!}otun tät pukaiyinum

(Purananiiru 395,35) [quoted in T L  m: 1855a s.v. t ä l  ( n )  
‘comet’].
kuru-mitt [kuru  ‘short, small’, D ED R 1851] ‘a kind of fish; 
m i'!}-va k a i. (Winslow.)
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Compounds in miri

S kai-m -m iy  [kai ‘hand’, D E D R  2023] ‘the thirteenth 
naksatra; attam  [ <  Sanskrit hasta- ‘hand’]’ (Cëntan 
Tivakaran). [Cf. a i-m -m iy.]

F(S) kokku-m iy [kokku  ‘crane, stork’, D E D R  2 125 ; ‘the 
nineteenth lunar asterism, m ülam ': kokku-c-cöti

(Vitänamälai by Näräyanacuvämika], Kunäkuna. 12.)] ‘a 
long-nosed marine fish, yellowish green, B elon e  

strongylura; ü ci-k -k a lu tti [‘needle-necked’]’ (Maclean 
1893: 203a).

F  koy-m in [ =  koy  ‘a fresh-water fish, rifle-green, attaining 8.5
inches in length, A n abas scandens; ettarai ankulam  nifam  

ullatum  n a y -y ir il  v iilvatum  p a ciy a  nirattatum  ana m iy-  

v a k a i': cem puyal koyyanaittun kotzarum (Tëvaram 196,3)] ‘a 
kindoffish; m iy - v a k a i : koy-m in ceppali (Kurucürppallu by 
Catakopa-p Pulavar, p. 20). ( T L ,  Suppl.) [Cf. Turner 1966 
no. 2959 (and Watt 1890: Ill, 370): Sanskrit k a v a y i- , 

k a v ik ii-  f. ‘the fish C ojus cobojus' lex., Assamese kiiw ai 

(Watt: koi) ‘the fish Anabus’, Bengali kai\ ka i, k a y i, koi ‘the 
climbing fish’, Oriya kai\ ka ii (Watt: koi) ‘the fish A nabus  

scandens' (Watt: Singhalese ka va ya ).]

F  kolu-m in  [cf. Malayalam kolu-m in  ‘porpoise’ (Gundert 
187 1: 1, 312b); kolu  ‘ fat’, D E D R  2146] ‘a salt-water fish; 
k a li-m iy -v a k a i': iru n -k a liv iiyk  kolu-m in unta va y y a n k a fe  

(Tirukkovaiyar by Mänikkaväcakar, 188).
F  köttu-m iy [kötu  ‘horn, tusk’, D E D R  2200] ‘shark; curii': 

köttu-m iy erinta v -u v a k a iy iir  (Narrinai 49). [Cf. m akara- 

m iy, and see § 10.3.]
S kön-m iy [k ö f ‘seizure’, D E D R  2 15 1] : ‘planet, distinguished 

from niitz-miy; k iraka m  [<San skrit g ra h a  ‘seizure; 
planet’]’ : v iiy  ira  v icum pir kön-m iy  (Cirupänärruppatai 
242). [See § 13.3.]

F  köli-m iy  [köli ‘cock, fowl’, D E D R  2248] ‘sturgeon, 
blackish-brown, attaining 18 inches in length, A chanthurus  

gahm ; p a t iy e tt ’ atikula nifamum karu-niram um  ulla  k a ta l-  

m iy- v a k a i'. [Cf. kallu -k -k ö li-m iy ; m ancat-köli-m iy.]

F  cippi-m in [cippi ‘shell’, D E D R _  2535] ‘oyster, cockle, 
shellfish’ (as the Tamil gloss on m atti: see m atti-m iy).

F  cirak i-m iy  [c ira k i ‘common teal; k ifu v a i;  ciraku  ‘wing’, 
D E D R  2591] ‘a flying fish, Exocoetus; p a ra v a i-m iy  [‘bird- 
fish’]’ . (Winslow.)

S F  ciru-m iy [ciru  ‘small’, D E D R  1594] (1) ‘the . star ArundhatI; 
aru n tati': cirum iy p u ra iyu n  k a rp iy  arunutal

(Perumpänärruppatai 303); (2) - ‘loach, sandy colour, 
C o bitio  therm alis; a y ira i (Pinkala-nikantu), noy-m -m in '. Cf. 
also the Tamil gloss on p itta fa i-k -k iicu -m iy .

F  curum pu-m iy [curum pu ‘bee’, D E D R  2689] ‘sea-fish, lead 
colour, attaining 10 inches in length, L a cta riu s  delicatulus; 

ciimpayiramum^ io -a n k u la  nifamum utaiya k a ta l-m iy -v a k a i'.

S F  cem -m iy [ce(m )- ‘red’, D E D R  19 31] (1) ‘the star ArundhatI; 
a r u n ta t ic e m m iy  a y a iy a n iy ro y y a k a r-c  ce lv i (Patirruppattu 
31,28); (2) ‘Mars; cevv iiy ': cemmiy im aikkum  iika vicum piy  

(Puranänöru 60,2); (3) ‘the sixth naksatra; tiru viitira i 

[<San skrit i ir d r ii]  (P^anänüru 60,2, urai); (4) ‘sperm 
whale, Euphysetes macrocephalus; p eru n ta la i-t  tim inkilam ' 

(Maclean 1893: 345). [Cf. rö k ita -m iy :, H art 1975: 76; and 
see §§ 14 .1 and 14.4.]

S F

cem -m iy-vayiram  ‘ambergis, as found in the intestines of 
the sperm whale; [cemm iy v a y irr ir  kiitzappatuvatu] 

m inam par eyrum  m aruntu-p  ip an tam '. (Winslow.) 
ta lap parru -m iy  [talapparru  ( <Sanskrit tiila-pattra) ‘palm 
leaf] ‘a kind of sea-fish; k a ta l-m iy -v a k a i' (Yä.lppänattu 
Mänippäyakaräti by Cantiracëkarap Pulavar). 
tüf-m iy [tü l ‘dust, powder, particle; anything small 
collectively, as f,ish, stones, roots, etc., D E D R  3283] ‘small 
fish; p o ti-m iy ' Qaffna usage).
türu-m iy  ‘a kind of fish; m iy -v a k a i’ (Periyamättuväkatam 
101). ( T L ,  Suppl.)
nakara -m iy  [nakara  <Sanskrit nakhara  ‘nail, talon, claw’] 
‘ring worn on the little toe by Parava women, one of 
ai-vartzam , q.v.; p a ra va -m a k a fira tu  a i-v a rn a -v -a n iy u f kiiliy  

k a n tu -v ira lir  pützum a n i-v a k a i' (Parava usage). Cf. m iy-pfli 

‘fish-shaped ring worn on the little toe; kiir c iru -v ira lil 

atziyum m iy -u ru -v-iiy a  m ötiram '. (Winslow.) 
n a y -y ir-m iy  [n a l ‘good’, D E D R  3610; nir ‘water’, D E D R  

3690a] ‘fresh-water fish’ : as Tamil gloss on p a y a i-m iy . 

niikku-m iy [niikku  ‘tongue’, D E D R  3633] [ =  Malayalam 
niikku-m in, Telugu niiluka c ipa] (1) ‘Indian sole, P leu ro -  

nectidae solea; katalm iy  v a k a i'; (2) ‘flat fish, brownish and 
purplish black, attaining 16 inches in length, Psettodes 

erumier; p atiy iiru  ankulam  vafarvatum  karu-niram  ullatum  

iiya  v iira i y -eyy u m  m iy -v a k a i'.

niitz-.miy [n iif ‘day, early dawn’, D E D R  3656] ‘the lunar 
asterism; acu va ti [<San skrit as'vini] m utaliya n atcattirap- 

potu: niitz-miy v iiy  cülnta m ati p ö l (Kalittokai 104,27). 
niiy-m iy  [niiy  ‘dog’, D E D R  3650] ‘parrot wrasse, 
olivaceous, Pseudoscarus aeruginosus; k a ta l-m iy -va k a i'. 

n ey-m -m iy [ney ‘oil, ghee, fat’, D E D R  3746] ( i)  =  n ey-vii!J-  

m iy  (Pinkala-nikantu); (2) ‘white prawn; v e l- l- ir u f ,  

(Winslow.)
n ey -v iiy -m iy  [ney ‘oil, fat’, D E D R  3746; v iiy  ‘sky’, D E D R  

5381] ‘the fourteenth naksatra; cittira i-niif [<Sanskrit 
citrii]' (Cëntan Tivakaran).
noy-m -m iy [noy ‘grits, smallness, minuteness’, D E D R  

3779] ‘fresh-water fish, sandy in colour, L ep id o  

cephalichthys thermalis; matzal-niram u lla  iirru -m iy -va k a i' 

(Pinkala-nika:r,tu). C f. ciru-m iy  (2). 
p acu -v-ii-m in  [pacu ‘green, greenish, yellow, yellow, 
golden’, D E D R  3821; ii ‘to be(come)’, D E D R  333] ‘a 
sea-fish, rose-coloured, P riacanthus holocentrum; rö jii- 

niram  u lla  k a ta l-m iy -v a k a i'.- [Cf. § 10.5.] 
p a ra -vetti-m iy  ‘mud-skipper, brownish, attaining 9 inches 
in length, Periophthalm us schlosseri; n ey-vetti'. 

p a ra v a i-m iy  [p a ra va i ‘bird’, D E D R  4020] ‘a flying fish, 
Exocoetus' (as Tam il gloss on ciraki-m iy). 

p a y ri-m iy  [p a y ri ‘pig, hog’, D E D R  4039] [cf. Kannada 
pandi-m in  ‘a sort o f fish’ (Kittel 1970: Ill, 994b, quoting 
Räjasekharavijäsa 5, 115)] ( 1) ‘cock-up, greyish, attaining 2 
feet in length, Crom ileptes a ltivelis; p a y ri-c -cëtta y '; (2) 
‘cock-up, grey, attaining 5 feet in length, L a te s  calcarifer; 

p a y r i-c -c it ta n '; (3) ‘sea-fish, yellowish, attaining a large 
size, Serran u s lanceolatus; m aiicaf-niram  iiyatum  netitiiy  

vaf-aru vatu m  iiy a  k a ta l-m iy -v a k a i'; (4) ‘sea-fish, brownish,
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V

A p p e n d ix  ----------------------------------------------------------------------

attaining 7 feet in length and weighing 300 pounds, 
Serran u s pantherinus; paluppu-niram  ullatum  e l a t i  

vafa rvatu m  ii!}a ka ta l-m iri-va k a i\

F(S) patJai-m i!J [panai ‘palmyra palm’, D E D R  4037; ‘the seven­
teenth naksatra; anutam  (Sanskrit anurädhä)': orikum p a n a i 

tu larik ’ o li  p u ra ttä ti (Ilakkana vijakkam by Vaittiyanata 
Tëcikar, 791); cf. also Hart 1975: 74] (1) ‘a fresh-water fish, 
rifle-green, attaining 3 inches in length, Polyacanthus  

cupanus; mûrir ’ arikulam  va la rvatu m  karuppu-niram  ullatum  

äna n a n -n ir-m m -va k a i': cunaiyir patJai-m i!J (Kampa- 
Râmâyanam kataravu. 50); (2) ‘climbing fish, rifle-green, 
attaining 8.5 inches in length, A n aba s scandens; e t t ’ a ra i 

arikula vafarcciyum  karuppu-niram um  u lla  m ii[l-vakai\ 

p a!}ai-m i!J valankum  va la im ey p ara p p i!J (Maturaikkänci 

375).
F  p äl-m i!J [p ä l ‘milk’, D E D R  4096] ‘milk-fish, brilliant glossy 

blue, attaining 3 feet in length, Chanos salmoneus; nila-  

niram  ullatum  munru ati va farvatum  ä!}a ve lla i-m i!}-v a k a i\  

(Winslow.)
F  pitta fa i-k-kä cu -m i}J [p itta la i <  Sanskrit p itta la  ‘brass, cop­

per’; ' käcu  ‘coin’, D E D R  143 1] ‘a small fresh-water fish, 
E trop lu s m aculatus; n a !}-!}iril välum  ciru -m i!}-va k a i\

F  put;ar-m i!J [put;ar ‘to join, unite, copulate’, D E D R  4160b] 
‘brace o f carp in gold or silver, an auspicious object carried 
before kings or other great personages, one of atta-  

m arikalam  [<San skrit asta-m arigalam  ‘eight auspicious 
objects’ ]; in a i-k -k a y a f  (Cütâmam-nikal)tu by
Mal).talapurutan). [See § 10.2.]

F  pufi-m i!J [p u li ‘sour, acid; tamarind’, D E D R  4322] ‘fish 
soured with tamarind juice and eaten as a relish; p u li-y -itta  

miri k a r i .  (Winslow.)
F  p u fi-v ä r- itta  mi!J [p u li ‘sour; tamarind’, D E D R  4322; v ä r  

‘to pour’, D E D R  5356; itu ‘to put’, D E D R  442] =  p u li-m m . 

(Winslow.)
F  pû-m i!}-ket;tai [pû ‘flower’, D E D R  4345; ‘gill o f a fish; mi!Ji!J

k u v ä c a k k a ru v i; ket;tai ‘carp fish’, D E D R  1947] ‘mahsir, 
silvery, weighing 100 to 150 pounds, B a rb u s tor, the great 
fresh-water game-fish of India; na!}-!Jiril vä lu m  p eru -m i!J- 

v a k a i'. [See also po!}-m i!J.]

F  peru-m itJ [peru  ‘big’, D E D R  4 4 11] ‘a kind of large fish; 
y ä n a i-m in ' (Cëntan Tivakaran).

F  poti-m i!J [poti ‘dust, powder, particle’ , D E D R  4481] ‘small 
fish’ (as the Tam il gloss on tuf-mitJ, see above).

F(S) potJ-mi!J [po!J ‘gold’, D E D R  4570; ‘planet Jupiter; viyä la n : 

po!J!Jotu velliyum  . . .  iru k k a i y iy a v e  (Kampa-Ramayal)am 
Marica. 16)] ‘mahsir; pû-m i!}-ket;ta i' (local usage).

F  m akara-m i!J [m akaram  ‘shark, crocodile’ <Sanskrit 
m akara- ‘water monster, crocodile’] ‘shark; c u r ä  (Pinkala- 
nikal).tu). [See also köttu-m iri and § 10.2.]

F  m ancat-köli-m itJ [m afical ‘yellow; turmeric’ , D E D R  4635; 
kö li ‘cock, fowl’, D E D R  2248] ‘a sea-fish, buff, vertically 
banded, Chaetodon octofasciatus; k a ta l-m i}J-v a k a i\  [Cf. 
kallu -k-kö li-m iri; köli\m iri.]

F  m atti-m iri [m atti ‘oyster, cockle, shellfish; cipp i-m in ' (Win­
slow); m atti-c-cipp i ‘oyster shell; cipp i-m i!}-ötu ' (Winslow); 
m a tti-vä y  (1) ‘gaping mouth; t ira n t ’ akanra v ä y ';  (2) ‘a

sea-fish, silvery grey, attaining 18 inches in length, 
Chrysophrys datnia; p a tin e tt ’ arikulam  vafarvatum  cdm pa- 

niram  ullatum  a n a  k a ta l-m i!} -v a k a i; (3) ‘a sea-fish, pale dull 
red, attaining one foot in length, Scolopsis vosm erii; 

m arikiya civappu-niram  ullatum  ör a ti vafarvatum  äna  

katal-m in -vakaV ; matti-vtiyatz (1) ‘one who has a gaping 
mouth; t ira n t ’ akatzra v iiy a i y -u ta iy a v a tz ; (2) ‘black rock- 
cod, silvery grey, attaining 30 inches in length, S p a ru s  

berda; m uppatu arikulam v a fa ra k  kûtiyatum  cäm pal-niram  

ullatum  ana m fri-vaka i'; (3) =  m a tti-vä y  (2)] ‘a kind of fish; 
m itz-vakai: paruntu-viiyatz m atti-m in p iira -k -k et;ta i

(Paräjaivinäyakar pallu by C. V. Jampulinkam Pillai, 15).
F  m atavä-m iri ‘grey mullet, silvery, M u g il oligolepe; vet;-

t;iram  u lla  m itz-vakai' (Yälppäl)attu mänippäyakaräti, by 
Cantiracëkarap Pulavar, Jaffna 1842) =  m atavai (this 
meaning in Patarttakul)a cintämani 932); the latter word 
also means ‘post; oar, paddle; whirling-nut’ . Cf. also 
m ata vai-k-ket;ta i ‘a species o f carp; m i!}-vakai' (Yal. aka.).

F  mat;alai-mitz =  m analai [m arial ‘sand’, D E D R  4666b] ‘a
sea-fish, purple-red, attaining at least 16 inches in length, 
Upeneus indicus; k a l- n a v a r a i  [k a l ‘stone, gravel’, D E D R  

1298; n a va ra i ‘red mullet, Upeneoides sulphurens'] (Win­
slow.)

F  m ayil-m i!J [m a y il ‘peacock’, D E D R  4642] ( 1) ‘sail-fish, 
bluish grey, attaining 9 feet in length, H istiophorus gladius; 

otzpat’ a t i  nifam  vafarvatum  marikitza nila-niram  utaiyatum  

ätza k a ta l-m i!} -v a k a i; (2) ‘peacock-fish, grey, H istiophorus 

im m aculatus; em ail-kölä ' ( =  iyam ari-kölä  ‘flying fish o f 
Yam a, the god of death’, Maclean 1893: 672).

S m u-m -m i!J [m u- ‘three’, D E D R  5052] ‘the fifth naksatra; 
m irukacirisam  (<San skrit mçgasirsa) (Pinkala-nikaIJtu). 
[See § 10.4.]

S m ai-m -m itJ [m ai ‘black, dark’, D E D R  5 10 1] ‘the planet 
Saturn, as black in colour; catzi: maimmiri pukaiyinum  

(Purananiiru 117 ). [Cf. Hart 1975: 76; see § 10.5.]
S möttu-mi}J [mötu <  m ukatu  ‘height, high position, hill, 

eminence, top of house, etc.’ , D E D R  4888] ‘star; 
natcattiram ': m öttu-m itJ kulättitz (Gvakacintâmal)i 2325).

F  ya!}ai-m i}J [y ä rn i  ‘elephant’, D E D R  5 16 1] [ =  am i-m i!}, 

q.v.] (1) ‘a very large fish; p eru -m in -v a k a i' (Pinkala- 
nikal)tu); (2) ‘a kind of whale; tim irik ila -v a k a i  

(Takkayakaparal)i 384, urai). [See also peru-m i}J.]

F(S) rökita-mitz [rökita  <Sanskrit rohita ‘red; carp with reddish 
scales, L abeo  ro h ita '] ‘a kind of fish; o ru -v a k a i miri'. [Cf. 
cem-mitJ, and see § 14.4.]

S vata-m itJ [va ta  ‘northern’, D E D R  5218] (1) ‘the scarcely 
visible star Alcor o f the Great Bear, supposed to be 
ArundhatI transformed; aruntati natcattiram ’ ; (2) ‘Arun- 
dhatl, the wife o f Vasistha, considered a paragon of 
chastity; va c is ta r  m atzaivi\ vata-m i}} puraiyuri karpi!J m ata- 

m o li(Purananiiru 122). [Cf. uttara-m i!J; Hart 1975: 76; and 
see § 14 .1.]

S vaya-m i!J [ T L :  probably vayam  ‘state of subjugation’ <  
Sanskrit vasa  ‘power, control’] ‘the fourth naksatra; urökini 

[<San skrit rohit;i]\  [Cf. § 14.4.]
F  vavväl-m iitJ [v a v v ä l  ( < v ä v a l)  ‘bat’, D E D R  5370; in Tamil
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also =  v a v v iil-m iy ] ‘pomfret, sea-fish, Strom ateus p aru ; 

m in -va k a i’ (Yäl. aka., by Cantiracekarap Pulavar, Jaffna 
1842).

F  va y -m iy  [ < v a l  ‘strong, powerful’, D E D R  5276] ‘crocodile;
m u ta la i (Pinkala-nikantu): m ifaintu vaym iy  u y ir  k a va ra  

(Piramöttirakkiintam, by Varatuilkaramapantiyan, 6,35).
S viil-m iy  [v a l  ‘tail’ <  Sanskrit v a ia -  ‘tail, hair’, D E D R  App. 

57] ‘comet; viil-n atcattiram ’ (Winslow).
F  v iil-m iy  [v ii/  ‘sword’, D E D R  5376] ‘swordfish; em an-kölii'.

S (1) v iiy -m iy  [v iiy  ‘sky’, D E D R  5381] ‘star; nafcattiram ’ 

(Purananiiru Arum.). Cf. ney-viiy-m tn.

S (2) v iiy -m iy  [v iil ‘tail’ < Sanskrit v iila -  ‘hair, tail’ , D E D R  

App. 57] ‘comet’ =  v iil-m iy  (Pinkala-nikantu).
S v ifi-m iy  [v it i ‘ to dawn, break as the day’, D E D R  5475] 

‘Venus, as the morning star; v it i - v e l l i  (Winslow): v it i-  

m iy m ulaitta tiilam  (Kallatam 17 ,12).
S vin -m iy  [v in  ‘sky’, D E D R  5396] ‘star; n afcattiram ’ 

(CiitamaQ.i). See § 13.2.

S (1) viiju-m in [v iju  ‘to fall’, D E D R  5430] ‘meteor; v in -v i j-  

k o l l i .  [ =  vi]-m iy. Cf. § 14 .1.]
F  (2) vilu -m in  ‘hilsa, silvery shot with gold and purple, 

C lupea ilisha; ullam ’ .

S vtlm iy [vtl ‘to fall’, D E D R  5430] ‘meteor; v in -v t l-k o lli

(Tolkiippiyam, PoruJatikaram 9 1, urai). [ = v ilu -m iy .  Cf. 

§ I P  •]
S ven -m iy  [v e l ‘white, bright’, D E D R  5496a] ‘Venus; 

cu kkiray ’ : ven-m iy tica i tiruntu te rk ’ ekinum  (Pattinappalai 
14). [ =  velli-m in . See § 13.2.]

S v e lli-m iy  [ve lli ‘silver; Venus’, D E D R  5496a] ‘Venus;
cu kkiray ’ : v e lli-m iy a iy -o ru k a ik k u tp itittu  (KoQ.tal vitu tiitu 
191). [ =  ven-m iy. See § 13.2.]

F  ve lla i-m iy  [vettai ‘whiteness’, D E D R  5496a] ‘white fish’ (as
the Tamil gloss on p iil-m iy , see above).

S va iku ru -m in  [va ikuru  ‘daybreak’, D E D R  5554] ‘morning 
star; v i t i - v e l l i : va ik u ru -m iy ir rönrum  (Akananiiru 17). [See

§§ I 1.3 ; 14.4.]
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B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  n o t e s

These notes are meant ( 1) to document the sources used and the 
earlier versions o f this work and (2) to provide the reader with 
references for further reading' on particular topics. The refer­
ences are selective, particularly in section 4.2. The arrangement 
of the topics broadly follows the order in which they have been 
presented in ' the text, while the references themselves are in 
alphabetic order. Occasionally quotations and information 
supplementary to the text have been given in the notes.

Preface
E a r ly  phases o f  the F innish  approach: (1) Aalto 1974; Parpola 

1970; Parpola et al. 1966; 1969a; 1969b; 1970; criticism : Berger 
1970; Burrow 1969; Brice 1970a; 1970b; Casal 1969b; Clauson 
and Chadwick 1969; Conway 1985: 54-9, 92-106; Joseph 
1970; Emeneau 19 7 1; Filliozat 1972; ' Friedrich 1969; Gurov 
and Knorozov 1969; 1970; Kalyanaraman 1969; Kamal 1969; 
Lal 1970; Leemans 1970a; 1970b; Lienhard 1969; 1974; 
Mahalingam 1969; B. K . Majumdar 19 6 8 ^ ; Mallowan 1969 
(1971): 291; M arr 19 7 1; Mayrhofer 1970; Pande 1972; Pandit 
1969; Pisani 1969; Saint-Blanquat 1970; Schmid 1969; 
Shevoroshkin 1973; Sircar 1969; R . Thapar 1969; W. Thomas
19 70 -1; Trautmann 1970; Tucci 1972; Vacek 1970; Zide and 
Zvelebil 1970a; 1970b; Zvelebil 1973c; 1985a; 1990: 89-91. (2) 
S. Koskenniemi et. al. 1973; criticism : Brice 1976; Carruba 
1976; Emeneau 1975; Knorozov and Probst' 1976; Krick 1975; 
Mahadevan 1977: 21, 26; M arr 1975; Pande 1974a; B. Pottier 
1974; Rau 1978; Schmitt 1974; Vacek 1975.

Chapter 1

Sum m aries an d expositions o f  the In du s C iv iliza tio n  an d its 

contexts: Agrawal 1982; Agrawal . and Chakrabarti 1979; All­
chin and Allchin .1982; Casal 1969a; Chakrabarti 1980; Childe 
1934: 204-27, 3 12 ; 1950; Dani 1981; 1988; Fairservis 1961; 
1967; 1975; Fentress 1976; Ghosh 1965; 1989b; Gordon 1960; 
Jansen 1979; 1986; Jansen and Urban 1984-7; Jansen et al. 
1991; Kenoyer 1989; Lal i975d; 1989a; Lal and Gupta 1984; 
Lambrick 1964: 7^0-9;' 1973: 1-66; L es  Cités . . .  1988; Mackay 
1938; 1943; 1948; Marshall 1931a: 1, 1 - 1 1 2 ;  Meadow 1992; 
M ode 1959; Piggott 1952: 13 2 -2 13 ; Possehl 1979; 1980; 1982a;
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1992a; Rao 1973; 1991; S A A  19 7 1-9 1 ; Sankalia 1974: 3 13-9 7 ; 
B. K . Thapar 1985; Vats 1940; Vergessene S tä d te  . . .  1987; 
Wheeler 1947; 1959: 9 3-H 7 , 184-5; 1961; 1968.

B ib lio gra ph ies: A B I A  i-x x m , 1928-84 (careful, complete, an­
notated); Anderson 1967 (continuation of Heras 1953: covers 
the years 1954-66; 233 items); Brunswig 1974 (c.800 items, 
subdivisions, many inaccuracies); Dandekar 1946: 28 1-30 3, 
363-6 (210 items, annotations); 1961: 655-85, 719 (206 items, 
annotated); 1973: 928-82 (432 items, annotated); 1985 (c.3416 
items in 10 subdivisions, annotated, author index); 1987; 
Franke-Vogt 1991 (1992): xix-xlix; E . von Fürer-Haimendorf 
1958: 25-55, 292-3, 3 14 - 15 , 326 --; 1964: II, 23-43, 168-9, 
18 2 -3 , -9 4 -9 ; E. von Fürer-Haimendorf and Kanitkar 1970: 
III, 25 -4 3, -94-9 , 2 0 8 -11 ; Heras 1953: 1, xxxviii-cix (1,0 14  
items, many irrelevant, annotated); Jansen etal. 1991: 240-58; 
Kanitkar and E. von Fürer-Haimendorf 1976; Pande and 
Ramachandran 1971 (c.1,120. items, many inaccuracies); 
Possehl 1979b (c.1,600 items); Regamey 1934' (1935) (234 
annotated items arranged chronologically: 18 5 ^ 19 3 4 ,
covering also relevant linguistic and other non-archaeological 
items); Renou 19 3 1: 14 0 -1 (21 items); Roy and Gidwani 1982; 
Sankalia 1974: 569-82.

§ I I
E a r lie r  versions: Parpola 1975a: 178-80; 1981a (1984a): § 3; 

Conway 1985: 3-5.
D ifficulties / pessimistic judgem ents about the chances o f  deciphering  

the In du s script: Burrow 1969: 274; Casal 1969a: 13 7 ; Dales 
-967;'Dani 1963: 14; Doblhofer 1973: 304; Friedrich 1939: 5-6  
(‘Wo jede Möglichkeit der Anknüpfung fehlt, wie einstweilen 
bei der Indusschrift . . .  kann nur der Dilettant und' Phantast 
auf Erfolg hoffen’); 1966: 135 , 145; 1969: 493; M eriggi 1934: 
198; Vacek 1970: 198-200; Wheeler 1968: 108; Zide [1968] 
1970: 8; 1973: 348.

Sc ien tific  / scholarly research: Bunge 1967.
C u ltu ra l background and decipherm ent: Gelb 1974: 309 (‘Fre­

quently the key to a decipherment has been provided by a 
source external to the writing under study . . . Therefore, 
before doing any work on the decipherment o f a specific 
writing or language, a would-be decipherer m ust. become 
acquainted with the historical-geographical background of the 
area from which it comes. One should remember Champol- 
lion, who spent years in familiarizing himself with the history, 
geography, religion, and languages of Egypt as preserved in 
the Classical sources or by tradition.’); Marshall 1931a: 1, ix 
(Effective interpretation ‘can only be accomplished, now or in 
the future, by specialists conversant with the subject in all its 
bearings. I cannot refrain from stressing this point here, 
because the antiquities from Mohenjo-daro and Harappa . . .  
have been made the subject o f much nonsensical writing, 
which can be nothing but a hindrance in the way of useful 
research.’ ). ,

S o u th  A sia n  history an d civ iliz a tio n : Basham 1954; 1975; Bechert 
and Simson 1979; Patterson 1982; Renou and Filliozat 
1947-53; Smith 1958.

§ 1.2
The strategic position o f  the Indus V a lle y : Brown 1953: i3 if . ;  

Emeneau 1954: 283^
A chaem enids an d the P ers ia n  em pire: Gershevitch 1985.
S in d h u  / H in du  / In d u s: Mayrhofer 1976: m , 468.
A r m a ( k a ) :  Burrow 1963; 1977; Falk 1981; Rau 1976: 42-50. 
E a r ly  G ra eco -In d ia n  contacts: Jong 1973; Karttunen 1989. 
A ristoboulos: Lévi 1925.
B u rn es: Burnes 1834 (m , i37f. on Harappa); Duarte n.d.: 89-98. 
O ther e a r ly  visitors o f  H a ra p p a : Jam es Lewis’s visit in 1827 

(Duarte n.d.: 65-75; Masson [pseud.] 1842: I, 452-4 
[‘Haripah’]; Whitteridge 1986; Windisch 19 17-20 : 10 0-1); 
Private Wakefield’s visit in i849 (Swinson and Scott i968: 
118 -19 ) .

B ru n to n : Brunton 1939: 82f., 98, 1 12 , 1 17 -2 5 , 159; Piggott 1952: 

1 3f.
H istory  o f  Jn d o lo g y : Windisch 19 17 -20  (22-6: Jones; 9 8 -112 : 

Prinsep).
A S I :  Ghosh 1953; Roy 1953.
D iscovery o f  the In du s C iv iliz a t io n : Conway 1985: 1 1-3 6 ; 

Cunningham 1875; Dames 1886; Fleet 1912a; Franke-Vogt 
1991 (1992): 13 - 14 ; Jansen 1986; Marshall 1922: 6-9f. and 
pl. 1 1 :  22f.; 1923: 15 - 17 ;  1924; 1926a: 47-54 and pl. 19; 1926b; 
1928; 1931a; M ode 1959: 7—17; Pande 1982; Possehl 1982a; 
1992b; Urban 1991.

§ 1 .3  See under chapter 1.
D istribution (w ith  catalogues) an d size o f  In du s settlements: Bhan 

1989; Chakrabarti 1979; Fairservis 1975; Jansen 1979: 298­
306; Joshi et al. 1984; Mughal 1981; 1990a; i99od; 1992b; 
1992c; Rao i9 9 i: 359-97 ^

T ow n-planning a n d  architecture: Fentress i976; Jansen -979;
i99ia; in press; Sarcina i979a; -979b.

B a n a w a li a n d  D h o la v ira : Bisht -982; -984; -987; -989; i99 i. 
M esopotam ian p a ra lle ls  f o r  the G rea t B a t h : Barton -928: 80 

(Lagash); Gropp i992 (Elam).
Criticism  o f  the 'g ra n a ry ' interpretations: Fentress 1976: ^ 9 -6 7 ;

-984; but cf. the granaries o f Mehrgarh (§ i.6).
R eflections on the social structure: Franke-Vogt i99i (-992): 

i6 i-2 ; Jacobson -986b; Kenoyer -989b; D. Miller -985. 
S ta tu e  o f  u ria l ra m : F. R. Allchin, in press.
Anim als, p la n ts  an d agricu lture: Costantini -990; Meadow -987;

-989; i9 9 i; -992b; M iller -992; Weber -99i; -992.
F u e l: Lambrick -964.
C lim ate: Misra -984.
R iv e r  changes: Holmes -968; Lambrick -967; Misra -984; 

Mughal -982; Pal et al. -984; Stein -988; Wilhelmy -966; 
-968; -969.

F ish in g : Belcher -992.

§ 1 4
In du s C iv iliz a tio n  an d ancient N e a r  East, including the G u l f  (see 

also under § i.5): A l Khalifa and Rice -986; Asthana -976; 
B ibby -958; -972; Buchanan -965; -967; Cardi -989; Chak­
rabarti -977; -990; Cleuziou and Tosi -986; -987; -989; Dales
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1962a; 1962b; During Caspers 19 70 -1; 1972a; 1976; 1979; 
1982; 1983; Frankfort 1932; 1933; 1934; Frifelt 1975; Hojlund 
1989; in press; Kjrerum 1983; 1986; Lamberg-Karlovsky 
1972b; Mackay 19 31b ; M éry 1991; Mode 1944; Nissen 1988; 
1991; 1992a; Potts 1990a; 1990b; Ratnagar 1981; Reade 1986; 
in press; Reade and M éry 1987; Schmokel 1966; Tosi 199 1; in 
press.

L o t h a l: Leshnik 1968; Possehl 1976; S. R. Rao 1963; 1965; 1973;
1979-85; 1986; 1988; 1991; Yule 1982.

In du s seals / inscriptions in  the N e a r  E a s t : Al-Gailani Werr 1982; 
Bissing 1927; Brunswig et al. 1983; Chakrabarti 1978a; 1978b; 
1990; Cleuziou and Tosi 1989; Collon 1987: 142-4 ; in press, a; 
Corbiau 1936; Franke-Vogt 1991 (1992): 7, n. 5; Frankfort 
i933: 50-3; Gadd 1932; Genouillac 1930; Gibson 1977; 
Hunter 1932: 468-^,484; Langdon 1931a: 4 2 4 ^ ; 1931b ; 1932; 
Mackay 1925; M eriggi 1937b; Mitchell 1986; Potts 1990a; 
Scheil 1900: 129, fig. 8; 19 16 ; 1925; Speiser 1935: 1, 163-4 ; 
Thureau-Dangin 1925; Weisgerber 1984; Wheeler 1968: 
1 14 - 19 ; Wyatt 1983.

G u l f  / D ilm u n  seals: Bibby 1958; Kjrerum 1983; 1986.
F u ch site : Mackay 1938: 1, 159; 11, pl. 116 , 2; Wheeler 1968: 80. 
C arn elian  beads: Beck 1933; Chakrabarti 1982; During Caspers 

1972b; Inizan, in press; Mackay 1931b ; 1938; Reade 1979; 
T osi 1986a; 1991.

A n cien t bead industry an d  its s u rv iv a l: Karanth 1992; Mackay 
1937; Possehl 1981.

§ 1.5 See under § 1.4.
D ilm un, M a k a n  a n d  M elu h h a : Edzard et al. 1977; G elb 1970; 

Glassner in press; Hansman 1973; 1975; Leemans: 1960 
(Meluhha: 159-66); 1968a; 1968b; Mallowan 1965; Oppen­
heim 1954; Pettinato 1972; Sollberger 1970; different opinion: 

R. Thapar 1975.
D ilm u n : Amiet 1986b; Bibby 1970; 1972; 1986a; 1986b; Cornwall 

1946; MacAdam 1990; Nissen 1986b; Potts 1981b; 1983a; 
1983b; 1985; 1986; 1990; 1991; different opinion: Kramer 
1963a; 1964; (now withdrawn) Kramer and Maier 1989: 2 17  

n . 43 .
M a k a n : Bailey 1982; Gershevitch 1957 and 1978 (sissoo); 

Maxwell-Hyslop 1983 (sissoo); Potts 1981b; Weisgerber 1980; 
19 8 1; 1984.

M elu h h a : Bernhardt and Kramer 1960 (Enki and the world 
order); Grayson and Sollberger 1976: 1 15  (rebellion against 
Naram-Sin); Mallowan 1969 (1971): 291 n. 3 (Meluhha bird as 
the peacock); A. and S. Parpola 1975; S. Parpola et al. 1977; 
Potts 1982b; 1990.

B ä v e r u -Jä t a k a  an d  the  ‘direction-crow  ’ (fig . i . i o ) :  Cowell 1895: 
III, 83-4; Heras 1953: 196 with n. 3; Srivastava 1977.

§ 1.6
The early  ‘In d o -S u m e ria n ’ hypothesis: Franke-Vogt 1991 (1992): 

7; see also under § 4.2.
D eep diggings at M o h en jo -daro : Dales 1965a; Mackay 1938: 1, 

223f.; Wheeler 1968: ii9 f.
A m r i:  Casal 1964; Majumdar 1934: 24-8.
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38-42; Nissen i987a; i987b; Possehl i990b; in press, b; 
Possehl and Rissman 1992; Potts 1993; Shaffer 1986: table 3; 
1992; Voigt 1987; Voigt and Dyson, in press.
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Lechevallier 1979; Jarriage and Meadow 1980; 1992; Joshi 
1989; Konishi 1984; Marshall 1931a : 1, 9 6 -10 1; M ughal 1970; 
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199 1; 1992b; 1992c; Piggott 1952: 6 6 -13 1 ; Ross 1946 (Rana 
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Intercultural-sty le  stone vessels: Burkholder 1971; K ohl 1975;

1978; 1979; Lamberg-Karlovsky 1988; Mackay 1932.
‘C u lt object’ o f  the ‘unicorn ’ seals ( c f  f ig . 1 . 1 5 ) :  During Caspers 

i985d: 6 8 10 ;  Franke-Vogt 1991 [1992]: 1, 105-6, 1 15 - 16 , 
183-4 ; n, table 44; Mahadevan 1984.

A lty n  Tepe seals: Masson 1981.
Ra>s a l- Ju n a y z : Cleuziou and Tosi 1986; 1987; Tosi 199 1; in 

press.
Ra>s a l-H a d d : Reade and M éry 1987.
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(1992): 1, 14 - 19 ; Jansen 1984: 77-<); Mahadevan 1977: 4; 
Parpola 1972; Possehl 1992b: 8; K . N. Sastri 1965: II, xii, 1, 
39-53 (excavations at Harappa in 19 37-4 1 by K . N. Sastri).

§ 4  4
Establishing the direction o f  w riting: Barber 1974: 99f.
D irection o f  w riting in archaic S u m eria n : Edzard 1969: 2 16 - 17 ;

Falkenstein 1936: 9 -12 , 36; Gelb 1968.
D irection o f  w ritin g in  the E g y p tia n  script: Gardiner 1957: 25; 

Gelb 1963: 73-4.
D irection o f  w riting in the G re ek  script: Woodhead 1959: 24-7. 
D irection o f  w riting in the In du s script: Alekseev [1965] 1976: 

18-20; Dani 1963: 16; Gadd and Smith 19 3 1: II, 4 0 9 -11; 
Hunter 1932: 466, 472, 482; 1934: 19-20, 37-43; Kinnier 
Wilson 1974: 30-3; Knorozov 1968: 7-8; Lal 1966; 1967-8; 
1975a; 1975b; Langdon 1931a: 427-8, 4 31; Lüders 1934 (‘nur 
soviel scheint sicher, dass diese. Bilderschrift von rechts nach 
links gegangen ist’); Mahadevan 1972: 293; 1977: 10 -14 ; 1988: 
6-8, pl. 4; Marshall 1931a : 1, 4 0 -1; M eriggi 1934: 202; Parpola 
1975: 182; Parpola et al. 1969: 18; Raman 1986; Ross 1938: 4, 
1 0 - 1 1 ;  1939: .556-8; Thaplyal 1972; 1973: 342-3; Zide and 
Zvelebil 1976: 20—1.

C hapter 5 M any of the observations on the Indus signs and 
textual comparisons are ma\ie for the first time here; others, with 
similar or different conclusions, have been published earlier.

§ 5-1
E a r lie r  versions: K . Koskenniemi and A. Parpola 1979: 12 - 15 .
G raphem ic analysis / sign boundaries: Alekseev [1965] 1976: 

17 - 18 ; Barber 1974: 8 7 ^ 2 ; Conway 1985: 102-6, 1 17 - 18 , 
159-224; Edzard 1990; Gadd and Smith 19 3 1; Hunter 1932: 
486-7; 1934; Mahadevan 1977: 14 - 18  (text 12 18  as an 
example); 1988: 6, 8 -10 , pl. 1; Ross 1938: 1 1 - 1 2 .

S ig n  list: see under § 4.3. Fig. 5.1 is a new list.
R o u n d  an d angular varian ts o f  signs: Jaritz 1981: 1 1 7 - 18  and 129, 

fig. 2; vertica l variants: Hrozny 1941: 220 n. 1 (the example 
given is erroneous); style o f  c a rv in g  signs w ith  ‘expanded ends’: 

Heras 1953: 22 1-2 .
‘Enclosu re ’■ ligatures: Gadd and Smith 19 3 1: 409; Hunter 1932: 

476, 480; Jaritz 1981: 118 ; Meriggi 1934: 208-13.
The fr a m e ’ o f  fo u r  dots: Hunter 1932: 478, 485, 488; 1934: 67, 

99—10 1; M eriggi 1934: 208-10 ; 1935: 544; Parpola et al. 1970: 
25; R au ff 1985; 1988; Zide and Zvelebil 1976: 2 1-2 .

§ 5-2
E a r lie r  versions: Parpola 1975a: 183; Parpola et al. 1969a: 24—7, 

45f., 63-5.
Com posite sign s: Barber 1974: 145-9 ; Conway 1985: 102-6, 

1 17 - 18 ,  12 0 - 1 , 159-224; Fairservis 1977: 26-8; Mahadevan 
1977: 14—18; 1988: 13 - 15 .

S e a ls  2 3 4 0  an d  10 4 8 :  Hrozny 1942: 6-7.
‘M a n ’ ligatures: Dani 1963: 17 ; Gurov and Knorozov 1970: 7; 

Hrozny 1942: 24-5, 66, 74 (no. 351), 86, 88; Hunter 1934: 
i06-<j, 203; Meriggi 1934: 2 13 - 14 , 219-20, 225, 229 n. 1, 23 1; 
Parpola et al. 1969a: 29ff., 64-5; Vacek 1970: 207-8 (‘archer’ 
with two bows hardly realistic).

O veran alysis  o f  Indus signs: e.g. Heras 1953: 8iff., 92ff.; S. R. Rao 

1973: 323- 7.
S ig n  repetition: Gadd and Smith 19 3 1: 421; Heras 1953: 87, 

150-4; Hunter 1934: 1 17 ,  125; Jaritz 1981: 119 ; Mahadevan 
1977: 16; M eriggi 1934: 222; Parpola et al. 1969a: 23fr; Zide 
and Zvelebil i970: 957.

N u m erals : G add and Smith 19 31: 4 12 - 13 , 419; Hunter 1932: 
478-81; 1934: 9 5 -10 1, 204; Knorozov [1968] 1976: 103-4 ; 
Mackay 1934: 254; Mahadevan 1988: pl. 7(1); Meriggi 1934: 
2 30 -1; Ross 1938 (criticism: Conway 1985: 37-50; Gonda 
1939; Parpola et al. 1969a: 58); Zide' and Zvelebil 1976: 
1 1 0 - 1 1 .

§ 5.3
E a r lie r  versions: Parpola 1975a: i82f.; 1981a (1984a): § 5; Parpola 

et al. 1969: i i f . ;  K . Koskenniemi and A. Parpola 1980; S. 
Koskenniemi et al. i973: xi-xii.

Segm en tation : Barber i974: 85-7, H 3-43; Hunter i932: 483, 
4 9 i-2  (this list o f ‘words’ ismisleading, cf. Parpola etal. i969a: 
i i ) ;  i934: 42 -3 , i25-8 ; Kondratov ^965] i976; Mahadevan 
i 977: 7 - i0 ; i988: i0 - i3 ,  pl. 5-6; Meriggi ^ 3 4 : 203; Rauff 
i987: 73ff.; Siromoney and Huq i982; i988.

‘'Word d iv id e rs ’: Edzard i990: i3of.; Meriggi i934: 2 0 3 1 ;  
fu n ction  o f  these signs, see under § 6.2.
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§ 5 4
E a r lie r  versions: K. Koskenniemi and A. Parpola 1982: 10—n ;  

Parpola 1986a: 408f.; 1988a: n 5 f.
T ype o f  w riting system : Barber 1974: 93-8; Brice 197ob: 222; 

Chadwick in Clauson and Chadwick 1969: 204-5; Edzard 
1990; Gelb 1973: 261, 266 (‘Proto-Indic’ one of the seven 
original and fully developed logo-syllabic systems); Gurov and 
Knorozov 1970: 1; Jaritz 1981: 1 17 - 19 ; Mahadevan 1988: 2-5 , 
12 , 18; Marshall 1931a : 1, 39 -4 1; Meriggi 1934a: 202; 1935: 
543; Rauff 1987: 7 1-2 ; Shevoroshkin 1973: 85; Wüst 1927: 
268-9; Zide 1973: 352; Zide and Zvelebil 1970: 955-9.

N um ber o f  graphem es or ‘basic signs’: Fairservis 1992: 149-52 (230 
graphemes); Gadd and Smith 19 3 1: 407 (c.396 graphemes); 
Hunter 1932 (149 graphemes); 1934: 49 (‘roughly 250’); 
Mahadevan 1977 (419 graphemes); Meriggi 1934: 202 (around 
275 graphemes); S. R. Rao 1979: 1, 170; 1982 (62 basic signs in 
the Mature Indus script, 20 in the ‘Late Indus script’); 
Trautmann 1970: 7 16  (‘The rebus principle at least doubles 
the number o f meanings . . .  But it is likely that the relative 
fewness o f known signs o f the Indus script is a function of the 
smallness o f our sample . . .  we may expect new signs to be 
added to this number as more inscriptions are brought to 
light’); Wüst 1927: 269 n. 1 (n o  graphemes in the 59 texts 
published then).

Chapter 6

§ 6.1
E a r lie r  versions: K. Koskenniemi and A. Parpola 1982: n - 1 2 ;  

Parpola 1975a: 190.
Lan guage typology a n d  universals: Andersen 1983: 16 -18 ; Croft 

1990: 27-63; Crystal 1987: 84f., 98f.; Greenberg 1966a; 1966b; 
1978; J .  Hawkins 1983;’ Knorozov 1970; [1965] 1976; [1968] 
1976; M asica 1976: 13-39 .

T ypological-universa list study o f  w riting systems: Justeson 1977; 
Justeson and Stephens, in preparation; Stephens and Justeson 
1978; application to the study o f  the In du s script: Edzard 1990:
128-30 ; Knorozov et al. 1981: i3ff.; Ross 1938: 13  (numerals).

§ 6.2
E a r lie r  versions: Parpola 1975a: 183; 1981a (1984a): § 6; Parpola et 

al. 1969a: 62.
P o sitio n al analysis (a n d  inflection: § 6 .3 ) :  Barber 1974: 145-70; 

Barthel 1968: 173 (grid in the structural analysis o f unde­
ciphered M aya texts); Conway 1985: 12 3 -5 ; Fairservis 1977: 
6-8 andfig. 1; 1983: 4 7 -5 1; 1984: i54f.; 1986: n 2 f . and fig. 3 (a 
grid o f 14 positions each hypothetically associated with a 
particular word class; but the rigidity o f the grid may force 
functionally similar signs into different slots); Gadd and Smith 
19 3 1: 4 15 -2 1 ; Hunter 1934: 65 (‘fish’ signs as prefixes); 
M eriggi 1934: 199 note (space added between ‘words’ in 
analyses); Rauff 1987 (our positional slots I, II and I I I  
correspond to R au ffs P, M , F ; Rauff discusses also the ‘fish’ 
signs and their ordering); Ray 1965: 52-3  (grid).

Function  o f  the 'gram m atical’ strokes / ‘w o rd  d iv id e rs ’ / ‘accents’

(see also § 5 . 3 ) :  Hunter 1932; 478-80; 1934: 57-8; 60-1 
(significance o f the object shown in our fig. 6.3), 8 1-2 , 90-3, 
10 1-2 ; Jaritz 1981: 125-6 ; Langdon 1931a: 428ff.; Meriggi 
i935: 543-4; Thomas i932: 464.

S e a ls  w ith  p a rt  o f  the inscription repeated on the boss o f  the reverse 

side (fig . 6 .4 ) :  Hunter 1932: 482.

§ 6.3
E a r lie r  versions: Parpola 1975a: 183; 1981a (1984a): §§ 6, n ;  

1981b: 74—9; Parpola et al. 1969a: 18 -23, 4 if. (zero alterna­
tion); 1969b: 6-8.

Inflection (see also under § 6 .2 ) :  Gadd and Smith 19 31: 42 1-2 ; 
Gurov 1968; 1970a: 6 1-3 ; 1970b; 1972b; Hunter 1934: 27, 
55-62, 1 16 - 17 ; Knorozov et al. 1981: 7 - 15 ; Mahadevan 1982a; 
1986b; 1988: i5 f.; M eriggi 1934: 2 16 -18 ; 1935: 544; J . 
Mitchiner 1978: 3of., 47f., 66ff.; Pandit 1969; Vacek 1970; 
Zide and Zvelebil i970: 954ff.; i976.

§ 6 4
E a r lie r  versions: K . Koskenniemi 1981; P. Parpola 1988; see also 

S. Koskenniemi et al., 1970; P. Parpola 1987.
M eth o d : Harris 19 5 1; 1954; 1968; with application to L in e a r  B : 

Barber 1974: 113 -4 3 .
A n o th er p a ra lle l autom atic approach to the analysis o f  In du s texts: 

Huq 1988; Siromoney and Huq 1986. Cf. also Cohen 1982. 
A utom atic methods to determ ine the type o f  script, classify the signs 

into d ifferent fu n ctio n a l classes, and d iv ide  the texts into syntactic 

units: Knorozov and Gurov 1970; Kondratov 1965; [1965] 
1976; Probst 1965; [1965] 1976; criticism: Conway 1985: 
64-71; Shevoroshkin 1973: 84; Zide and Zvelebil 1976: 37, 
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Chapter 7 

§ 7-1
E a r lie r  versions: Parpola 1975a: 188; 1976; 1981a (1984a): § 4; 

1986a: 409f.; Parpola et al. 1969a: 8 -10 . C f. Gelb 1973: 272-9; 
Petrie i932: 33-4; Thomas i932: 463.

The Sum erian  m yth o f  E n k i ’s rib : Kramer 1963b: 149; Kramer 
and Maier 1989: 12 - 13 ,  22-30.

§ 7.2
E a r lie r  versions: Parpola 1975a: 187-90; 1981b; 1986a: 406f., 410; 

1986b; 1988a: n 6 f.; Parpola et al. 1969a: 10,-24; 1969b: 2of. 
C f. Conway i985.

Som e suggested p icto ria l meanings o f  Indus signs (often not 

convincing) : Bongard Levin  i960; Fairservis 1976: 14 (6 -5 ; 
1977: fig. i4; i992: 27 -H 4 , i53—88; Gadd and Smith i9 3 i: 
407-9; Knorozov 6-6 8] i976: 104-5 (criticism: Zide and 
Zvelebil i976: i n ) ;  Knorozov et al. i9 8 i: 7 i- i0 8 ; Mackay 
i934: 254 (‘The horned figure amongst the signs, which he [i.e. 
D r Hunter] identifies as the sign for a deity, is comparable with 
the horned figurines o f pottery that are so frequently found at 
Mohenjo-daro’); Nagaswamy i986; Pande i974b; ^ 8 5 ; San- 
karananda ^ 6 3 : i0 7 - i9 ; ^ 6 7 : m (i), 46-52 (these two lists
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contain many non-existent signs and quite fanciful explana­
tions, but also a few possible suggestions).

P ic to r ia l identification o f  the ‘squ irrel’ s ig n : cf. Heras 1953: 1 14  
(‘squirrels’, without further explanation: understood to refer 
to an alleged non-Aryan tribe); Jaritz (1981: 12 1)  and Meriggi 
(1934: 238) see in the sign a ‘monkey’.

Com parable signs in other pictographic scripts: see sign lists in 
references on chapters 2 and 3; a ctu a l comparisons (m ost rather 

u n satifacto ry): Barton 1926-7 (1928): 82ff.; 1928-9 (1930); 
Fairservis 1992: 228--; Heras 1953: 76-8, 2 5 1-7 7 ; Hunter 
1934: 2 0 1- 10  (criticism : Mackay 1934: 252-3; M eriggi 1935: 
542-3); Jaritz 1981: 119 -2 5 , 13 0 - 1 ; Langdon 1931a: 427, 
434- 55; M eriggi 1934: 214; Petrie 1932: 34-6 ; Ray 1965: 
36 -4 1; Thomas 1932; ‘mountain ’ signs (fig. 4 .7 )  : Jaritz 1981: 
123; Parpola 1975: 189, fig. 8; 1979: 17 1 ;  1988a: 128, fig. ib . 

A rch aeolo gical rem ains an d sign fo rm s : Scharff 1942 (comparative 
study of object and sign forms even enables dating the latter). 

T h e most freq u en t sign, as 'ja r  with lip  an d h an dles ’: Barton 1926-7 
(1928): 84; 19 28 -- (1930): 86; Fairservis 1992: 44f.; Hunter 
1934: 55, 2 10  (Egyptian and Sumerian parallels); Lal 1974; 
1975: 176 and pl. j ; 1979b; Mahadevan 1970: 173 ; as p ip a l tree: 

Knorozov 1968: 15 ; Knorozov et al. 1981: 73; Parpola 1981a 
(1984a): § i i ;  criticism: Lal 1979b; a s  ‘sh ip ’ (Su m erian  

p a ra lle ls) : Parpola et al. 1969a: 2 1-2 ; criticism: Lal 1969; 1970; 
1979b; as ox head: Kenoyer (1992, orally); Ray 1965: 37; 1966:
4, fig. 2; Parpola 1992a.

W heel as a sym bol o f  ro y a lty : Gonda 1954: 96f.; 1969: i23ff.; 
Mahadevan 1979: 264-5; Parpola 1986b; Parpola et al. 1969b:
20 -1.

§ 7.3
E a r lie r  versions: Joshi and Parpola 1987: xv-xvi, xxvm -xxx; 

Parpola 1975a: 184-5, 19 ^ ^ ; 1981b; 1986a: 402f.; in press, c; 
Parpola et al. 1969a: 12 - 15 .

The relationship between an  inscription an d  the object upon which it 

has been written as quasi-bilin gual in form ation: Forrer 1932; 
Gelb 1973: 276-7; Meriggi 1934: 199-200.

O bject typ o lo gy : APbediP 1986; Conway 1985: i4off.; Dales 1967; 
Fentress 1976: 208-17 , 326-8; Franke-Vogt 199 1; 1991 
(1992): 1, 34-5, 43-57; II, table 7; 1992; Joshi and Parpola 
1987: xxviii-xxx, 365; Knorozov 1968: 4 -7  (Zide and Zvelebil 
1976: 97--); 1975; K . Koskenniemi and A. Parpola 1980: i7f.;
5. Koskenniemi et al. 1973: xviiiff.; Mackay 1931a ; 1938; 
Mahadevan 1977: 6f.; Vats 1940.

Inscribed  w eaponsfrom  ancient N e a r  E a s t :  Calmayer 1969: Dossin 
1962; Driver 1976: 106; Gelb 1963: 287 n. 2 1 ; N aissance  . . .  
1982: 103, 178, 180; Pritchard 1969b: nos. 261, 805; Virolleaud 
\9 2 9 \fro m  H a ra p p a n  sites: Franke-Vogt 1991 (1992): 1, 55—6; 
II, table 2 1: nos. 1 14 - 16 ; Knorozov 1975: 14 - 15 .

Com parison o f  inscriptions on In du s weapons an d  seals (fig . 7 .8 ) :  

Franke-Vogt 1989: 237, 242-5; 1991 (1992): 56n . 102; Parpola

1975: 185, fig. 3.
N um bers on bronze weappns o r tools: John Soren Pettersson 

(letter). \
Inscriptions on H a ra p p a n  p o ttery : Franke-Vogt 1991 (1992): 1, 

54-5; II, table 20; Mackay 1938: 1, i82f., 187; Marshall 1931a:
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1, 29 if., 3 i7 ; Pande ^ 7 2 - 3 ; Vats i940: 1, 286f; Wheeler i947: 
i20; i968: 94.

Inscriptions on M esopotam ian pottery: Gelb i982; Nies and Keiser 
i920: i5ff.; Salonen i966: i i , tables i6 (6 -, no. i.

Inscriptions on Phoenician p o ttery : Driver i976: H4.
Inscriptions on later In d ia n  p o ttery : L a l i954-5: 99, pl. 57; i970: 

200; Sircar i965: 77ff.
Inscriptions on Chinese p o ttery : Tsien i962: 58-6i.
In du s tablets: Conway ^ 8 5 : i4 3-4 ; Franke-Vogt i99 i (i992): 1, 

50-2; i i , tables i i - i 3 ;  Hunter i932: 473; Joshi and Parpola 
i987: xvi, xxix; Knorozov [i968] i976: 105-7; Mackay i9 3ia : 
n, 397- 8; i938: 1, 349ff.; i948: 70; Shendge ^ 8 5  (an 
inadmissible comparison with the Proto-Elamite accounting 
tablets); Vats i940: 1, 3 iff., i95f., 324f.; Wheeler i968: io6f.

The 'p o t ’ sign an d offering to tree (see also § 1 0 . 3 ) :  Franke-Vogt 
i99 i (i992): 1, 82; Hrozny i942: 36, 39-40 (including 
comparison with the Hieroglyphic Hittite sign for ‘pot’, o f a 
kind in which the Hittite offered sacrifices to ancestors), 57; 
Hunter i934: 3 10  no. 4; Knorozov [i968] i976: 105—7; 
Knorozov et al. i9 8 i: 44, 106; Parpola i98ib : 8 i-3 .

E g yp tia n  sign o f 'a rm  w ith hand holding a p o t ’: Gardiner i95T  454 
no. D39.

The 'poke ca rr ier ’ sign com pared to In d ia n  a n d  Chinese p a ra lle ls : 

Parpola i98ib : 82--.
K a v a t i  subcaste: Thurston i909.
O raon omen ritu a l with fo u r  pots: Roy i972: i44-5.
C opper tablets: Conway ^ 8 5 : 208--; Franke-Vogt i99 i (i992): 1, 

52—4, i49-56 (found especially in the Great Bath, C and D K B  
areas and in the ‘Late Period’), i8 0 - i, 2 i5 ; ii, tables i4 - i9 ; 
i992; Hunter i932: 473-4; i934: 26-8 and pl. 3-4: 24 -6 i; 
Mackay i9 3 ia : i i , 398-40! and Marshall i9 3ia : Ili, pl. H 7: 
i-6  and pl. i i8 : i-6 ; Mackay i934: 253-4; i938: 1, 36 3--; i i , 
p l .93: i - i4 ;  pl. 103: I / ,  i2 ; Pande i973; Parpola i975a: 
i9 ^ 6 -  in press, c; Yule i985a: 32—45, tables i7 -26  (nos. 

33 i—474).
Iv o r y  sticks: Fairservis i977: 9ff. (‘calendars’); Franke-Vogt i99i 

(i992): 1, 56; i i , table 2 i: no. i i7 ;  Mackay i93ia: i i , 563; i938: 
I, 56 iff.

Inscribed bangles: see under § i3 .i .
M onum ental inscription fro m  D h o la v ira : Lal i992a: 2 ; S .R .  Rao 

i9 9 i: pl. 54c (the whole inscription cannot be clearly seen).
B u l l  figu rin e fr o m  A lla h d in o : A d-ii in C I S I  2: 388.

§ 7 4
E a r lie r  versions: Parpola i975a: i84-6; i986b: 400-2; i988a: i i7 .
S e a ls  in  gen era l: Berchem i9 i8 ; Collon, in press; Ewald i9 i4 ; 

Kittel i970.
S e a ls  in th ea n c ien t N e a r  E a s t : Collon ^ 8 7 ; Frankfort i939; i955; 

Gibson and Biggs i977; Nissen i977; their adm inistrative use: 

Charvat i988; Ferioli et al. i979; Fiandra i9 8 i; Fiandra and 
Ferioli ^ 8 4 ; Gibson and Biggs i977; Mariani and Tosi ^ 8 7 ; 
Veenhof i972: 3off., 4 iff.; Zettler ^ 8 7 .

Indus seals an d sealings (typology, m anufacture, use, icon ography); 

Conway ^ 8 5 : i40-58; Fairservis i976; i992: ^ 9 —223, 227; 
Franke-Vogt i9 9 i; i99i (i992): 1, 43-50; ii, 467--3, tables



Bibliographical notes to chapters 7-8

8—10; (iconography, inc. tablets) 1, 6 1- 12 4 ; II, 435-466, 
495-504, tables 22-44; r 992; Hunter 1934: 471; Joshi and 
Parpola 1987: xii ff.; K . Koskenniemi and A. Parpola 1980: 
17f.; S. Koskenniemi et al. 1973: xvii ff.; Lal 1975: 146; 
Mackay 1931a : 11, 37off.; 1938: 1, 325ff., 346f.; 1948: 70; 
Mahadevan 1977: 7--f), 793ff.; Rissman 1989; Sharif 1990; 
F. W. Thomas 1932: 460; Vats 1940: I, 3 i7ff.; Wheeler 1968: 
10 1; text rather than iconography impressed: Hunter 1932: 472; 
M ackay 1931a: II, 394, 397; relationship between iconography  
and inscription: Franke-Vogt 1991 (1992): I, n o ; Hunter 1932: 
470; La l 1975: i4 7 f.; seals w ith a case fo r  an am ulet: Mackay 
1931a : II, 380; 1938: 1, 343f.; Wheeler 1968: 108.

Sealin gs o f  L o th a l: Parpola 1986a: 400-2; S. R. Rao 1979: 1, 
i i i f f . ;  Yule 1982.

Chinese seals: L a i 1976; Tsien 1962: 54—8; Wagner, in press.
System  o f  nam ing offices by the num ber o f  officials: Petrie 1932: 34 

(Egypt; Cappadocia; Rome: duum viri, triu m viri, qu attu orviri, 

septem viri, decem viri, quindecim viri).

S iz e  an d  quality  o f  M esopotam ian seals: Nissen 1977; Porada

1 977 .
S iz e  a n d  quality  o f  Indus seals: Franke-Vogt 1991 (1992): 1, 43—8, 

1 1 7 - 2 1 ,  14 1-7 , i7 if f .; Parpola 1986b.

§ 8.1

S u m m a ry  listing o f  the languages o f  the w o rld : Crystal 1987: 

436- 44 . .
T h eproblem  o f  the H arap pan  language (gen era l considerations and  

restriction o f  search ): Bloch 1965: 322-4 ; Burrow 1 969: 274-5; 
Dales 1967: 34 (we do not know); Emeneau i954: 282-4; Gelb 
i 973 : 277-8; Hertz i937: 396-7; Hunter i934: 12 - 13 ,  17 ; 
Knorozov i976; Marshall i924: 548; i926: 398; i9 3 ia : 1, 42, 
i0 7 - i2 ; J. Mitchiner i978: 5 - n ;  Piggott i950: i8 0 - i ; Wüst 
i927: 270-5.

S e v e r a l ethnic groups in the G rea ter Indus V alley  in the th ird  and  

second m illennia BC : Shaffer and Lichtenstein 1989.
A lta ic  a ltern ative : Zide and Zvelebil 1970a: 961; Zvelebil ^ 8 5 :

i 52—3 .
‘A lt a ic ’ hom eland in J e h o l  or M a n ch u ria : Ramstedt 1957: 1, 

14 - 16 ; cf. Poppe i965: H 4-5.
A dop tio n  o f  m ounted nomadism by peoples speaking ‘A lt a ic ’ 

languages in th e firs t  m illennium  BC: Jettmar i966: 6 5 1 ,  74, 90.
‘P ro to -T u rk s ’ assumed to come to A lt a i  fro m  the east in  the f ifth  

century AD: Jettmar 1966: 77-9; Spuler i966b: 125-6 .
H uns ( in  C hinese: H siung-nu) mobile since the second century BC: 

Jettmar 1966: 77-9; Reischauer and Fairbank i960: 99.

§ 7.5
E a r lie r  versions: Parpola i975a: 184-7; 1975b; 1981a (1984a): 

§§ 8, i6 , 26; Parpola et al. 1969a: 13 ; i969b: i2 - i4 , 41.
H igh quality  o f  zebu seals: Franke-Vogt i99 i (1992): 1, 66, i20. 
J a r  2 7 7 fro m  H a ra p p a  with copper objects: Vats 1940: 1, 85ff., 287. 
Inscriptions o f  In d ia n  seals o f  the historical p erio d : V. S. Agrawala 
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tion’, 3 i7ff.: by means o f the forehead mark); Kooij 1972: 

92 - 3 .
R elig ious sym bol as m ultireferen tia l: Turner 1967.

Chapter 15

E a r lie r  versions: Parpola 1981a (1984a): § 1; 1986a: 414 ; 1988a: 
124 and 132, fig. 5.
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R e f e r e n c e s

Ancient authors and works

With the exception of some references to authors listed under 
‘Modern authors’ (mainly relating to the translations quoted), 
the editions and translations of the ancient texts will not be 
described; the reader is referred to bibliographical information 
available in Emeneau 1935 for most o f the texts marked (in 
parentheses) as being written in ‘Sanskrit’ or ‘Prakrit’; in 
Dandekar 1946-85, Gonda 19 75-7  and Renou 1931 for texts 
characterized as ‘Sanskrit: Veda’; in Rocher 1986 for ‘Sanskrit: 
Purana’ texts; in Goudriaan and Gupta 1981 for ‘Sanskrit: 
Tantra’ texts; in T L  and Zvelebil 1974 and 1975 for ‘Tam il’ texts 
(NB also relatively modern Tamil texts cited after T L  in the 
appendix are listed here rather than in the following section); in 
Schlerath 1968 for ‘Avesta’ texts; and in Karttunen 1989, Lesky 
1963 and Ziegler and Sontheimer 1975 for ‘Greek’ and ‘Latin’ 
texts. Texts better known by their titles are entered under these 
rather than under their authors.

Aelianus (Ailianós), D e natura anim alium  (P e r ì  zöiän idiótetos) 

(Greek)
A gni-P urätza  (Sanskrit: Puräna)
A in ku ru n ü ru  (Tamil)
A ita reya -A ra tz y a k a  =  AA (Sanskrit: Veda)
A ita re y a  Brähm atza =  AB (Sanskrit: Veda)
A kan än u ru  =  Akam (Tamil)
A m a ra -k o ia  (Sanskrit)
Arrian (Arrianós), A n abasis A lex a n d ri et In d ica  (Greek), ed. and 

trans. Brunt 1983
A th a rv a v e d a (-S a m h itä )  = A S  (Sanskrit: Veda), trans. Bloom­

field 1897; Whitney 1905
B a u d h ä y a n a -G rh y a -P a rise sa -S ü tra  (Sanskrit: Veda) 
B a u d h ä ya n a -K a rm ä n ta sü tra  (Sanskrit: Veda)
B h a g a v a d -g itä  (Sanskrit)
B h ägavata-P u rätza  (Sanskrit: Puräna)
Bhartjhari, S atakatrayam  (Sanskrit)
B h avisya-P u rätza  (Sanskrit: PuraJ}.a)
B rah m a-P u rätza  (Sanskrit: PuraJ}.a)

\ Brahmasiddhanta, S äkalyasam hitä  (Sanskrit)
B rah m avaivarta -P u rätza  (Sanskrit: PuraJ}.a) 
B t ;h a d -A ra tz y a k a -U p a n is a d = B Ä U  (Sanskrit: Veda)
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I n d e x  o f  I n d u s  s i g n s  

a n d  s i g n  s e q u e n c e s

This index to (1) individual signs and (2) sign sequences of the Indus 
script follows the order of the sign list (fig. 5,1) which is not included in 
the index. Italicized numbers refer to figures, including their captions 
(tables are treated as text); the same page number is not repeated in 
roman if the matter occurs in the text in addition to an illustration.
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Italicized numbers refer to figures, including their captions (tables are 
treated as text); the same page number is not repeated in roman if the 
matter occurs in the text in addition to an illustration.

AA 256 
Aachen xix, 24
AB 205f., 208, 221, 226, 237, 239, 

258, 263, 267̂ , 270 
Abbasids 41
abbreviation of names 210 
ablaut i5of., 158 
aboriginal 150 
absence, see omission 
abstract: notion 33; shape of linga 

220; of sign(s) 32, 35, 38, 50, 
278

‘accents’ 291
acceptance of a decipherment 3, 

4 f., 4 9 f., 61
account, accounting 29f., 43f., 88 
acculturation 131, i5if., 169 
accusative 96f. 
aceramic 15
Achaemenid 4,5, i3f., 18, 38,

4 l f  5 6, I29 , I3 3 , I4 3 , 14 8, 
f5°, 285

acrophony 36, 58
acropolis (citadel) 6, 8, 11, 7 2 ,

2lf., 58, 6l, I I 3 ,  115, II7, 221, 
222, 256; see also fort(ification) 

Adam and Eve 102 
adaptation 38 
addressing 207
adjective 51, 60, 88, 97, 130, 169, 

i9 4

administration (bureaucracy) 6, 9, 
17, 24, 26, 30, 54, 56, 60-2,
I 13-17, 119, 134, 194, 203, 292; 
see a ls o  official 

adposition 88
adstratum language 755/, 167 
adverb 88
Aegean 255; scripts 38, 43 
A e g le  m arm elos 220 
Aelianus 247 
aerial root, see root 
Afanasievo 145 
affix 3 4 , 38, 50, 8 7 , 98 
affricate, affrication 145 
Afghanistan 15-17, 22-3, 129, 

i3 3 f., j 36, I48f., 750, 1 5 5 / . ,

7 5 8 , i60-3, 764, i70, 273, 2 3 6 ,  

2 5 5
Africa 46, i28, i30, i69 
Afroasiatic 35f., 46, i28, 293 
Agastya i95 
agate ii
age 45, 267, 270; age i6 237; see 

also dating
age-and-area i55; see a lso  centre, 

periphery
agent 30, ii0, i33; secret ii5 
Agni i99, 206, 2i5, 2 i^  22i, 224, 

226, 228, 234, 237-9, 268, 30i; 
see also fire; fire-altar 

Agnïdh (Agnïdhra), Agnïdhrïya
2i6, 2 2 3

Agni-Purar:ia i90, i94, i98, 24i,
2 4 5 , 269

AgnivesyaGS 207 
Agrawala, V. S. 706, 786, 208 
agriculture 4, 9 , i5 , i7 , 2 4 , 3 0 , 4 3 , 

54, i36, i52, i72, i74, i90, 203, 
2 8 5 , 294

Ayul h a d  i96
Ahar (culture) 2 5
Ahura (Mazdah) i49, i5i, 2i4
Ainkurunûru 232
air root, see root
Ajanta 266
Akam i72, i94, i9 7 , 2 0 7 , 2 3 9 , 265 

Âkerblad, J. D. 40 
Akkad i3, i06, ii9, 248, 252 
Akkadian: cuneiform i8, 34, 35,

43, 85; dynasty i4; empire 54; 
letters i06; names ii9, i2i,
293; people and language 34,
3 5 , 4 3 , i9 9 , i2i, i25, 727, 
i28f., i33: a m u rru  i30; ana i06; 
a n a  s a r r i r a b i  i30; b è l  s ip t i i90; 
e llu jiilu  i69; erpetu  2i4; n albas  

fa m è  2i4; sa d û , -d a m i, - d i in i  44; 
S a m a s  i28; säm tu i4; fa  

n a b -n i-t i i89; ziqp it 203; period
9 , i8, i i 7 , i i 9 , i2 9 - 3 i, 7 3 2 ,
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170, 1 8 1 ,  188, 247, 252, 254, 
255; seals and inscriptions xvi,
85, 117, ” 9, 131, 1 3 2 ,  1 8 7 ,  188, 
252,25 4  255 

Aksamälä 244 
alabaster 107, 273 
Alaksmï 259 
Alamgirpur 7, i o , 1 5 3  

Alanian 129 
Albanian 145 
alcohol, see intoxicant 
Alcor 202, 206, 241, 243, 244, 276 
Aldebaran 202, 204—6, 244, 262/ 

269, 272, 301; =  Rohinï, q.v. 
Alexander the Great 5, 117 
Allahabad 739, 140, 228, 244 
Allahdino 7, io, no, 292 
Allchin, B. 172 
Allchin F. R. 172 
alligator (gavial, gharial) and 

crocodile i i , 780, 184, 786, 275, 
218, 275, 296f. 

alliteration 33
allograph (graphic variant, sign 

variant) 33, 54, 59, 68f., 70-8, 
78f., 85, I03f., 105, 226, 232,
234, 290

alphabetic script)(s): Canaanite 
Linear 38; consonantal 36, 37, 
38, 56; Etruscan 45; Greek 18,
35f., 37, 38, 4of., 58, I26, 287, 
290; ‘hieroglyphic’ 36; Indian, 
see Brähm!; Kharosthï; Italic 45; 
Latin 45, 58; ‘Maya’ 49, 50; 
Phoenician 37, 38; 
Proto-Canaanite 38; 
Proto-Sinaitic 38; Roman, see 
Latin; ‘syllabic’ 56; Ugaritic 
cuneiform 18, 38, 48, 106, 107, 
288; (West) Semitic 18, 36, 37, 
38, 56, 84, I74, 287 

alphabetic writing 18, 3^6- 37,
41, 48F, 84F, 102 

'Altaic’ 46F, 126, 161, 288, 293,
295

altar 199F, 228, 259f., 301 
alternation (paradigmatic) 44, 79, 

80, 8if., 88-92, 93[., 95, 96, 
97-8, 99/, 720, 181, 223, 246, 
267, 300

Altin (Altyn) Tepe io, 76, 22, 26, 
286

Amarakosa 215
ambiguity 3, 34, 38, 67, 79, I02, 

227, 231, 246, 26if., 267, 278 
Ambikä 263 
Amharic 87, 128 
Amiet, P. 247 
Amnisos 45
Amorite i i , 128, 130, 274, 293 
Amri 7, 70, 15, 76, 17, 20, 2if., 

24, 25, 52, 780, 181, 783, 236, 
286; Amrian Ware and culture
20, 2I, 52

amulet 3, 74, 64, 97, 97, 107, 112, 
Il6, 780, 184, 786, I94, 2II, 
275, 218, 228, 243, 246, 25̂ .,
275, 297f. '

An 32, 184, 204, 297; see also sky 
AnähTd, Anähitä 262

analogy 46, 235
analysis of texts 47
Anatolia 42F, 45, 83, 126, 727,

130, I45, 256, 293 
Anatolian branch of

Indo-European 126, 145, 293 
Anau I52
ancestors 205, 222; see also dead 
Andamanese I37, 766 
Andaman Islands I37, 739 
Andhaka 259
Andhra Pradesh 105, 736, 209 
Andronov, M. S. 161 
Andronovo 145, 746, 151, 752,

756, 294 
Angära(ka) 209 
Angära-prabha 209 
Angära-setu 209
anger, angry 197F, 220, 231, 269f. 
animal 3, 9, i i , 15, 17, 21, 32, 44, 

49- 51, 59, 64, 69, 97/, 103,
104, 106, IIO, i i i/, 114-16,
131, 732, ^  I48, W  I55,
157, 78!, 188, 191, 194, 197, 
209, 273, 215, 279, 221, 227,
230, 232, 235, 237f., 247-57,
259, 26I, 270, 272, 274, 285, 
288; composite (mythical) I I0, 
i i i/ , i i 6, i8o, 787, 184; 
domestic 9, 15, 189; wild 9, 15, 
189, 226, 247f. 

anklet 227 
annals, see history 
Annio of Viterbo 45 
Anquetil Duperron, A.H. 4if. 
anthill I09 
antelope 206
antennae-hilted sword 154, 755,

I74
anthropology, physical, I42, I67 
‘anthropomorph’ 54, 55, 288 
anthropomorphic (human) being 3, 

50 150, 234, 247, 250, 258, 261; 
see also man 

antimony bottle 148 
antonym I00 
anvil ii

An-yang 107, 747 
Apabharanï(h) (Bharan1) 202, 

216-18
Apabhra11sa 134 
Apäm Napti; 188 
Aparäjitä 256, 263 
ApGS 207, 238 
aphrodisiacs 189, 264, 301 
appeasement, see propitiation 
appliqué work 214, 216 
apposition 218 
Apsaras 206, 216, 229, 301 
ApSS 109, 216 
Arabia I3, I28-30 
Arabian Gulf, see Gulf 
Arabian Sea io, 15 
Arabic tradition and language, 

i28f., 134, 163, 201, 203f.; ‘ain 
36; wana‘z/7 (al kamar) 201 

Aramaic: language 128; script 38, 
56

archaeology, archaeological context 
/ evidence xvi, 4, 47, 64, 104,

II7- ^  l25f  ^  I37, I43- 5, 
157, i68f., 171-4, 218, 220, 273,
293— 6, 300; and linguistic 
evidence xvi, 134, 137

Archaeological Survey of India 6, 
62, 2I9, 285

Archaic Sumerian, see Sumerian 
archer 80, no, n2, 234, 237, 239,

276, 299
architecture 24, 50, 104, 152, 285;

monumental 2if., 148, 151 
archives (recording, registering)

30, 32, 43, 62, ” 5; see also 
inventory

Ardha-MägadhI 133 
areal linguistics/relationship xvi, 

140, 142, i62f., 766, 167, 169,
295

Aristoboulos 5, 285 
Arjuna 208, 2I6 
Arjunïs 208
arm(s) 36, 37, 109, no, 211, 226, 

227f., 239, 250, 253, 260; see 
also hand

Armenian 126, 145 
army, see war(rior)
Arrian 270
Arthasästra, see Kautilya 
arrow 61, io2, io6, 772, 172, 200, 

206, 231, 234, 237, 239, 268,
270

arsenic 9
art 4, 9, 24, 32, 35 f  47, 5I, 53, 

55-7, 60, 62, 104, 780, 181, 183,
I86, 2II, 22I, 238, 246f., 254,
258, 262, 266, 269, 297F 

Arundhafi 206, 224, 241, 243-5, 
265, 268, 300 '

Arundhafi-vata 244 
Aryan xvi, 4, 6, 126, 727, 128, 

I33f., 735, 140, 142-59, 755/ ,  
i67f., 174, 207f., 213, 223, 241,
294— 6; decipherments of Indus 
script 58f., 289; see also 
Indo-Aryan; Proto-Aryan

Arzawa 43
AS 155, 184, 189, 201, 208, 221, 

228, 23of., 233, 237-g, 244, 259, 
261, 263f., 268f., 272 

Asädha, Asä<;lhi 208 
Asädhäl). 202, 207 
Asäpürr:iä 259
ascetic(ism) 22if., 224, 243-5, 300
ash i i , 191, 216, 22of., 301
Ashkelon 191
Ashkun 134, 735, 766
Asiatic Society 5
Asoka (Asoka) 5f., 38, 56, 134,

I43, I72, 220
aspirate 152
ass, Asiatic wild, 157
Assam 137, J42, 163
Assamese 134, 735, 766
assimilation 46, 98, 755, i68f., 172
association 44f.
Assurnasirpal 790 
Assyria 128, 747, 149 
Assyrian 83, 128; n<?balu}J}Ju 170; 

'•si-in-da-a I7o; Assyrians as 
Asuras 289; see also

Neo-Assyrian period 
Assyriology xv, 42, 58 
asterisk 47, 78
asterism (constellation, naksatra) 

183, 194-6, 201, 202, 203-9, 
2i3f., 216-18, 222-4, 233, 241, 
261-5, 267-70, 272, 275, 298; 
first 194, 204F, 263, 301; see 
also star, star calendar 

astrolabe 204
astrologer, astrology 196, 198-201, 

205-10, 214
astronomy, astronomer xvi, 24, 49, 

201—8, 216, 231, 233, 263, 
268-70, 272, 298 

Asura 149-52, 154, 170, 190,
214F, 256, 262, 294; as Assyrian 
289; see also demon; Mahisa 
Asura

Asvapati 240 
asvattha, see pipal 
Asvatthä 259
AsvGS I09, 234, 238, 243 
Asvin 147 
Asvinï 202, 204 
Atargatis 191
Atharvaveda 266; see also AS 
Athenaios 191 
'Attar 197
attribute (epithet; grammatical) 88, 

9°^  95- -<J, I 17, I 19, 121, 126, 
130, 169, 215, 226f., 231, 234f., 
244, 246, 258, 260-4, 268f., 297; 
see also emblem

auspiciousness 55, 56/, 57, 184, 
786, 204f., 224, 227, 264, 266f., 
269, 275, 288; inauspiciousness 
209

Austro-Asiatic 137, 739, 140, 142, 
151, r66, i68f., 294;
bak/bah/ba(k)bak I4o; pcG/piG
I40

autumn(al) 9, 204f., 256, 259, 263,
277

auxiliary sign, see determinative 
auxiliary verb 88, 23I 
avabhr,tha 2i7f 
Avanfi 240
Avesta 41, 129, 143, i47f., 151, 

203, 2I3f.
Avestan language 4if., 729, 754, 

756, 223; ahura 151; ana'hita"
262; asa 151; aspa 158; baga 
147; daiva i47--<J, 151; dahyu 
150; hqm-var"tay- 151; haoma 
149; hapto-iringa 222, 224; 
hu-waya" 151; iringa 222F;
Mi8ra 151; NaIJhaiflya 147; r 
223; Saurva 147; var 151 

Awadhi 735, 766; tapa-tapa 267 
Awan 35 
Awärän 162
axe 8, 13, 15, 57, 106, 107/, 117, 

137, ' 40, 148, 758, 174 
axle I58
Ayurveda, see medicine 
Ayyanär 172 
Azamgarh 163 
Aztec 39, 54
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Biibirus 5, 14 
Babilu 14 
Babur 9
Babylon(ian) 14, 147, 208, 214, 

language 14, 58, 128: Bàbilu 14; 
see also Middle/Neo-/Old 
Babylonian

Bactria 10, 25, 26, I48f., 150,
I5If., I54, 155/ ,  I58, I74, I89, 
2I3f., 255/, 262; see also BMAC 

Bactrian (language) 129 
Badakshan I49 
Badaga 166, 175 
Bahmanabad I70 
Bahrain io, 11—13, 114, 115, 130 
Bailey, H. W. 162, 170 
Bala-kot 7, 10, 16, 20, 52, 53, 157 
Balbütha Taruksa i 5 i 
bale (of goods), see package 
Balkans I26 
ball, inscribed, i io 
Balti I42, I66 
Baltic 145 
Baltic-Finnic 145 
Baluchi (Balochi) 129, 133, 161-3, 

164, 165, 166, 295; Baloc 162, 
170; _,- 162; ki 162 

Baluchistan 14-24, 25, 26, 53, 59, 
105, 128, 133, j 6, ^ , ^ ,
I52, I54, 155/, 157, 160, 161,
l62f., 164, 165, I70—2, I92f, 
265,269, 286 

bamboo ii ,  109 
Bampur I7, 23 
Banas river, Banas culture 25 
Banawali 7, 10, 20, 62, 255, 285 
Banerjee, R. D. 6
bangle 9, 227, 228, 229f., 239, 250, 

253, 260, 276, 299; inscribed 
iio, 227, 274, 292, 299 

banner, see flag 
Bannu 192/, 251 
banyan (Ficus bengalensis, Ficus 

indica, nyagrodha, vata) 22i,
^  238—40, 241/, 244-6, 258f., 
261, 263, 276, 3oof.; eternal 
244, 300; see also fig tree 

barber i77 
Baric 143 
bark-paper 49 
barley 8f., i5, 22i 
barrenness 268 
barrow culture i44 
Basham, A. L. 218 
BaSkarik i 34
basket i5, i09, i9i, i94, 200, 297; 

see also pot
bath(ing) 56, i90, 206, 2i7f., 222, 

224, 229, 239, 25I, 268, 296
Bath, Great (Mohenjo-daro) 6, 8, 

285
battle, see contest; war 
Battle Axe culture I44 
Baudhayana 208 
BaudhGPS 200 
BaudhGS 209, 238, 265 
BaudhSS 205, 2i5 
Bauer, H. 48 
Baveru 14, 286 
bazaar 6

bead 8f., i i , 12, i4, i7, 22, i42, 
286

‘beak’ i04 
bean 22i 
bear 222, 249
beard i4, 234, 235, 237, 239, 244
Becanus, G. 57
Beck, B. E. F. 22i
Bedigian, D. i69
bedouin 130
beer 33
beginning of text/time period/word 

32, 42f., 45, 48, 50, 58, 65f., 69, 
82^  ^  9of., 9 2, 94, 9 8, 

ioo, i06, i i 6—18, i2i, 204-6, 
24i, 243, 263; see also first 

beheading, see decapitation 
Belan i40 
Belcher, W. R. 264 
belly (stomach) i89, 267, 272, 30i 
‘bending’ 227, 299 
benevolence, see kindness 
Bengal i j 6, i37, i63, i9i, 194, 

229, 259, 268, 301 
Bengali i34, 135, 166; alpanii 288; 

cadaka i9i, 194; gâ/ana i9i; sol 
i94; (ap 267 

Berber i28 
Bergaigne, A. 2i5 
Berlin, H. 50 
Besnagar i89, 297 
Beyer, S. 262 
Bhadrakâlï i59 
Bhagavad-Gita i88, 244 
Bhagavata-Purary.a 224 
Bhairava i94, 230 
Bharary., see Apabharanï(h)
Bharata 6i 
Bharhut 229, 266 
Bhartrhari 245 
Bharuch (Broach) 161, 163 
Bhattacharyya, N. N. i94 
Bhavatrata 207 
Bhavisya-Purary.a 24of., 259 
Bhi1i  135, 166 
Bhiitamata 258 
Biardeau, M. 263 
Bible 42, i02, i97 
bibliography 285, 287f. 
bichrome pottery i7 
Bihar i j 6, 137, 161, i63 
Bihari 135
bilingual(ism) 3, 3i, 3 5 , 40, 43—5, 

46, 48f., 60, i37, i62; bilateral 
i67f., 273f., 302; pictorial 46,
49, 50, 109-12, 256, 274, 277; 
quasi-bilingual 43, 47, 292; 
semi-bilingual 45, 233 

bilva 22of., 299 
Binagara 170 
binary system i69 
binding, see tying 
bird 9, I4, 2 3 , 34, 50, i04, 105, 

i8o, iBi, i97, 208f., 219, 249, 
268; bird-man I87; see also 
eagle; vulture

Bïr-kot-ghwary.c.lai (-ghury.c.lai) 141, 
i5 8 , i 59, 2 3 6

birth 50, 54, 190, i94, 206-9,
2i7f., 22of., 224f., 228f., 234,

237—40, 258f., 262, 268f., 275, 
298; birthday 207, 209, 258,
269; birth star 207-io; birth 
water i90 

Bisht, R.S. i i j
bison i i , 54, I j i / ,  i8o, 181, 219, 

248, 254, 256, 300 
Bisutün 42, 129 
bits, see horse 
bitumen 6, i5
black i4f., 197, 2i5, 2i7f., 267,

270, 274, 275, 297
black-and-red pottery 22, 193 
Black-and-Red Ware (BRW) 169,

i 72, 295
Black Sea 144, 145, 146, 155/,

172; see also Pontic 
Bloch, J. i6i 
‘block’ 50, 60, 96 
blood i94, 235, 237, 259, 266f., 

269f., 275, 30i 
Bloomfield, M. 23i, 263 
BMAC 25, 54, i48-52, 154, I5 5 f  

i58, i68, 20i , 203, 223, 255/, 
287, 294, 298; BMAC seal i48, 
152, i68, 203, 255/, 298; see 
also Bactria; Margiana 

boar 9, io7, i57, 237 
boat, see ship 
Bodh Gaya 244 
Bodhi tree 229
body, part of body, 47, 49f., 56,

78, i04, iio, i9i (dead), i96,
22i, 232, 245, 253, 255, 258 

Bogazkoy 43 
Bolan Pass i5, i49, 164 
Bon i42
bone 9, i5, i7, 29, m o ^ 7--<J 

i9i, i94, 20i, 203 
bonfire 206, 22i; see also fire 
book, see manuscript 
booty 263, 269 
Bork, F. 35
borrowing: of sign forms and their 

values 58, 289; structural 47; 
linguistic, see also loanword 

Bos indicus, see zebu (humped 
domestic) cattle 

Bos gaurus, see bison 
Bos taurus, see (non-humped 

domestic) cattle
boss (knob) of a seal 9, i i , i i 6;

inscribed 9i, 92, 29i 
Bothmer, D. von, i49 
boucranium, see bull’s head 
bound grapheme or morpheme 79 
boundary: political 54; sign 69, 290;

syntactic 82-4, 90, 96—8, 99 
boustrophedon 66 
bow (and arrow) 80, i09, i i2, 200,

234, 237, 239
bow-drill i5 
boy i97; see also man 
Brahma (Brahma, god) 56, 215, 

223f., 226, 233, 24i 
Brahmagupta 204 
Brahmary.a texts i69, i75, i88, 

i97, 207f., 2i5, 2i7f., 222, 234, 
238, 262, 296; see also Middle 
Vedic

Brahmani 259 
Brahma-Purary.a 259 
Brahmasiddhanta 263 
Brahmavaivarta-Purana 24i, 259 
Brâhmï script 6, i8, 37, 38, 56—8, 

io4, i i 7, i 72, i 96, 287-9 
Brahmin (Brahman) class/caste 

i33, 205, 207, 209, 220, 267,
270

Brâhüï (Brähör) 59, 128, i j 6, i6o, 
161, i62-5, i 66, i7i, i74, 175,
265, 295, 30i; a- i62; -ii i62; 
Briibuf/BriibOf i62; kan- i62; ki 
i62; tik 265; xolum i65

Braj 13.), 166
branch 39, i04, i84, 185/, 228f.,

234, 235/, 237, 241, 244, 246,
250/, 2 5 /  259, 260 

Brasseur de Bourbourg, Ch. E. 49 
Bray, D. DeS. i6of., 265 
Bray, W. 54 
bread 33
breakthrough 45, 48f., ioi 
breast 258
Brhaddevata i8i , i95, 275 
Brhadïsvara 262 
Brhaspati 262f.
Brhatsamhitä, see Varahamihira 
brick 5f., 8f., i i , i5, 2if., 24, 201,

2i6, 298
bride i84, 208f., 24of., 243, 245f., 

263, 265—7, 272, 275 
bridegroom 208, 24i, 243, 245f.,

266, 269
brightness 203, 209, 2i6, 220, 23i,

233, 238, 244, 263, 266, 269 
Broach (Bharuch) 161, 163 
bronze 9, i4, 24, 35, 82, i06,

107/, ii7, i49; brass 270 
brow, see forehead 
Brunton, W. 5, 285 
BRW, see Black-and-Red Ware 
Bubalus arnee, see water buffalo 

(wild)
Bubalus bubalis, see water buffalo 

(domestic)
Buddha, Buddhism 6, 14, 57f., 

i07, i09, i33f., 172, i84, i86, 
i88, i97, 20i, 205, 208, 227, 
229, 232, 258f., 262; see also 
Lamaism 

Budha 208, 262 
buffalo, see water buffalo 
Buffalo demon, see Mahisa Asura 
buff ware i48 
builder, building i i7, i90 
Buitenen, J. A. B. van, 2i6 
bull (ox) 9, i4, 21, 32, 33, 37, 58, 

91, i88, 2ii , 213, 2i4, 219, 224,
234, 235, 246f., 248-51, 254,
256, 269, 272, 298, 3oof.; ‘Bull 
of Heaven’ 2i3, 269, 275; 
bull-man 248, 252; inscribed 
bull iio, 292; Siva’s bull i i 6; 
see also bison; buffalo; cow; 
‘unicorn’; zebu

bull’s head 32, i04, 106, i88, 277, 
292

bulla of clay with tokens i8, 30,
J I, 287
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Bundi 259 
‘bundle’ 109 
Bunge, M. 4
bureaucracy, see administration 
Buren, E. D. Van, 186, 191, 270 
burial (grave) 15, 45, 142, 152, 

153, 171f., 244; flexed 148f.; 
unburied skeletons 24; see a lso  

cemetery; cremation 
Burlingame, E. W. 229 
Burmese, Burmic 134, 143, 166 
Burnes, A. 5, 285 
burning 8, i i , 22, 113, 1 1 4 ,  206, 

22of., 224, 231, 299; see also 

cremation
Burrow, T. 142, 148, 165, 168, 

175, 182, 223
Burushaski 141, 142, 166, 217, 

294; i i  217, 298 
Burzahom 141, 142, 168, 2 5 1  

butter, melted (ghee) 214f., 221 
Byblos 128, 1 4 7

cabin 1 j . f .

cake 109; rice 197; terracotta 221 
Calah 190 
Caland, W. 243 
Calcutta 262 
Caldwell, R. 181 
calendar, see star calendar; time 

reckoning 
calf 224
calque, see translation loan 
camel 37; two-humped 149, 152,

157 ■
C a m elu s  b a ctr ia n u s, see camel 
Canaan, Canaanite 37, 38, 297; 

language 128; m lk  197; Linear 
alphabet 38 

Cändäla 244 
Candika 259 
Candragupta 115, 208f. 
Candra-prabha 209 
Cankam (Sangam) literature, see 

Tamil
cannibalism 256, 259 
Canopus 195, 202 
Cappadocia 83, 149, 293 
Cappieri, M. 142 
C a p r a  aeg a g ru s, see goat (wild) 
C a p r a  h irc u s , see goat (domestic) 
captive 150, 259 
caravan trade 17, 22, 114—15 
Carian 126
carnelian 11,' 14, 22, 211, 286 
carp 184, 189, 191, 263, 264, 267, 

269f., 2 7 1 ,  272, 275 
carpentry 172
carrying, carrier (bearer, porter) 

33, 61, 95, I09f., 117, 1 8 3 ,  186, 
1 8 7 ,  217; carrying yoke I09f., 
191, 226; see a ls o  yoke-carrier 

cart 9, 21, 263, 269f. 
cartouche 4/ 
carving, see engraving 
Casal, J.-M. 53
cases, see declension; nominative, 

eta ■
Caspian Sea io, 1 4 4 ,  14 6 , 148, 

1 5 5 /

caste 110, 116, 133, i7of., 208, 244
casting of copper 9, 107
castration 191, 220, 224
cat 229, 258
catchword 34, 268
category, see determinative; type
catfish 263, 2 6 4

cattle 9, i5, 3 3 , i3 0 , i 5 0 , i 5 7 ,
2i3, 234, 237; domestic 
humped, see zebu; see a lso  bull; 
cow

Caucasian languages 43, 46, 126,
1 2 7 ,  196, 297

Caucasus 129, 1 4 6 , 158, 172
caul, see embryonic cover
Cavalli-Sforza, L. L. 46
Caxor x a r e  196
cedar 9, 3 5

Cedi 1 5 4 ,  268
Celtic I68
cemetery 1 2 ,  i5, i49, i5i, 1 5 2 ,

2 4 4
Cemetery H 8, 2 3 6 ; Cemetery H 

culture 2 5 , i54, 1 5 5 ,  2 3 6 , 295 
Cemetery R37 8 , 2 3 6  

cenotaph i48f.
Central America 39, 49, 57, i26 
Central Asia 4, io, 15—17, 21-6,

56, 126, 129, 144, 1 4 6 , 447 - 5 2  

1 5 5 f ,  172, 213, 224 
Central Dravidian 1 3 6 ,  165, 170, 

174, 1 7 5 ,  223, 227, 264; kùU, 
k iid i 165; I 217; I- 223 

Central India 61, 110, 134, 137, 
i4 0 , I6i, I6 5 , i9 8 , 2 2 i 

centralization 24
centre 134, 145, 198, 2 0 0 , 222-4,

245
Centum i45, 294
ceramics, see pottery
Ce-v-vel 235
Ce-v-vel 230, 235
Cey, Ceyon, Ceyyavan, Ceyyon

2 3 5 , 237

Chadic 128
Chadwick, J. xv, 45, 58, 277 
chair i4, 3 0 ;  see also seat; throne 
Chalcolithic i5-I7, i9, 54, i53, 

1 5 5 , I7 lf  ̂ ^ , 2 0 3 
Chalmers, R. 232 
Champa tree 228 
Champollion, J.-F. 41 
change: of language 167; linguistic 

46; of script 54
Chanhu(jo)-Daro 7 , 1 0 ,  1 6 , 24, 2 5 ,  

62, Ii8f., 216, 219, 2 5 6 , 300 
C h a n n a  stria tu s 263, 2 6 4  

charcoal 22I
chariot 145, 1 4 8 ,  149-51, 1 5 2 ,  158, 

2i6, 226, 295; see also vehicle 
charm 116, 208, 228, 239; see a lso  

magic
chastity (conjugal fidelity, marital 

faithfulness), chaste (faithful) 
206, 2 2 4 , 2 4 0 , 2 4 1 , 2 4 3 - 5, 2 6 5 , 
268, 272; see also firm; infidelity 

‘cheese’ 34 
Chelyabinsk 1 5 2  

Cheremis 145 
Cherkaskul’ 14 6

chert (flint) 8f., 15, 168, 2 4 7  

Chettiar, C. 231 
Chilas 142, 152
child 9, 1 3 2 ,  133, 197, 206--10, 

2I7f., 221, 224—6, 2 2 8 , 229f., 
237, 2 3 8 ,  239-41, 258f., 262, 
2 7 5 / . , 297, 299; see a lso  embryo; 
fertility; man (boy); pregnancy; 
son; young, youth 

Childe, V. G. I44 
China, Chinese 24, 57, I07, II0, 

u9, 125, 1 3 6 ,  137, 1 3 9 - 4 1 ,  142,
1 4 3 , i4 5 , I68, 2 0 i, 2 0 3 f., 2 2 4 ,
292-4, 298; language 39, 82, 86, 
125: àn  39; b 'j o g 58-; k ' j t g  58-; 

san  5 8 ; s i I07; x iu  201, 204; 
script 33, 39, 5 8 , 287; seals 119,
2 9 3

Chitral 2 5 3

chlorite (vessels) 22, 2 3 , 2 4 9 , 286 
Cholistan 6, 2 0  

Chorasmian 1 2 9  

Chota Nagpur 161, 163, I74 
chronology, see dating; time 

reckoning 
Chukchi 224 
churning i99
Cilappatikaram 227, 243, 270 
circle(s), circular 8, 22, 30, 4i, 44, 

7 8 , i0 4 , i8 3 , 2 0 0 , 2 0 6 , 2 I4 , 2 i6 , 
218, 227, 265f., 268, 270; of 
protection 228; worship 256; 
concentric 22, no, 204, 21I; 
intersecting 9, 21, 206, 298; 
(Indus sign) 53, 2 2 6 - 8 ,  229f.; 
semicircle 52, 78, 82, 107, 1 0 8 ; 
stone 172; see a lso  dot-in-circle; 
round

circumambulation 226 
circumgraph 43, 69 
circumpolar star 206, 222, 224,

2 4 3
Cirupal).. 233
C I S I  62, 1 0 6 ,  1 0 8 ,  1 1 4 ,  1 9 2 /  

cists, portholed stone, i72 
citadel, see acropolis 
Citra 208 
Citra 2 0 2 , 207
city (town, urban) 3-6, 8, 9, 1 2 ,  

i4 , i7 , 2 4 , 2 6 , 3 4 , 4 3 , 4 5 , 4 9 ,
54, 6i , 103, no, 1 1 3 ,  114, 1 1 5 ,  

117, u9, 130, 149, 160, 170, 
190, 201, 256, 258f., 270, 285; 
lower town 6, 1 2 ,  22I; see also  

urbanization 
Civil, M. 35
civilization, collapse of, 3f., 24f., 

4 9 , 55
clan 116, 207
class: (grammatical) 130; (of 

society) 205, 270 
Classical Sanskrit, see Sanskrit 
classifier, see determinative 
claw 232, 2 7 6

clay i i , 30, 64, 6 5 , 69, I07, m f - - ,  
221—4; see also tag 

cleansing, see lustration 
Cleopatra 4 1  

climate 9, 285 
cloak, see dress

cloth 9, i i , 3 0 , 45, 54, i  13 .f . , 200,
214, 259

Clothey, F. W. 226 
cloud 2i4, 259 
club 9 1 ,  2 4 9  

clue, see key 
‘coal’ 209 
cobra, see snake 
cock 235
codex, see manuscript 
cognate 42, 47, 87, i26 
coin 5, 55, 117, I84, 288, 293,

296f.
collective concept 82 
Collon, D. 1 3 2

colonization, colony (outpost) 11, 
14, I 7, 22, 38, I48 

colour 49, 64, 200f.; of skin I4f.,
150, I96f., 235, 2 5 1 ,  2 7 5 ;  see 

also black, etc.
column 3 5 ,  89, i0of.; ‘miniature 

columns’ i48f. 
comb 2 1 ,  22, 104 
Comb- and Pit-marked Pottery 

i45

‘combinatory method’ 47 
comet i99, 245
commentary, commentator 243,

2 5 9 , 269
commodities (goods, merchandise) 

I3 f., 30, 44, 5 4 , 113, //4 , u5; 
luxury i4, i7, 22, i48, i52 

communication 2i, 29, 287 
comparative linguistics, see 

linguistics 
compartments 32 
compartmented seals I7, 152, 2 5 5  

compass point, see direction 
complementary distribution 69,

i3 7
completeness of grammar 97; of 

inscription 80--4, 95, I95, 215, 
230; of sentence 96; of sign 78 

component (element) 69, 79f., 95,
i00

composite sign, see ligature 
compound (word) xvi, 80, 82, 147,

15 1, i9 6 f., 2 3 0 --3, 2 4 6 , 26 5 , 2 6 7 ,
2 7 2  ^  2 7 5 - 7

computer (automatic method) xvf, 
24, 3 6 , 60, 62, 64, 88, 90,
9 7 - I 0 i, 2 8 9 , 2 9 i

concentric i49, 1 5 0 ;  circles 22,
IIO, 204, 2II

conception 184, 189, 228, 238f., 
268; see a lso  pregnancy 

conch shell 104, no; see also shell 
concordance xvi, 62, 6 3 , 66, 69, 

78f., 88, 131, 232, 289, 299 
cone, conical 78, 2i8f.; inscribed 

110
conflation of signs 33, 68, 78 
conjunction, astral, 203-9, 241, 

263, 265
connecting line 33, 69, 79f. 
connection, syntactic, 98-i0i, 

I9 4 --6
connective (particle) 45 
conquest (invasion) 4, 22, 35, 49,

134, 149, i5if., 172, 174, 207, ■
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259, 269; see also  immigration; 
subjugation; victory; war 

consecration 2i5f., 218, 224, 246, 
262

consistency 35, 38, 60 
consonant 35f., 48; alphabet 36,

37, 38, 56; cluster 56; final 50; 
initial i94; shared 44, 45; short 
and long 175, 298; ‘weak’ 36, 38 

‘constant’ sign 60, 96 
constellation, see asterism 
constituents of sentence 87-90, 99 
contact 9, 15, 17, 22, 46f., 117,

I37, I40, I42, I45, 255 
contest (battle, combat, fight) 36, 

246, 2 4 7 - 9 ,  2 S I - 3 , ^ , ^ ,
261, 269f., 272, 300; see also war 

continuity/discontinuity, biological, 
cultural, linguistic 2 if , 49, 53, 
56, 104, 117, i67f., I7if., 174, 
288

contract 54, 273 
contraction 246, 263 
control of trade n4f., 117 
conventions in writing 32, 34, 36 
co-occurrence (juxtaposition, 

pairwise occurrence) of signs 94, 
97-9, i o o f . ,  109, 131, I95f., 226 

cook 117
Coomaraswamy, A .K. 229 
copper 8f., 13—15, ^  22  S 7 , 

i06f., 130, I S S ,  1S8 174; hoard 
ro8, n7, 293; tablet 57, 69,
107, 110, i i i f ,  233, 2 3 4 , 237, 
239, 274, 276, 292 

Copper Hoards 25, 54, SS, I54,
I S S ,  295

Coptic 35f., 40, 46, I28 
cord, see rope 
Corded Ware 144 
corn, see grain
corpus 47, 61-4; see also CISI 
correspondences: language/culture 

I 37; spoken/written, see fit; text/ 
iconography, see parallelism; 
phonemic 46f.

cosmic: forces 247; law and order 
14, I06, 151, 190, 2i4f., 226 (see 
also d h a r m a ) ; tree 221, 244; see 
also world 

cosmogony 268 
cosmology 245f. 
cotton 9, I5, 54, I70, 24I 
counting 29f., 44, 169; see also  

number
country (land) 12-15, 33f. js , 43, 

58, 117, 121, 130, 133, 170, 245 
country fig =  udumbara 258 
couple 184, 186, 2I9, 225, 256,

263, 265, 267, 269; see also pair 
courier 117 
courtesan I89
courtyard 8, 55, 5 6 ,  I94, 258
cover(ing) 197, 274
cow (bovine) 32, 104, io6, 09,

188, 196, 219, 221, 224, 258,
268, 277; cow shed 238; see also \ 

bull; cattle \
Cowell, E. B. 232 
cowherd 22I

Cowley, A. E. 44
cowry shell 253; see also shell
crab 59, 232; (Indus sign) 232,

2 3 3 , 234/’ 239f., 276, 299 
crafts 8f., 17, 30, 190, 270 
crane 232
creation, creator 49, 51, 56, 85,

I 8 9 , I9 7 , 2 0 6 , 2 2 4 , 2 2 8 , 2 3 8 ,
2 6 8 , 3 0 I

creeper plant 244, 246 
cremation 153, I7if., 194, 244 
crescent, see moon 
Crete 43, 45
crime, criminal 113-15, 234 
criticism xvf, 42f., 58-61, 88, 218, 

284, 286, 288f. 
crocodile, see alligator 
Crooke, W. I89, 228, 267 
cross 30, 78; of St Andrew SS 
cross-checking, see testing 
cross-cousin marriage 170, 171 
crow 14, 197, 286 
crown 34; see also head-dress 
cruelty 191, 234
cry(ing) (lamenting) I4, 225, 235,

2 3 7 , 29 9
cryptography 48 
crystalline rock II3 
cult image, see statue(tte) 
‘cult-object’ in front of ‘unicorn’ 

2 I, IIJ, I3I, IJ 2 , 286 
cult, orgiastic, 189, 191, 194, 256, 

264; see also sexuality 
culture, archaeological/human, 24, 

4 7 , 6 4 , I3 7

cuneiform script and texts I I-I5,
18, 32-5, 41-3, 53, 80, 83, 85,
103, 107, 113-15, 126, 128, 130, 
IJ if , 183, 187, 190, 205, 2I3f.,
2 4 8 , 2 5 2 , 2 7 3 , 2 7 4 , 2 8 7 , 2 9 3 ,
302; see also 
Akkadian/Eblaite/Old 
Persian/Ugaritic cuneiform 

Cunningham, A. 6, 58 
cupbearer 117, 119 
Curinyä 228 
curse I4, 224, 268 
Curtius Rufus, Q  149 
Cushitic I28 
‘cutting’ 269 
customs house n4, IIS 
cycle, astronomical or temporal,

49, 203-5, 217, 263; of phrases
9 0 , 92

cylinder seal rof, 18, 23, 30, 54, 
S7 , n6, 120, 131, IJ2, 148, 149, 
180, 181, 183, 184, i86f, 188, 
219, 247-50, 252-4, 255, 256, 
260, 287’ 297, 300 

Cyprinidae 264 
Cypriniformes 263 
Cyprinus rohita 263, 264 
Cypriot script 42-5, 55, 287 
Cypro-Minoan script 43 
Cyprus 43, 55

dagger 172; inscribed 117; dagger 
sheath 14; see also knife; sword 

Daha 5, I49f., 294 
Daic I43

Daimabad io, 25, 54f., SS, 174,
288

dais, see throne 
Dàkinî 301 
Dakkhini ijs  
Daksa 238f.
Däksäyana 239
Dalbergia sissoo Roxburgh I3f. 
Dales, G. F. 24, 104, 2i8f.
Damb Sadaat 16, 17, 20, 52, 269
Damelî I34
Damerow, P. 36
dance 9, 14, 194, 221, 259
Dandin 233
Dane, Danish I I
danger(ous) 228, 237, 258, 263,

270
Dardic 134, i js , 142, 152, is6,

166
Darius 4, 13, 4if., 117 
dark(-skinned) I4f., 150, I96f.,

2I8, 2Si, 259, 274; darkness 
2 I5 , 2 I7 f., 2 2 6 , 2 3 3 , 2 4 7 , 2 5 9 , 
298; see also black; night 

Däsa 4 , I4 9 - 5 2 , I5 4 , iSS, I7 0 ,
I8 9 , 2 0 9 , 2 I4 , 2 5 6 , 2 9 4

Dashly 16, 25, iso, 151, 21J, 255, 
256, 300 

Dasyu I49-5I 
date palm 15, 23 
dating (chronology, radiocarbon) 

3f., 9 , ii, 15, i8f, 21, 30, 38, 
4 9 f., 84, 85, 107, i33f., 137,
140, i4 4 f., 148, 151, 153, i5 7 f.,
I6 9 , I7 I, 2 0 4 , 2 3 4 , 2 4 3 , 2 6 3 , 
274, 286 

dative 34, 9 4 , 96
daughter i 19, 206, 229, 244, 259, 

263, 265, 267f., 270; language
46

dawn 203, 206f., 209, 231, 233, 
263, 268; see also morning; sun 
(rising)

day, daily 29, 36, 49, 54, 104, I98, 
201, 203-5, 207, 209, 215, 221, 
228, 233, 239, 241, 245, 247, 
2Si, 258f., 262-4, 267, 269; see 
also birthday; Vijaya-Dasami; 
week

Daybäl 163
dead, death, dying i j , 15, 54, 188, 

i9 0 f., 194, 197, 201, 205, 2i7f., 
220f., 228, 235, 241, 244f.,
2 4 7 f., 2SI, 254, 257, 259, 264, 
269f., 275, 298; see also 
ancestors 

debt 29-31
decapitation (beheading) 191, 199, 

220, 235, 239, 260, 270; see also 
head

Deccan, see western India (also 
Central India, South India) ■ 

Deccan Chalcolithic iss, 172,' 174;
graffiti 54, SS, 288 

decimal system 44, i 69 
decipherment 3f., 6, 35, 39-51, 

58f., 84, 87, 92, 100-3, 106,
121, 125, 133, I74f., 273f 
277f., 285, 287f., 296, 302; 
acceptance 0f 3, 4if., 49f., 6i,

277; attempts at deciphering the 
Indus script 57—71, 289; key 
(clue) to 40, 42, 49, 103, i06f.,
I 10; impossibility of 48; 
obstacles to 3, 42, 45, 47f., 50, 
119, 133, 278, 285; partial 51, 
278; routine procedure of 51; 
types of 47-9; validation of 42f., 
45, 46, 60f., 273; see also testing 

declension 4if., 44, 60, 86f., 94, 
95—8, 00, 107, 174; see also 
inflection

De Clercq, L. 132, 186, 252 
dedication (votive gift) js , 36, 45, 

107, i09f., n6, n9, 228, 248; 
votive seal 119; see also sacrifice 

deer 9, I i i , i 57 
Deh-bid ios 
deity, sa god 
Delhi i j 6, i54 
deluge, see flood 
demon, demoness, demoniac 

(ghost), i49-5i, i9i, i9 4 , i9 9 , 
20i, 208f., 228, 233, 237f., 248,
253, 254, 258-60, 262, 267f.,
270, 272, 276; see also Asura; 
Mahisa Asura

demonstrative 88 
demotic, see Egyptian script 
deodar i68 
Dereivka i57
de Sacy, see Silvestre de Sacy 
descent, see genealogy 
desire (lust) i9i, 220f., 230f.,

238  ̂ 258, 276, 299; see also 
Käma; love

destruction i5i, 26i , 269; see also 
burning

determinative 34-6, 38f., 79f., 09; 
numerical 5i; phonetic 34, 38f., 
48, 50f., i96, 234, 240, 276; 
semantic 34, 36, 38f., 4i, 42f., 
48, 09, i2i, i83, i96,
240

Deva i47, i50f.,
Devanägarf 56 
Devapäla 208 
Devi, sa goddess 
Devl-Mähätmya 254 
devotee, see worshipper 
Dhammapada Atthakathä 229 
dharma i9i, 268; see also cosmic 

law and order; law 
Dharmapada i33 
Dharmasindhu 263, 30i 
Dhätupätha 296
dhisl)(i)ya 207, 2i6f., 22if., 223;

see also fireplace 
Dholavira 7, io, iio, i i j , 285,

292 :
Dhruva 224, 300; see also Pole Star 
diacritic 33, 4 4 , 4 8 , 56, 59, 7 9 , 9 5 ,

9 7 , 104, i7 9 , i9 6  
diadem 265
diagram (mal)cjala) 56f, i98, 200,

254, 256, 259, 261, 270, 300 
dialect 46, 125, i34, i 52, i70 
dice 22, 244; inscribed i io 
differentiation (divergence) 46f.,

68, 78, 98

357
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Digambara 172, 184, 217 
Dilmun i 1—14, 129^, 2 1 g ,  273,

2 7 4 , 286, 302; seal i i ,  114, 1 1 5 ,  

130, 1 8 3 ,  2 1 g ,  273, 274, 286,
302

‘dim’ 197
diminutive 230, 2 7 6  

Diodorus Siculus 41 
Dionysus 214
direction: (compass point) 6, 47, 

110, i 19, 195, i98f., 200, 201, 
205, 245, 263; direction-crow 
14, 286; of writing 32f., 41, 44, 
56, 62, 64—7, 88, io g , 110, 
i i i - i2 , 290; reversed 98, io g ,  

110, i i i —12, 246 
disaspiration 152, 235 
disc(s) 30, 213 
discovery (of the Indus 

Civilization) 6, 285 
disease (illness) 24, 190, 198, 218, 

228, 233f., 237f., 261, 263, 299; 
see also health; medicine 

distribution, see position 
divergence, see differentiation 
‘dividing’ 196, 297 
division of texts (into ‘words’ and 

phrases) 60, 68, 82—4, 90—2, 
95—9, 29of.; see a lso  word 
divider

divination, diviner (omen) 49, 110, 
119, ij2 , 190 

Dnieper i44, i46, 157 
doab 26, 140, 154, 168 
dockyard 11, i2
documentation 24, 60, 62, 289  ̂
dog 9, 50, 121, 142 
Dogri i66
domestication 15, 157, 189 
donkey 157
door 8, 37, ii8, i83f., 199, 205, 

301; doorkeeper 119 
dot (spot) 49, 250, 260, 261—4, 

265/, 267—70, 27i, 272, 274,
275, 301; see also ‘frame’ of four 
dots; dot-in-a-circle 11, ig4,
211, 2i5f., 269f., 275; see also  

circle(s)
doublet (duplicate, multiform)

188, 190, 233, 237f., 244, 259,
27i.

doubling, of consonant, 194; see 

also repetition 
Draco 202, 243
drain(age) 6, 8, i2, 22; inscribed 

drainpipe i 10 
drama 49, 133, 27!
Dravidian (Proto-Dravidian) 46, 

59—61, 87, 117, 128, 134, ij6, 
137, 140, 142, i56, 160-3, 165, 
i66, 167—70, i7 i, 172, 174, i75, 
179, 180—2, 188, 194—7, 201, 
206f., 209, 217, 223, 225—31, 
233f ,  237, 245f., 261, 264,
267f., 270, 272, 274—7, 289, 
295f., 298; ii 188, 277; - a j - a  

( ± - t u )  188, 261, 277; a k a !, ii./ 

246, 300; iilja ti 96, 188, 261, i 
277, 297; iil, iila -m a ra m  246,
276, 300; a m p a ra  61; am pu  61;

a r a ( c n )  61; a t ( t ) i  60; - a t ( t u )

60, 96; - a y - j - e y -  197, 201, 297; 
c - 163, 217; ca tn jc a rn  275; c iil

217, 228, 276, 298; c ü ljc n la y j 

c u l !V  217, 228, 276, 298; ein  

195, 223, 275; e!J 169; k -  163, 
165, 169; - k -  165, 170, 201; ka!J 

: k a JJ 181, 215, 275; k e - ,  k e -  

237; k ita  165; - k ( k ) n  96; k o l 

232—4, 239, 299; k ö l ( i )  233—5, 
240, 276, 299; köttam  170; -(­
217; -1- 217, 230; m a y  197, 275, 
297; m el-a k a m  170; m in jv in j 

m iJJjv ilJ 59, 181—2, 195, 275, 
296f.; m ïn jv m jv ï t i t - V -k k -  181—2,
218, 241, 275, 296; m in 59, 
180—2, 188, 194—7, 241, 275,
296; m u - 194, 218, 275; m nkam  

165; m n r V  227, 299; m nrnkn  

227-30, 276, 297; n - 223, 246, 
299f.; ii- 168, 223, 246, 299f.; 
n iil 246, 276, 300; n â ljn c ïljii l  

246, 276, 300; m n g a ljn iin g a l  

168; n in g - jn in g - j n ig - jn ig - j> iik k -j  

n ik k - 223, 299; n iitn  169; p a cn  

i96f., 275, 297; pa/gtn 169; 
pa-lam  168; p a t n  170; p e l l - jp i l l -  

230, 276, 299; p o ttn  264, 267, 
269, 272, 275, 301; potn-pof.n  

267, 301; s n k k a  60; - t -  201, 298; 
u r n jn t V  201, 298; v -  163, 201; 
v - jm -  197, 297; vat.am  24of., 
245f., 276, 300; vat.am , v a t i  241, 
245f., 276, 300; v a y jv e y jm e y  

ï 97, 275, 297; v a y - k - jv e y - k -  

201, 298; v e  231, 299; ve/ 220, 
2ji, 276, 299; vel 231, 276, 299; 
v e l i  23 i, 276, 299; vila-l, v iln tn , 

v iln  245; see also  

Central/North/South Dravidian; 
Tamil

Dravidology i74f. 
dream 184
Dresden Codex 49, 50 
dress (cloak, garment, robe) 13,

JO, 109, Il6, i J 2, 197, 2II, 2i 2,
213, 2i4, 215—18, 235, 241, ^  
26if., 298; see also cloth; skirt; 
‘sky garment’; tarpya 

drill, drilling 11, 15, 24, 21 i 
drink ij2, 149, i5if., 194, 222,­

259
‘driving’ (chariot) 158
drop 220, 261, 264, 267f., 272,

275, 301; first 268, 301 
Drsadvatï 5, i54 
drum(mer) i88, 227 
Drupada 243 
dryad 258f.; see a ls o  tree 
dual 44; dual deity 209, 298 
dualism 247 
Dubois, J. A. 56, 233 
Dumâkï 134 
dung 22i 
Dun Huang 142
duplication (of inscription) 62, 64, 

107, i09f., i i i / ,  119, i2o; see 
also repetition 

Dur Khan 18
Durga 189, 191, 194, 207, 227f.,

230, 253, 254, 256, 258-64, 267, 
269f., 27i, 272, 297, 3oof.; see  

a ls o  Nine Durgas 
dust 206 
Dutch 57 
dyeing 9

Ea, see Enki
eagle 23, 104, ios, 24g; see also  

vulture 
E-anna i86
ear 104, ro6, 211; ear-ring 227,

230
Early Dynastic period i4, i8, 22, 

32, 34, 53, 57, 85, ro6, 117,
183, 186, i87, 2ig, 247—9, 254, 
255; seal ro6, 117, 2ig, 247/ 

Early Harappan period/culture(s) 
17, 19, 20, 2if., 5J, 104, 105/,
126, 130, 142, 153—5, 157, 160, 
165, 167—70, 180, i83f., ig2/, 
206f., 234, 236, 240, 24i, 248, 
25i, 263, 286; graffiti ro, 52, 5J, 
62, 288; seal io, 17, 21, 53, 152

Early Mature Harappan phase 19, 
22, 24, 236

Early (Rg)vedic 152—4, is6, 168 
Early West Iranian Grey Ware 

148, i56
earth (soil) 59, i89, i95, 268; see 

also ground
east i04, 200, 203—6, 222, 237, 298 
East Iranian i29, i33, i42, i50,

i 55
East Semitic i27, 128; see also  

Akkadian
Easter Island 57, i26, 289 
eastern India 4, 133, 137, 140,

142, 151, i54f., 165, i69f., 266 
Eastern Neolithic 137, i40, 294 
eating 33, i84, i9i, i97, 259,

263f., 268, 270; see also food 
Ebla 214; Eblaite cuneiform 18,

38; Eblaitic i28 
Ecbatana i2g
eclipse 49, 199, 203, 208, 233, 276, 

30i
ecliptic i8i, 202, 204, 206, 243,

268
economy, economic 6, 8f., i6f., 

i48, 297; text 32, 34 
edict, royal, see inscription 

monumental
edition of inscriptions/texts 44, 

6if., 289f.
Edzard, D. O. 85, 88, ii7, ii9 
Eggeling, J. 245 
Egypt(ian) 4, 6, 24, 35f., 43, 45,

84, i28, i48f., 203, 247, 287--, 
293; art 35f., 148; demotic 
script 35, 40, 287; hieratic script 
35, 287; hieroglyphic script i8, 
35f., 37, 39—43, 48, 54, 57, 58, 
6of., 64, 79, 84, i03f., 109, i74, 
i79, i84, qó, 277, 287, 290, 
292; language 35, 4of., 46, 57,
127, i28, i83; ' 36; dm  58; h^st 

58; m n 36; n 36; nt 36; r  36; r  

36; sb 183; sb3 i83; names i2i; 
New Kingdom i47; seals i i9

Eka-parnä/Eka-pätalä 259 
Elam rn, i7, 30, J 5, 53, 84, 152, 

247, 256, 262, 286; (Middle, 
Neo-)Elamite language 4if., 
ro7, i27, i28, i30, i6i, 293,
295; sn n ki, -k , - p ,  -r , - t  130; 
s n n k i-m e , -m e-k , -m e-p , -m e -r  

i30; see Linear/Proto-Elamite 
Elburz i48 
electrum 254, 260 
element, see component 
elephant (E lep h a s  m axim ns) i i, 

ro6, i i i ,  ii4, i i 5f., i57, i88, 
i9i, 232, 235, 246; see also ivory 

Elfenbein, J. H. 161—3, i65 
élite, élite dominance i49, i54, 

i68, i74 
Ellamma 228
emblem 6i, i84, i86, i88f., i9i, 

265, 275, 297; see also attribute; 
flag; mount 

‘emblem glyph’ 50 
embryo, embryonic cover 2i6-i8, 

228, 238f., 268, 272, 298 
Emeneau, M. B. i6i, i63, 165,

i75, i82, 244 
emerald i96 
Emir Ware 17, ig2 
emphasis, marking of, 87 
‘enclosure’ ligatures 69, 290 
end (final, last): of Indus

Civilization 24, 26, i49; of text 
or word 38, 44, 50, 58, 61, 65, 
66, 69, 82—4, 90—8, 100, ro8, 
i i 6—i 8, i20, i2i, 2i5, 218, 246; 
of time-period or event i9i,
205, 2i7, 22of.

enemy qo, i49—50, i54f., 189, 
i9i, 201, 207, 2i5, 230, 245, 
247f., 258f., 269f.

Eneolithic i45
English 33, 87, 9i, 97, g8-roo, 

i34; (Old English) eoh i58; 
s la v e  i50; ton rin g  299; w h e e l 47 

Englund, R. K. 33 
engraving (carving) 29, 64, 69, 

i04, i07, 116, i95 
Enki (Ea) 14, i02, i83, 186, i87, 

i88f., ig0, i9i, 204, 252, 254, 
291, 297 

Enlil i2i, 204 
Enuma Anu dEnlil 2i4 
E p h e d r a  i49, i52
epic 49, 5i, 58, i33, i80, i82, 206, 

222, 224, 268, 272; see also  

Mahiibharata; Rämäyana 
Epic Sanskrit, see Sanskrit 
epidendron 234 
epigraphy 45, 47, 60, 209 
epithet, see atribute 
equator(ial pole) 202, 204 
equinox 110, 202, 203—6, 221, 24i, 

256, 262, 268 
E q n n s  a sin n s i57 
E q n n s  cab a llns , see horse 
E q n n s  hem ionns k h n r 157 
E q n n s  hem ionns on ag er i57 
Eratosthenes i50 
‘erect’ 223, 299 
Eridu i9i
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erotic(s), see sex(ual)
Estonian 145 
Ethiopia(n) 14, 128 
ethnology 104, 137; see also tribe 
Etruscan 45-8, 57, 126, 287, 289 
etymology 43, 47, 56, ^ , i4°

158, 162, 165, 170, 175, 18of., 
206f., 217, 220, 223, 231, 233-5, 
239, 241, 246, 265, 267, 276; 
folk-etymology 56, 244, 296,
300

Euphrates 4, 31, 1 2 g ,  130 
Eurasiatic forests 161; steppes 129,

143
Europe(an) 53, 116, ^ , I 4 4 , 145, 

i58
Evans, A. 44f.
evening 196, 203, 217, 231; star 

262; see also sun (setting); 
twilight

evil (sin) 190, 215, 217f., 228, 245,
267, 298, 301; eye 265 

evolution: of culture 24; of Indus
script 52-6; of language 29, 287; 
multilinear 24; of writing 29-39 

excarnation 172, 244 
excavations 6, 11, 13, 15, 21f., 24, 

43f  54, 62, 148f., 286, 290 
exclusiveness, in pronoun 1 6 6 ,

167, 170
exemplar (model) 240, 243-5, 264,

268, 272 
exorcist 190
expiation 217f., 268, 301 
eye 3 7 ,  181, 1 9 4 ,  215f., 218, 234, 

2 3 5 , 237, 239, 244, 265, 267,
270, 272, 275, 301; evil 265; 
eye-seed 270; fi.sh-eye(d) 19 4 ,  

215, 270, 302; third eye 215, 
265, 26g, 270,2 7 1 , 2 7 5 ,  301

face 206, 234, 235, 237, 2 3 8 / ., 261, 
265, 270, 300; goat-faced, see 
goat; many-faced 250; see also  

head
faience 3, 9, 1 0 3 ,  107, n o ,  2 2 6 ,  

228
Failaka 1 0 ,  11—13, 23, 130, 2 1 g  

Fairservis, W. A. 61, 289 
faithful, see chaste 
Faiz Mohammad (Muhammad)

16 ; 17, 20
Faiz Mohammad Ware 17, 20,

192/
falling down 224, 245, 267, 269,

276, 301
family 17, 45, 50, 162, 207; see 

also language family 
fan 269
Fara 32, 34, 204, 2 4 8  

farmer 121; see also  agriculture 
Fars 1 0 5 ,  129 
fasting 24of. 
fate 14, 197 
Fatehgarh 25, 154, 1 5 5  

father 38, 119, 121, 130, 162, 191, 
206-9, 234, 237, 239, 262, 267f. 
270

fauna, see animals
fear(ed) 109, 197; see also  ferocity

feather 104 
Fedorov 14 6  

feedback effect 51 
feline 255; see also cat; lion; tiger 
female/feminine, see woman 
female organ 32, 184, 217—21, 224,

238, 259, 264, 301; see also  

womb; yoni
ferocity, fierce (terrifying) i88f., 

208, 233, 238 (negated), 258f., 
263, 268f.; see also fear(ed) 

fertility 4, 110, 1 3 2 ,  184, 188-91, 
194, 206, 225f., 228f., 238, 239, 
247, 251, 255, 258, 261—4,
267-9, 272, 275, 297; see also 

child; creation; embryo; 
pregnancy

festival 54f., 56, iio, 191, 194,
196, 203, 206, 22of., 254, 256, 
259f., 263, 267f., 2 7 1  

fetter, see noose 
fever, 234, 237, 239 
F ic u s  bengalensis, see banyan 
F ic u s  g lo m e ra ta , see udumbara 
F ic u s  in d ica , see banyan 
F ic u s  in fecto ria , see plaksa 
F ic u s  re lig io sa , see pipal 
fidelity, see chastity 
field 54, 1 0 5

fig: ‘fig deity’, ‘fig deity’ seal 60, 
104, n o ,  116, 121, 188, 237, 
246, 256, 258f., 260, 261, 263, 
267, 269f., 272, 274, 293, 30i; 
fig leaf 61, 1 8 5 / . ,  234, 238, 240, 
2 4 1 ,  24 6 , 2 5 0 / ,  258f., 260, 276; 
fig tree 9, 2 1 ,  60, 104, n o ,  121, 
184, 1 8 5 / ,  228f., 234, 236, 237,
2 3 9 , 240, 2 4 1 / ,  2 4 4 , 245, 256, 
258f., 2 6 0 , 263, 2 7 6 , 292, 
299—301; (Indus sign) 2 3 1 / ,

2 3 4 / ,  237, 239—41, 2 4 3 ,  2 4 6 ,
2 7 6 ; see a lso  banyan; plaksa, 
pipal; udumbara 

fight, see contest 
‘figure-of-eight’ 211, 215 
figurine, see statue(tte) 
fillet 266, 301 
Filliozat, J. 205 
fin 64, i79f. 
final, see end
find-places of Indus seals and 

inscriptions 1 0 , 61, 64, 1 1 5 ,  117, 
1 1 8

finger 267 
Finnic 145
Finnish language 86, 267; keh rii 

145; m u stalain en  150; o rja  150; 
s a t a  145; tip p a , t ip p u a  267 

Finnish team xvf, 6if., 69, 9 4 ,

284, 289
Finno-Ugric 47, 145; k e s trä jk e strä  

145; sa ia  145
fire, fiery 21, 33, 150, 191, 197, 

199, 205—8, 2l6f., 22of., 224, 
226, 228, 231, 234f., 237-) 24^ 
263, 268, 298; see a lso  Agni; 
bonfire

i fire-altar 1 2 ,  154, 201, 206, 216, 
221, 2 2 2 , 223f., 268, 298f. 

firefly 182

fire-kindler 216, 222 
fireplace (hearth) 207, 216—18,

221, 2 2 2 / ,  224, 228, 2 7 6 , 298f.; 
see also dhisi:i(i)ya 

firing of pottery 52, 6 5 , i07, 227 
firmness (fixity, steadfastness) 224, 

243, 245, 300; see a lso  chastity 
fish 9, 32, 34, 3 7 , 54, 5 5 , i 09, i2i,

179, 1 8 0 / ., 182, i 8 j f . ,  18 6 / .,  

i88f., 1 9 0 , 191, 1 9 2 - 5 ,  i96f., 
2 1 5 ,  230,232, 241, 259, 263, 
2 6 4 , 266—8, 270, 2 7 1 ,  272, 274, 
2 7 5 , 288, 296f., 30i; (Indus 
sign) 59, 64, 69, 8if., 9if., 9 3 / ., 

121, i79f., i83f., 1 8 5 ,  1 8 8 ,
I9of., 1 9 4 / ,  i96f., 20i, 207,
209, 2II, 2 1 5 ,  2i8, 226, 230,
2 3 I ,  232f., 24i, 2 4 3 ,  2 6 0 , 261—4,
267f., 270, 272, 274, 2 7 5 - 7 ,

296f., 30i; bones 9, i9i, i94, 
264; broth i89; fish-eye(d) 1 9 4 ,  

215, 270, 302; hook 9, 194; 
fishing, fisherman 9, 1 3 ,  i2i,
i30, i45, i8i, i9i, i94, i96,
233, 268, 285, 297; net 9, i94; 
‘fish-man’ 1 9 0 ; offering i9of., 
1 9 4 , 259, 263f., 297; fish-pair 
i84, 1 8 6 / ,  i88, i90, i95, 264, 
2 7 1 ,  2 7 5 , 297; ration 194, 1 9 5 ,  
297; rotting i9i, i94; scale 9,
2i, 264, 267, 272, 2 7 5 ;

fish-water i94, 297; ‘horn-fish’ 
i88f.; see a lso  shark 

fit between written and spoken 
language 33—6, 38f., 48, 5i,
88f., 96f., i25, 287 

flag (banner) i89, i99, 2 0 0 , 229, 
26i; see a lso  emblem 

flame 239, 30i 
‘flashing’ i82, 296 
flesh-water 194 
flint, see chert
flood (deluge) 4, 6, 9, i7, 22, 24, 

203; flood myth i88, i90, 297 
floor 6, 8, i i ,  1 1 3  

flour 55, 5 6 , 267; see also powder 
flower i09, 209, 234f., 239 
flying i04, 1 0 5 ,  238, 245 
folklore, folk religion, folk-art 196, 

228f., 232, 246, 272, 287, 299 
food 9, i2i, i86, i89-)i, i94, 

2oof., 244, 263; see also eating 
foot 59, i97, 232, 237, 2 5 2 ,  2 5 4 ,  

260, 270; footprint 57; footstool
i86, i88

forehead (mark) 2 1 ,  56, 264, 2 6 5 / ,  

267f., 2 6 9 , 270, 2 7 1 ,  272 2 J 5 ,  

300—2
foreign(er) 4, i2, 22, 24, 33, 38,

4i, 5 8 , 62, i3i, 1 3 2 ,  i70, 208; 
language ii9 

foreman u7
forest (grove, jungle) 9, i7, 82, 

i i o , 145, 208, 229, ^  243,
259

formative era 24; stage 33 
formula (textual) 33, 42f., 45, 47, 

89, 106; see  also mantra 
Forschungsprojekt Mohenjo-daro, 

Aachen 24

Förstemann, E. 49 
fort(ress) i48f., 1 5 0 ,  i5if., i70,

256, 258, 26i, 294; see also  
acropolis; walls 

fowl 9, i4
‘frame’ of four dots 69, 9 4 , 290 
Franke-Vogt, U. 62 
fraud 30
French i5, 46, 88, i49, i68 
frequency of occurrence (statistics) 

33, 4if., 44—8, 6of., 64, 69, 7 8 , 
79, 83f., 9of., 9 3 , 94, 97f., i00, 
u 7f., i 3i, i94, 209, 226f., 232, 
278, 289; interval statistics 60 

fricative, fricativization 36, i63, 
i 65, i 69f., 295 

Friday 259, 262 
friend 244 
frog 58
fruit i09, i68, i84, i94, 22i, 234, 

239, 258 
fuchsite I I, 286 
fuel 9, 2oof., 239, 285 
fumigation, see  smoke 
F u n a m b u lu s  p ern ia n ti 1 0 3  

function 64, 89, 97, i06, no, 29i 
Fiirer-Haimendorf, C. von, i7i 
furnace 8, ii, 2i7

Gad(a)bâ 1 3 6 ,  1 3 9 ,  16 6 , i75, i82 
Gadd, C. J. 66, 1 3 2 ,  i70, 2u, 2i3 
Gaja-Laksmî 116 
galbanum i70 
Gama, Vasco da, i34 
game(-piece) 9, 22, i94, 220 
Gand(h)âra 5 ,  i3, i33, 209 
Gandhara Grave culture 2 6 , i5if., 

1 5 6 ,  294; see also Ghalegay 
IV—V

Gândhârï i33, 1 5 4  

Gandharva 206f., 2i6, 222, 229 
GaQ.esa 230
Ganges (Gangâ) 2 5 , 54, i33, I40, 

1 4 1 ,  i52, 1 5 3 - 6 ,  i68f., i8i, 206, 
224, 268, 294

Gangetic Copper Hoards 2 5 , 54,
5 5 , I54, I 5 5 , i74 

Ganweriwala Ther 6, 7 , 1 6  

garden(er) i94, 258 
Garga-trirâtra 2i6 
garland 235, 260 
garment, see dress 
gate 8 , 22, no, 1 1 3 ,  ii4, 1 1 5 ,  259 
gaur, see  bison 
Gautama-Dharmasütra 248 
Gautam! 243 
gavial, see alligator 
Gawar-bati i34, 16 6  

gazelle 9, I 57 
Gebel el-‘Araq 36, 2 4 7  

Gedrosia i62 
Gelb, I. J. 117 
gem i96, 20i, 209, 2i4 
gender 44, 96, i62, 225 
genealogy (descent) 42f., 50, 54, 

119, 208 
genetics 46
genitive (possessive) 34, 42, 5i, 8 8 , 

9 4 , 95—7, U7, i2i, i30, i69, 
i88, 2i8, 227, 26i, 2 7 7

359
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geography, see location 
Geoksyur 1 6 , 17
geometric motif or shape 9, 15, 17, 

24, 55, 62, 78, IIO, 200, 201 
German 24, 87 
Germanic 145 
gerund 152, 168
GGS 207-9, 221, 243, 245f., 25g 
Ghaggar 7, 9, 21 
Ghalegay (Ghaligai) 1 4 1 ,  142, 

i52f., 1 5 6 ,  1 5 8 ,  159, 168, 2 3 6 ,

294
gharial, see alligator 
ghee, see butter 
Ghirshman, R. 148 
Gidwani, P.J. 209 
gift 248; see a lso  dedication;

giving; sacrifice 
Gilund 2 6  

Gimbutas, M. 1 4 4  

‘giving’ 32f., mg, 208—10, 216,
229, 238, 258; see also  gift 

glass 2 2 8

‘glittering’ i8if., i95f., 296 
Globular Amphora 1 4 4  

gloss 45
glyph (Maya) y g f ., 51; full figure 

50
glyptics, see iconography 
gnomon 206
goat 9, 15, i6i, 191, 2 1 9 , 234,

235, 237, 238, 239, 2 5 1 ,  259, 
261, 300; domestic 157, 189; 
wild 157, 189, 237, 261; see also  

markhor 
‘goat-fish’ 188 
Gobhila, see  GGS 
‘goblet’ 25
god (deity) 3f., i4, 24, 3 2 , 34, 3 5 , 

36, 41 43, 45, 48—5l  54, 56,
9 1 ,  97, 107, 109, n o ,  i n f ,  

Ii6f., 119—21, 128, 130, 1 3 2 ,

145, 147, 149—51, i7if., 180, 
i83f., 1 8 5 - 8 ,  i89-{)i, 194-8, 
i 9 9 f ,  201, 205-i8, 220—2, 224f., 
2 2 6 , 227-34, 2 3 5 ,  237, 23 8 f ,  

2 4 1 ,  2 4 4 , 247f., 2 4 9 - 5 2 ,  256,
2 5 7 ,  2 5 8 f ,  2 6 0 , 26if., 264f., 
267—g, 274, 2 7 5 - 7 ,  297,
299—301; dual and triadic god 
209, 298; see also Deva 

Godar-i Shah 1 6 ,  2 5 ,  i48 
goddess 4, 3 2 ,  48, 59, m2, 1 0 7 ,  

n6, 119, 1 2 0 ,  1 3 2 ,  i83, 189, 
i9i, i94, 206f., 20 , 215, 2i8, 
22of., 224, 227, 2 2 8 , 229f., 235, 
238, 240f., 2 4 8 , 2 5 3 - 5 ,  256, 
258—61, 2 6 2 , 263—5, 267—70,
2 7 1 ,  272, 297, 299—302 

‘going’ 33
gold(en) 9, i4, 45, 10 6 , 148—50, 

i9of., i96, 213, 2 1 4 ,  221, 233, 
235, 245, 247, 255, 263, 266,
268, 30i

Gomal 7 , i 6 ,  2i
Gor:idT 1 3 6 , 1 6 6 ,  1 7 5 ,  i82, 209,

264; v e r c e  230; v iy ä  sukum  207; 
m arce 230 \

Gonur 16 ,  2 5 , 149 
goods, see commodities

goose i8i, 296
Gordon, D. H. i55
Gorgan, see Gurgan
Gorresio, G. i89, 263, 265
Gothic afh m a - i58
graffito i o ,  i2, 22, 52—5, 57, 64,

78, 07, i79, 288; see a lso  
potter’s marks 

Gragg, G. 1 2 7

grain (corn) 6, 8, i5, 22, 30, 59, 
165, 248, 2 4 9

grammar, grammatical morpheme 
or feature 3i, 33f., 38, 42, 46-8, 
51, 60, 82, 85—mi, i25f.; 
context-free/formal/notional 
97-01; intermediate i o o  

granary 6, 8 , ii, i5, i7, n3f.,
ii7, 285

grapheme (distinct sign) 33, 62, 
68-79, 84f., 98, 290; bound/free 
79; see a lso  fit; number of 
graphemes 

‘grasping’, see seizer 
grave, see burial 
great (in royal titles and

theophoric names) ii7, 119,
12i, i30

Great Bear, see Ursa Major 
Greater Indus Valley i5—26, 234, 

2 5 6 , 2 9 3
Greek: alphabet 18, 35f., 3 7 , 38, 

4of., 58, i26, 287, 290; people, 
culture and language 4f, 13, 
4 0̂  4 6 , 4 7 , 87 , I I7 , i4 4 f  ̂
i49f., 162, i72, 208, 2i4, 270, 
285, 30i; a lp h a  38; anom es 4 6  

d rk to s  222; B e l  astro kh ftòn  2 1 4 ;  

doero (d o ü lo s) 150; eik o n  32; 
e-ru th ró s 235; éstò 43; G ed rò s fa  

i62; ikhthi'is i9i; In d ie , In d ó s  4; 
k iik lo s 47; le fp ò :é lip o n  87; M d k a i  

i3; òkils i58; p a rd d e ig m a  89; 
p o lo  44; q"etröm es 4 6  suntdssein  

89; trio w ee, triâm es 46; trfpòs, 

tr fp o d e  4 6 ; see a lso Indo-Greeks 
Green, M. W. 33 
Greenberg, J. H. 87 
green(ness) i96f., 2i6, 228, 265,

2 7 5 , 2 9 7

grey ware i48, i55, i 5 6 ,  i 9 2 f ;  see 

also PGW 
Grhyäsamgraha 267 
Grhyasutra 207--, 243, 245, 265f. 
grid (tabulation) 44, 4 5 ,  48, 64, 

87f., 8 9 , 90, 97, ioof.
Grotefend, G. F. 4if. 
ground (soil) 34, 110; see also earth 
ground-plan, see layout 
grove, see forest 
Groves, C. P. i57 
guardian, see protector 
Guatemala 49 
Gudea i4, 18, 2i3 
guess 3f., 43, 6i, i00f., 06, 274, 

302
Guha 228, 238 
Guhyaka 2i6 
guilloche 2 3

Gujarat 8f., iif., 22, 2 5 ,  26, 5 7 ,  

1 1 3 ,  13 6 , i4 0 , i 6 i ,  i 6 3 , i6 5 ,

i70, i72, i74, i9i, 209, 287,
297

Gujarati 134, 1 3 5 ,  1 6 6 , i70, 174; 
p a t ta n  i70; - v â d ( â ) <  Old G. 
v à ia ,  - v ä f i  i70

Gulf 5 ,  i i - i 4, 1 7 ,  22, 53f., II4,
i i 5 ,  i26, i 2 7 ,  i29f., 285f., 293; 
seals i o ,  ii, ii4, 1 1 5 ,  i30f.,
i33, 2 i 9 ,  286

Gullick, C. B. i9i 
Gumla 7 ,  i o ,  i 6 ,  2 0 ,  53, 2 5 i  

Gungunum 2 7 4  

Gupta dynasty ii6, i98 
Gupte, B. A. 265
Gurgän (Gorgän) i o ,  2 5 ,  i48, i52, 

i 5 5 f ,  i 58
Gurgan Buff Ware i48, 1 5 6

Gurgan Grey Ware i48, i52, i 5 5 f

Gurjara i63, i65
Gurung i42, i 6 6

Guti i 2 7 ,  i28
guttural i45
Gypsy i50

hair 59, 1 3 2 ,  209, 2 5 3 ,  255, 260f., 
300; ‘double-bun’ hairstyle 24, 
2 5 3 f ,  255, 260, 300; matted hair 
243f., 300; parting of 265; with 
six locks 2 4 7 f ,  2 5 2 ,  254; 
hair-whorls 2 1 3 ,  2i4; see also  

plait
Hakra 6, 7 , 2i 
Häla’s Sattasaï i74 
Halaf period i8
‘half, ‘halving’ i96f, 205, 263, 2 7 5

Halim, M. A. 53
Hallur i 7 3 ,  i74
‘Hamitic’ i28
Hammurapi 9; dynasty i8
Han dynasty ii9
hand i4, 3 7 , 69, 09, i86, 1 8 7 ,

2 ii ’ 240, 2 4 I ’ 246, 248, 2 4 9 ,

2 5 3 ,  255, 26i; raised 09, i i o ,  

256, 2 6 0 ; see also arm 
‘hanging’ 244f. , 2 7 6 , 300 
Hansman, J. i70 
hapax legomenon (unique 

occurrence) 47, 69, i83 
Harappa 5f., 7 , 8 ,  9, i o ,  ii, i 6 ,

2 0 , 24, 2 5 , 54, 62, 64, 6 5 f ,  8 2 ,  

9 i f ,  107, i o f ,  i i 7, i42, i49, 
i 57, i79, i 8 o ,  i90f., i 9 j / .,  i 9 5 , 
2 2 6 - 9 ,  2 3 i f ,  2 3 6 ,  2 3 9 ,  2 4 4 , 2 4 6, 

259, 264, 269, 285, 293; 
excavations 3, 6, 24, 54, i49, 
286, 290

Harappan culture, see

Early/Mature/Late Harappan; 
Indus Civilization 

hare i  i i

Hari-Negame!?in 238 
Hariparigom i 4 i  

Hariscandra 208, 237 
Harivamsa i89, 209 
Harris, Z. 9 8 f  \ ‘Harris’ approach 

98f.
Hart, G. L. i96, 265 
Hartland, E. S. 228 
Hartner, W. 269 
harvest(ing) 9, i5

Haryana 6, i 3 6  
Hasanlu i52 
Hassuna 30
Hassuna-Samarra period i8 
Hastings, W. 5 
hatching 33, 234 
Hathial i68 
l:;latti(c) 43, i26, 1 2 7  

Hattusha i 4 7  

Hausa 87 
havirdhäna 2 2 3

head 33, 3 7 , 50f., iO 3 , 04, i 0 6 f ,  

i 8 3 , i 89, 194, i96, i99, 205,
2ii, 2i3, 2 i 9 ,  226, 237, 238f ,  

240, 2 4 i ,  247f., 2 4 9 , 2 5 i ,  2 5 2 f ,  
254f., 258, 2 6 0 , 268f., 2 7 7 , 299, 
30i; see  also decapitation; face; 
hair

head-dress (crown) i2i,' 3 2 ,  i84, 
i 85-8, 211, 229, 2 5 3 /  255, 258, 
26i; see also hair 

head word 88, 97, i26, i30, i 69 
health 43; see also disease;

medicine 
hearing 244 
hearth, see fireplace 
heaven, see sky
Hebrew 87, i28; ham m ä 02; hrs 

56; sèia ' 102 
Heesterman, J. C. 2i6 
heliacal rise/observation 203f., 206, 

263
Hellenistic period/tradition i8,

20i, 262
Helmand i 6 ,  2 5 ,  1 2 9  

helmet 2 5 4 , 255, 260 
Hemacandra 244 
Hemädri 24i 
Hemphill, B. E. i67 
Herakles 270
Heras, H. 5 7 ,  59f., 277, 289 
hermitage 224, 243 
hero i4, ii9, i2i, i50, 209, 2i6, 

230,234, 237, 246, 247f ,  2 5 2 ,  
254, 259f., 270; see a lso  warrior 

Herodotus ii7, i26 
HGS 22i, 237, 243, 245 
hide (of animal) 2 i 3  

Hiebert, F. i48 
Hierapolis i9i 
hieratic, see Egyptian script 
hieroglyph 35
‘hieroglyphic alphabet’ 36, 3 7  

hieroglyphic script, see Egyptian;
Hittite; Maya; Minoan 

high priest 06, i o j ,  i2i, 258,
26i, 293

highland i4f., i62, i 64, i 65, i70 
Himachal Pradesh i 3 6 ,  i68 
Himalaya 9, 259 
Himalayan languages i42 
Hincks, E. 42
Hindi 56, i34, 3 5 ,  i37; bahut  

bahut 82; c iin d ( a ) n i 265; saur, 

s a u r i 263; t ip k ä  267 
Hindu, Hinduism 2i, 56, i50, 

i83f., i88--i, i94, i96-20i, 
206-10, 2i8, 220f., 224, 226, 
230, 234, 237f., 2 4 i ,  2 5 3 ,  260-2, 
264, 2 6 5 , 272, 285
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Hindu Kush 4, 134, 442f., /46,
168

Hindus (satrapy) 4, 5, 285 
history, historical (textual) 

information 3--6, 36, 42f., 45,
4^ 54, 58, II7, I25, I34, ^ , 
273, 277f., 285, 294, 296; see 
also literature; monumental 
inscriptions

Hittite: bilingual seal 43; 
civilization/empire 42, 1 4 7; 
cuneiform texts 43, 126, 145,
158; hieroglyphic script 18, 42f.,
57, 58, 59, 83, 126, 287, 289;
language 43, 58, 126, 1 2 7 ,  145, 
293; e -es -tu  43; H am as 58; -m i  

43; na 58; -ti 43
hoard, see copper/Copper Hoard
hoe(ing) 1 0 5

holes 211, 2/4, 228, 261
Holi 206, 221, 299
holiness, see saintliness
Homer 222
homonym 33
homophone, homophony 33, 39,

51, 79, 102f., 121, 175, 179f., 
188, 195-7, 217, 220, 223, 231,
234, 241, 245f.., 264, 267, 287, 
296; see a ls o  pun

honorific plural 230
hoof(ed leg) 157, /86, 248, 250,

258
hook 9, 15, 3 7 , 194, 211 
horizon 203--6, 275 
horizontal 32f., 104, 180, /8/, 301 
horn 2/, 32, 104, /06, 110, ////,

1 16f., 121, /J2, 159, 183f.,
/85f, /88, 211, 2/3, 229, 234/, 
^ , 244, 247f., 250-4, 258, 261, 
265, 269, 299; ‘horn-fish’ 188f. 

horoscope 208, 298 
horse 44, 59, 61, w6, 126, 145,

/48, 449- 52 I55, I57, /58, I59, 
i7 if., 174, 224, 256, 269f., 295; 
horse sacrifice 158, 184, 219,
235, 256, 264, 269f., 300 

‘hot’ 231
house (abode, housing) 6, 8, i3,

^  ^  23, 30,32 ,37, 43, 55, 
117, / /8, /20, 130, 142 
(underground), i68, i72, i90, 
197, 220f., 228, 239, 243, 245, 
256, 258f., 267; lunar house 
201, 204

Houston, S. D. 49 
Hrozny, B. 43, 58f., 277, 289 
Hsiung-nu (Hun) 293 
HSS 216 
human being, see

anthropomorphic; man; statuette 
human sacrifice 256, 258-^2, 269, 

297, 3oof.,
humped cattle, see zebu 
Hun (Hsiung-nu) 293 
Hungarian 145
hunter, hunting 9, i5, 234f., 239, 

260, 268 ,
hunter-gatherers 11, 137, 145 \
Hunter G. R. 62, 66, 131 
Hunza i42

Hurrian 126, /27, 130, 145, 148,
i74, 293

husband 97, 162, 184, i88f., 191, 
206, 22of., 224, 235, 238, 240, 
24/, 243, 26i-5, 267f., 270, 272, 
301; see a lso  bridegroom 

Hut Grave culture 145, /55 
Hyksos 36 
hypocorism 210 
hypothesis 3, 47, 60 
Hystaspes 42

Ibbi-Sin 130 
Ibnisarrum 252 
Ibrahïm(ï) 162
icon(icity), iconic meaning, see 

picture
iconography xvi, 3f., 9, 11, 17, 21, 

24, 41, 49, 53f., 60, 62, 64, 78, 
104, 107, /09-/2, 113, 1 1 5f.,
119, /20, 121, i3of., /J2, 148, 
i79f., /8/, 183-8, i97f., 201, 
220, 233f., 238, 246, 247, 256, 
260-2, 269, 272, 292f.; 
parallelism between text and 
iconography 49, 91, 109, iio, 
///f, ii5f., i2i, 233 

idea 32, 4i
ideogram, ideography 32, 34, 36, 

38f., 4i-4, 46, 49f., 59, 8o, i03,
i74, 2i6, 234

identification of language 4, i5,
40, 44, 86, i25, i3of. 

idol, see statue 
Ikhthus i9i 
I lia d - 222 
illiteracy 54 
illness, see disease 
I llu s tr a te d  L o n d o n  N e w s  6 
imbricate 23
immigration into South Asia 24,

26, 58; see also conquest; 
migration; transhumance 

immortality i99 
impersonator 237 
imports 36 
impotency i89
impression: of packing materials 

ii ,  //j ; of a seal 6, //, 6i, 64,
65/, 83, i07, /08, n J f . ,  Ii5f., 
/ J i f ,  /48, i49, /8/, /8J/.,
/86/, 2I5, 2/9, 228, J i A  
247-50, 252-4, 256, 273, 274, 
293; see also sealing; stamp 

Inanna 32, ii9, i83, i9i, 248,
255, 262, 300

incest 206, 234, 263, 267f., 270,
30i

incision, incised 29f., 52, 53, 55, 
64, 65, i07, ii0, 226, 246, 287 

inclusiveness,, in pronoun /66, i67,
i70

index 62, 79
India 62; classical India 60, i04, 

w6, i07, i09f., ii4-i9  (seals), 
i3 i, i80, 292f.; India’s name 4;
see also

eastern/North/South/western 
India; South Asia 

Indian fig, see banyan

individual, see man; woman 
Indo-Aryan 60, i04, i33f., 135,

i37, i40, i42f., i47, i49- 59,
i63, i 65, 166, i69-7i, i95f.,
2i7, 225, 24i, 26i, 266f., 270, 
293—6; ( V p  267, 30i; see also 
Neo-Indo-Aryan; Prakrit; 
Proto-Indo-Aryan; Sanskrit 

Indo-European 4f., 43, 46f., 58f., 
86f., i26, i33, i37, i42, /44, 
i45, i55, i 57f., 166, i 67, i80, 
2i7, 222f., 233, 235, 294f.; 
( H J é k w o s  i58; ( H J ö h i s  i58; 
k"’ek"’los 47; l  /55; ster- 262 

Indo-Greeks 5, 285, 288 
‘Indo-Hittite’ hypothesis 58f., 289 
Indo-Iranian: borderlands i2, /6, 

i7, 25, i26, 286; languages, see 

Aryan
Indology 285 ;
‘Indo-Mediterranean’ 59 
‘Indo-Mexican’ hypothesis 289 
Indonesian 57, 82, 289 
Indo-Scythian i33 
‘ Indo-Sumerian’ hypothesis 58, 

286, 289
Indra 447, i49, i5i, 207f., 2i5f.,

222, 235, 237, 258, 270, 294
Indrajit 259
Indus Civilization 3f., 6-9, 2if.,

24, i59f., 240, 284f.; see also 
Mature Harappan; discovery 6, 
285; end 24f., i49; extent and 
sites 5f., 7, i25f., 285 

Indus river f . ,  7, 9, 16, 25, /4z, 
153/, i68, 285

Indus script 3, i8, 48f., 84, i04, 
i i 7, i25, i 3i, 132, i74f., 248, 
288; attempts at decipherment 
57-7i, 289; diachronic change 
54, 288; evolution 52-6; first 
known sample 6, 58; origin 22, 
53f., 288; see also types of texts 

Indus Valley 3f., 7, 16, i7, i9, 20,
2i - 2, 25, i03, i28, i33, i37,
i74, 209, 240, 247f., 259, 285,
293

infidelity 24i, 243; see  also chastity 
infi.x(ation) 96, i5i 
‘infix’ sign 50
inflection 36, 44/, 83, 87, 89, 92, 

94-8, i74, 29i; of nouns, see 

declension 
inheritance 47 
inhumation i53, i72 
initiation, initiated 207f., 2i0, 237 
inlay 21, //], 2 ii, 2/3, 218, 269 
innovation, linguistic, 46, i63 
inscription, see text 
institution 32, i07, ii9 
InsuSinak 35 
intaglio 64
intensification 82, i95, 275 
interchangeability of allographs 69 
‘intercultural style’ 22, 23, 249,

286
interdependence, see parallelism 
interior of sign 33, 50, 69, 79, 232, 

234, 239, 26i, 267, 270, 276; see 

also middle

Intermediate Mature Harappan 
phase i9, 22, 24 

interpreter i3i, /J2, i33, 293 
interrelationship between signs 

44f., 48, 5i, 79, 89, 97-i02 
interrogative 88 
intersecting circles, see circle 
‘intervening space’ 23i, 276, 299 
intervocalic position i65, i70 
intoxicant (alcohol) i9i, i94, 259 
invasion, see conquest 
inventory (recording, registering) 

33, 44, 54, i07, i i 5; see a lso  
archives

invincibility 258f., 263, 268 
invisibility 245, 276 
Inzak i30
Irakavaiyari.kar, Mu. 230 
Iran ii, i2f., 30, 52, 84, i04, 

/05-7, i26, i29f., i44, i48, i7i, 
294; eastern w , i3, i5i, i70, 
192; northern i5, i7, 25, 448, 
i62, i72; southeastern i6i, i63, 
247, 250; southwestern 22, 
i28f., i6i, i86, 187; western
i52

Iranian: peoples and languages 
i26, i28, /29, i33f., i42f., 445, 
i47f., i 52, /54, /56, i6i, /66, 
i72, i80, 203, 262, 293-5; 
plateau 4, 44-i7, 2i-3, 25, i26, 
i28f., i43, i47, I55, I57, 256; 
seal 187

Iraq 30, 84, / 13 
Irish (Old) ecH 448 
iron, Iron Age i45, i52, 232; in 

South Asia 44, 55, i53, i69, 
i7if.

irrigation 9, i5, i7, 24, 30, i48,
i72

Irula i37, 138
Irwin, J. 220
Ishkashmi i29, 166
Ishtar i83, i9i, 230, 254, 255,

262, 270, 300 
Isimu (Usimu) 34, 187 
Isin II i8
Isin and Larsa dynasties 9, 44, i8 
Islam(ic) (Muslim) i3, i34, i63, 

i65, 228, 265 
IsMEO 24 
isogloss xvi, 442, i67 
isolation: of dialect 444, i60; of 

language 48, i26, i28, i37, i42, 
/66; of position in text 44, 67,
ii8

isolating (analytic) language 86, 98 
Israel 30 ■
Italian language 45f., i68 
Italic language(s) and alphabets 

45-7
iteration wo/
ithyphallic 449, 2/9, 224, 238, 257; 

see also  phallus
ivory ii, i4, 22, ii0, 244, 247;

stick 8i, 292 
Ixtlilxochitl 54

jackal 446, 297 
Jacobsen, T. 440

JÓ/
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Jac.lgäli, see Jan 
Jaggayyapeta 106 
jaguar 51 
Jahangir 267
Jaina, Jainism 109, I33f., I70—2, 

184, I97, 20I, 2I7, 238 
Jalilpur 7, io, 16, 20, 52, 157 
Jamison, S. 199 
Jansen, M. 22, 24 
Japanese 46, 48, 87 
jar, see pot 
Jartika 163 
Jarmo 29
Jarrige, J.-F. 15, 149, 192 
Jätaka 14, 189, 194, 196, 232, 

258f., 286
Jatila 239, 243f., 300 
Jatt, Jatta, Jät, Jatkl, Jac.lgali i62f., 

266
Jaya-Durgä 259, 261, 301 
Jayäkhya-Samhitä 210 
JB  5, 181, 206, 217, 226, 268 
Jehol 293
Jemdet Nasr 32; period and 

pottery 18, 32, 130, 191, 213,
2 4 7 , 293

Jettmar, K. 151
JGS 196, 200, 201, 207, 209, 221,

243
Jhukar 7, io , 25; culture 25, 149, 

154, iSS, i 68, 174, 216, 295; 
seal 168, 174 

Jimiitavähana 258 
Johnson, S. 5
joint, syntactic, see connection 
Jones, W. 5
Jorwe 25; Jorwe Ware and culture 

2 5 , I74, 296
Joshi, J. P. 62 
Jotimuttu, P. 231 
JSS 207
JUB 217, 222, 233, 263 
Judeirjo-daro 6, 7 
judge 117 
jujube 15
Jumna, see Yamunä 
‘jump(ing)’ 261, 268 
juncture, syntactic, see boundary 
jungle, see forest 
Jupiter 200, 201, 209, 262f. 
juxtaposition, see co-occurrence of 

signs
Jyestha, Jyesthä 202, 241 
Jyotisaratnamälä 263

Kacchi 166
Kachi plain 15—17, 19, 24, 26,

140, 192, 287 
‘Kafir’ 134 
KaläSä 134, 166
Kalat 15, 16, 17, i 6i , i62f., 164, 

I65
Kalhana 189
Käli 262, 30of.; Käli-nautch 259;

Bhadrakäli 259; Mahäkäli 255 
Kalibangan 7, io, 16, 20, 21, 24, 

62, 64, 65, 115, i20, 179, i9J,
22I, 222, 223f., 25Jf., 255, 25&, 
260, 299-30I

Kälidäsa (i ) 106, 174, 224, 243f.,

26I; (2) 263
Kallur 174 
Kalpasiitra 238
Käma 189, 191, 22of., 23of., 239;

see also desire; love 
Käma-vel 230
Kanara 267; see also South Kanara
Kanauri 142, 166
Kandahar 16, 149
Kane, P. V. 208
Kangle, R. P. I I 5
KankälT 11lä 238
Kannac.la 134, i j 6, 166, 17s, 182, 

I95f.; 1- 223; ole 217 
Kannapuram 220 
Kansu 141 
Kanta-Puränam 230 
Kanta-vel 230 
KapS 206
Karachi 171, 191, 212, 218, 297
Karakorum I42
Karatepe 43
Karen(ic) 143, 166
Karlgren, B. no
Karmäna 5, I3
Karmania I3
Karnataka 11, 134, i j 6, 165, 172, 

I74, 226, 228, 260 
Kärttikeya 206, 224f., 298; see also 

Skanda
Kartvelian 46, 127
Kashmir 134, i j 6, 141, 142, 168,

248, 2 9 , 258, 267 
Kashmiri 134, i j s , 142, 166 
Kashmir Neolithic, see Northern

Neolithic
Kassite 18, 126, 127, 128, 147;

Su-ri-ya-as 128 
KaStiliaS 126
Kathäsaritsägara 209, 246, 258f. 
KäthGS 208, 265 
Katî 134, i j s , 166 
Kätyäyana-Sulbasiitra 206 
Kaumäri 259
Kausikasiitra 233, 239, 266 
Kausikî iS4 
Kautilya i I4f. 
kävati no, 292 
Kaye, G. R. 200, 202 
Kazakhstan 145, 146, 151 
K B 205f.
Kechi Beg 16, 17, 20 
Keith, A. B. 269 
Kelley, D. H. 51 
Kenoyer, J. M. 24, 104 
Kerala i j 6, 172, 173, 226 
Kerman I7, 23, 25, 26, I52, 250 
Ketu 199, 200, 201, 300 
key (clue) to

decipherment/meaning 40, 42, 
49, I03, I06f., I IO 

keying 88f.
Khafajeh 23, 183, 186, 191, 247,

249, 300
Kharosthï 6, 38, 56, I 17
Khasi 137, i j 9, 166
Khila 238
Khmer 139
Khotan 129, 142
Khotanese (Saka) 129; daha 150

Khowär 134, i js , 142, 166 
khur 157 
Kikkuli I45, I58
Kili Ghul Muhammad 15, 16, 17, 

20, 52
killer, killing 206, 229f., 234, 247, 

254, 259-63, 267f., 270, 272,
299

kiln II, 12, 24, 217 
kindling (stick) 239, 263 
kindness (benevolence) 234, 258 
king, kingship (royalty) 3, I3f., 35, 

41—3, 48, 50, 54, 58f., 61, 97, 
104, 106-8, 110, ii6f., 119, 121, 
129f., IJ2, 133, 145, 148-52, 
i54, I58f., I84, I89, i9of.,
I96f., 208f., 213—18, 224, 226,
227, 230, 237, 240, 243, 245f.,
248, 252, 254, 255f., 258--60, 
262f., 267f., 270, 274, 276, 292,
298f., 30I 

Kinnara 299
Kinnier Wilson, J. V. 58, I94
kinship 45, 47, 170, 171, 296
Kiririsha 107
Kish 9, io, 23, 131, IJ2
kitchen 216
knee 211
kneeling 109, 121, IJ2, 226, 229, 

256, 260, 26I
knife I5, 57, 266; stone knife I42,

247
knob of a seal, see boss 
Knorozov, Yu. V. 49f., 60, 96, 277 
Knossos 43, 45
knot 113; ‘Brahma’s knot’, ‘endless 

knot’ 56, 57, i i i ,  288 
knowledge, knowing I90 
known/unknown 48 
Knudtzon, J. A. 43 
Kober, A. 44/, 48, 87, 97 
Koc.lagu i j 6, 165, 166, 17s, 182; 

ole 2I7
Kohistani dialects 135 
koine I33 
Koivulehto, J. I45 
Kolämio= i j 6, 166, 174, 17s 
Koldihwa I40
Kone.la i j 6, 17s, 182; solu 217
Konda Dora 209
Kopet Dagh 148
Koraga 165, 209
Korava 265
Korean 46
Koskenniemi, K. 62, 97, 232 
Koskenniemi, S. 62, 97 
Köta i j 6, 166, 17s, 182 
Kot Diji 7, io, 16, 17, 20, 2if.,

52, 183, 251, 286; Kot Dijian 
Ware and culture 19, 20, 21-2, 
52,142, 168, 183, 206, 251;
Late Kot Dijian 7, 53, 168 

Kogavï 256, 261 
KP 191, 26of., 263, 270 
Kramer, S. N. i4, I89 
Krsna I96f., 221, 269, 275 
KrttikaQ. 202, 204--6, 224f., 238;

=  Pleiades, q.v.
KS 5, 188, 201, 205f., 215, 221, 

234, 239, 241, 262, 269

ksatriya 205, 270 
Ksemendra I 89 
KSS I09, 269 
KU 244 
Kuban I72
Kui i j 6, 166, 17s, 182; vegam 

boduri 207
Kulli 7, 16, 20; Kulli Ware 21, 25, 

53, 269, 286 
Kumaon 199, 221 
Kumaoni (Kumauni) 166 
Kumära 225, 227f., 230, 234f.,

237f.
Kumara-vel 230 
Kumäri' 227
Kunjalal Bhishagratna 238 
Kunfi 216 
Kuravar 56 
Kurdish 129
‘Kurgan culture’ 144, 294 
Kürin (Lezgi) yed 196 
Kurin.cippättu 230 
Kurku 739, 166 
Kurukh (Oräon) no, i j 6, 161,

163, 165, 166, 174, 17s, 182, 
267, 292, 295, 301; be/as 230; 
kurx 163, 165; xall 165 

Kusäna i29, I33, 254 
Kutch 157, 161 
Kutik-InSuSinak 35 
Kutlug-Tepe iso 
Kuwi (Küvi) i j 6, 174, 175, 182; 

hollu, lzolu 217

Labeo rolzita 263, 264 
lac 244 
Ladakh 253 
Ladakhi 166 
ladder 104
ladle I04, 22i; inscribed I IO 
Lagash io, 14,147 
Lahnda i js , i62f., 166 
Lahore 5
Laksmal}.a (i) 259; (2) 270 
Laksmï 116, 259 
Lal, B. B. I04 
Lalitavistara 205
Lamaism i 8 8 , 220, 227, 256, 257, 

262, 269, 276, 299 
Lambeig-Karlovsky, C. C. I48 
‘lame’ I97
lament(ing), see cry(ing) 
land, see country 
Landa, D. de 49, 50 
language(s) 29, 32f., 47, 64, I34, 

I37, I95, 273, 277; adstratum 
155/, I67; agglutinative 86, 126, 
I30; analytic (isolating) 86, 98; 
daughter 46; evolution of 29, 
287; exchange of I42; extinct 
I37, I42; family 42—8, i25f.,
I28, I33f., I37, 166; fit between 
written and spoken 33—6, 38f., 
48, 5I, 88f., 96f., i25, 287; 
foreign 119; fusional 86f.; 
Harappan 3f., 6, i s , 54, 8 6 — i o i , 

I03, 119, I2I, I25, I30f., I34,
I40, I42, I55, I59, I6I, I67,
I69, I7I, I74f., I79, 207, 225, 
274, 293, 295; identification of
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4, 15, 40, 44, 86, 125, I30f.; 
inflecting 86f., 130; linguistic 
innovation 46, 163; isolated 48, 
126, 128, 137, J42, 166; link 
I33f. ; matched with archaeology 
xvi, 134, 137; matched with 
script 48, 51; see also fit; natural 
97-9, I25f., 293; Near Eastern 
4, 126, i 2 j ,  128-33, 293; of 
prestige 133; protolanguage 46f.; 
relict 137, 138; South Asian xvi, 
4, 133-42, i66, 293-5; spoken 
(speech) 29, 33-6, 38f., 88f., 96, 
99, 125; see also fit; substratum 
128, 140, J42, i67-<), 295; 
superstratum 143, 167; synthetic 
98; universals 87, 88, 291; 
unknown/vanished 44-8, 126; 
see also Anatolia(n); linguistics; 
unit, linguistic; and names of 
individual languages and 
language families 

Lanka 259 
lapidary, see stone 
lapis lazuli 15, 17, 22, 211, 213 
Lapp I45
Larsa I 30, 147, 247; see also 

Isin-Larsa 
laryngeal 38 
Las Bela i6i, 172 
last, see end
Late Harappan period/cultures 19, 

22, 24, 25, 26, 55, 113 , 126,
149, I53f., 158, i67-<), 216, 234, 
236, 286f., 295; seals or graffiti
IO, 54, 55, 62, 288 

Late Kot Dijian 7, 53, 236 
Late J}vedic I52f., 156 
Late Vedic 153, 156, 168, 198,

200, 201, 208, 217, 222 
Late West Iranian Buff Ware 148,

i56
Latin: alphabet 45, 58; authors 

I49f.; language 3I, 44-7, 87,
168; decemviri 293; duumviri 
293; equus I 58; està 43; ligare 
33; -à 87; quattuorviri 293; 
quindecimviri 293; rebus 33; 
septem triones 224; septemviri 
293; servus, -um, -o 44; triumviri
293

law I4, 24, 54, I9of., 208f., 2I5, 
243, 267, 270; see also dharma; 
judge

layout: of city 6, 8, 12, 21, 149,
285; of fort 149, ijo; of palace 
254, 256

leaf 21, 61, 216, 22of., 229, 234f., 
238f., 244, 258, 268; see also fig 
leaf

learning, learned 33, 38, 121
leather 34
Lebanon 128
Leemans, W. F. 170
‘left-hand’ cult 264
leg 33, 91, 234, 247t'., 249/, 258;

legged pots 46 t
legend 163, 165 ’
Leibnitz, G. W. von 40 
Lemnos 126

length (shortness): of vowel 181; 
of word or text 3, 4if., 45, 48, 
60, 64, 68, 83, 85, 87-<)0, 92,
96, i03f., i06f., i09f.; see also 
text(s), long(est)

Lepcha I34, i66 
Leslie, J. 264
letter (postal) 43, 106; (character) 

98
Lewan-dheri io, 20, 192/, 251,

300
Lewis, J. 285
lexical text 31-4, 39, 42, 48, 128, 

130, 182, 203, 214, 218, 243,
302

lexicon (vocabulary) 46-8, 134, 
i6o, i62f., 165, 196, 217, 23of.,
273

Lezgi (Kiirin) yed- 196, 297 
libation 22I, 268 
liberties 59
life 102, 245, 247, 259 
lifetime 50
ligature 33, 43, 56, 6^ H  79-8^ 

8i, 84f., 9o, 95, 97, 104, 110, 
n6, I96f., 231, 232, 233, 234/ 
239f., 274, 276, 290; ‘double’
8of.

light 104, 206, 216, 226, 247 
Lilyan i7 
Limet, H. 121 
liminality 237 
limitation, see obstacles to 

decipherment
line 30, 32f., 4I, 44, 64, 65, 66,

67, 69, 79, 82-4, IIO, i i i / ,
113, 116-18, 121, 196, 301; 
curved 32, 78; see also row; text 
(second line)

Linear A 18, 43, 84 
Linear B 18, 43, 44--6, 48, 55,

58f., 79, 83, 87, 92, 97, ioof., 
II7, 234, 274, 287, 29I 

Linear Elamite i7, 18, 35, 38, 53,
i28, 287

linga 189, 2i8, 219, 220, 221-4, 
245, 298; see also phallus 

‘linga stand’ (pedestal) 2i8, 22of. 
linguistics, linguistic analysis 47, 

60, 64, 79, 287f., 294; areal 
linguistics/relationship xvi, 140, 
142, i62f., i66, 167, 169, 295; 
comparative (historical) 
linguistics 4, 42f., 46-8, i25, 
134, 137, I74f., 288; typological 
linguistics, see types/typology 

linkage, syntactic, see connection 
link language I33f. 
lion(ess) 36, /07, 213, 246, 247-9, 

252—5, 256, 262, 269f., 300 
literature, literary text 5, 34, I33f., 

142, 171, 174, 196, 225, 230, 
235, 239f., 244, 246, 258, 296, 
299; see also history 

Lithuanian: asva 158; efoa 158 
Livonian 145 
load 61
loanword 45, 47, 59f., 137, 145, 

l62f., 165, 167-71, 180, 182, 
196, 223, 268, 270, 294, 296

location, geographic, 137, 142,
144, 153, 169, 201, 202, 208, 
293; see also position 

locative 51
Loebanr iO, i4i, I42 
logogram, logography 34f., 38f.,

42-4, 5I, 59, 85, 2I4 
logo-syllabic (morphemic) writing 

18, 31-6, 38f., 48f., 60, 84, 85, 
96f., ioif., 125, I74f., 179, 277 

Lolo 57, 289 
looking, see ‘seeing’ 
loop I79, i85, 244, 296 
Loralai I 5, i6
lord (master) 34, 35, 8o, 9I, 97, 

117, 119, 151, 210 
loss, see omission 
Lothal 6, 7, 8, /o, I I, i2, 25, 62, 

113, ii4, I83, 22I, 232, 286,
293, 299

lotus 200, 268
love, lover I83, I89, I9I, 194, 206, 

221, 225, 23of., 239, 262f., 265, 
276, 301; see also desire; Kama 

Löwenstern, I. 42 
LSS 5, 206, 244 
Lullubi i27, i28 
Lurewala Ther 6, 7 
lust, see desire
lustration (purification) i I9, I9o, 

2I7, 256, 263 
Lustrous Red Ware 25 
Luvian 42, 126, i27 
Lycian 126 
Lydian i26

Macchendra, Macchinda I 89 
Macdonell, A. A. 181 
macehead 117, 758 
McIntosh, J. R. 172 
Mackay, E. J. H. 5, 9, 117, 184,

2II, 214, 216, 2I9f.
Maclean, C. D. 265 
madder 9
Madhyadesa 153, 168 
Madhya Pradesh i36, 137, 163 
Madra i54, 209 
Madrid Codex 49, 50 
Madurai 270
Magadha I33, i54, I55, 209 
Magadhl I33f., 151, 154, i55,

i69f.
Magahi i35, i66 
Magan (Makan, Makkan) 12-14, 

I30, 286
magic (witchcraft) n6, 151, I9o, 

199, 209, 228, 233, 269 
Mahabalipuram, see 

Mamallapuram
Mahabharata I33, I5I, i53, I8I, 

i88-<)0, 199, 201, 209f., 214, 
216, 220, 224, 227 237f., 24of., 
243f., 258, 263, 268f., 298 

Mahadevan, I. 60-2, 64, 66, 277, 
289

Mahâkâlî 255; see also Kiil 
Mahanirvana-Tantra 264 
Mahapatra, P. K. 258 
Maharashtra 25, 26, 55, I33, i36,

I70, I72, i 73, I74, 22I

MahärästrT 133, 172, 174 
Mahavastu 205 
Mahävfra Jina 133, 184, 238 
mahävrata 256, 264, 300 
Maheswar i53, 296 
Mahinda I33
Mahisa Asura (Buffalo demon)

189, 220, 253, 254, 26of., 270, 
272, 300; see also Asura; demon; 
water buffalo 

Maier, J. I4, I89 
Maitr(äyan)T Upanisad 201, 233, 

244f.
Maiya 134, i66 
Majumdar, N. G. 15 
Maka 5, 13 
Makai 13
Makan, Makkan, see Magan 
Makran /o, 11—13, 17, 22, i62f. 
malaria 24
Malayäjam 134, i36, i66, i75,

182, 191, 217; iiäli 246; pottan 
264, 301; visu 205

Maldives 57, 289 
Mallory, J. P. 144 
Malto 136, i6i, 163, 165, i66,

174, /75, 182; btndke 182, 296 
Malwa 172, 174, 240; Malwa Ware 

and culture 26, 55, 296 
Malwi 135, /66
Mamallapuram (Mahabalipuram)

I97, 253
mammal 34
man (male, masculine, boy, 

person) 9, I4f., I7, 2I, 24, 34, 
44, 50, 78, 96, n 9, I30, I50,
183, 18 8—91, 194, 209, 219,
22lf., 224 6, 227, 228-30, 234, 
235, 237-<), 247-50 252-4, ^  
258, 261, 264-6, 268, 270, 272, 
276/, 299; ‘man’ (Indus sign)
69, 79, 81, 9Jf., 95f., 121, 188, 
2i5, 231, 260, 261, 277, 297; 
‘man' ligature 8o, 8//, 104, mg, 
i20, 290; first man I9o

Mana I95
Manava-Sulbasiitra 205 
Manchu 47
Manchuria 293 _
Manda /36, /75, 182; hull 217 
mandala, see diagram 
Mandhal 238 
Mangala-dasu 209 
manger 11 
mango I 84, I94 
mangrove I4 
Manimckalai 171 
Manipur(i) I34, i66 
Mannewar 221
mantra 58, i09, 2oof., 206, 2Io, 

2i6f., 233, 237, 239f., 243,
245f., 268, 270

Manu i8o, 182, 188, I9o, 203,
208, 2i7, 248

manuscript 4°f., 45, 47, 49, 50, 54,
57, i33, I42

map 5f.
Marathi 134, /35, /66, 170, 174; 

bafa 300
Margiana 25, 26, 148-52, /55/; see
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also  BMAC 
Marglin, F. A. 184 
Margos 150 
margosa 220 
MarguS 5  
Maria Gondi 209 
Märiyamman 221
mark 222f.; visual, 29, 37, 269; see 

also mason’s mark; potter’s 
mark; sign

Märkandeya-Puräna 254
markedness 95-7
markhor (wild goat) I  n f . ,  1 8 6 ,

189, 234, 237, 2 5 4 ,  2 6 0 , 261,
301

marriage 170, 1 7 1 ,  184, 189, 196, 
200, 205, 208 (mixed), 220,
23of., 24of., 243-6, 263-7, 270, 
272, 2 7 5 , 299-301; badge 266; 
marital faithfulness, see chastity; 
sacred 256

Mars 197, 2 0 0 , 201, 209, 233, 237, 
26I, 30I 

marshes 17
Marshall, J. 6, 9, 59, 66, 161, 211, 

2 I8f.
mask 194, 2 7 1 ,  234, 2 3 5 ,  237, 299 
mason’s mark 5 7  

mass-production 8f., 21, 24, 26, 
107, n6, 119 

master, see lord 
mat(ting) 2 3 ,  II3 
Mätali 2I6
material(s): control material 60,

100; of manufacture 64, 69, 107, 
116; of study 3, 40, 47, 6jf., 
277F; of writing 54, 288 

mathematics 24 
Mathurä 133, 1 5 3 ,  2 3 8  

Matsya 1 5 4 ,  268
Matsya-Purär:ia 237, 245, 259, 265 
Matsyendra(nätha) I89, 297 
Matsyodara 189 
Maturaikkänci 207 
Mature Harappan period/culture

6- - ,  19, 21-4, 53f., 130, I48f.,
I5 3 , I5 5 , I5 7 , I5 9 , I68f., I7 4 ,
181, 1 8 3 ,  I Ç 2 f ,  206f., 209, 221, 
222, 234, 2 3 6 ,  2 4 I  

Maurya period 19, 114F, 168, 172, 
209

Maya 3 9 , 49-51, 59f., 89, 277f.,
288; ‘alphabet’ 4 9 , 50; languages 
49-51, 89, 277; b alam  51; 
k a n /k a n  51; k u tz  5 0 ;  tz u l 5 0  

Mazak, V. 157 
Mäzandarän I48 
Meadow, R. 157
meaning 4, 33, 38, 47, 49-51, 79, 

87, 95, 97, 100-4, 106, 110, 174,
I9 6 , 2 I5 , 2 I7 , 2 3 0 , 2 3 2 , 2 3 4 ,
241, 245, 273f., 2 7 5 - 7 ;  extended 
32-4, 36, 121; intended 103,
121, 230f., 233, 2 7 5 - 7 ,  278; 
primary 32-4, 49, 5 8 ,  180; see 

also polysemy
measures, see weights and ,

measures \

meat 194
medallion 43, 2 2 9 , 2 6 6

Median 128, 1 2 9 ,  1 5 6  

medicine (Ayurveda, medical) 24, 
225, 237, 239, 244; see also  

disease; health 
meditation 200 
Mediterranean I28, 256 
Megalithic culture 1 5 6 ,  I7if., 1 7 3 ,  

174, 296; graffiti 55, 288 
Megasthenes 270 
Meghanäda 259 
Mehi i o , 1 6 ,  2 1 ,  2 5 ,  1 9 3  

Mehrgarh i o , 15, 16 , 17, 19, 2 0 ,  

2 4 , 2 5 , 5 2 , I4 9 , I 5 7 , I 8 3 , I 9 2 , 

2 6 9 , 2 8 6 , 3 0 I
Meluhha 12-15, 131, 1 3 2 ,  133,

I7°> 248, 286, 293, 295 
memorandum 34 
memorial, see token 
memory 29, 32 
Menant, J. 43 
menstruation 267, 2 7 5  

merchandise, see commodities 
merchant 1 4 ,  54, 56, 115, 117, 

n9, 129-31, 133, 270, 273 
Mercury i96f., 2 0 0 , 201, 208f., 

262, 2 7 5  (rising) 
merger, see conflation 
Meriggi, P. 43, 59 
Meru 245 
Mer I48
Mesoamerica 24, 289 
Mesolithic I37, 287, 294 
Mesopotamia, passim  

messenger 119
metal, metallurgy, 8f., 15, 17, 64, 

82, 148, 172, 174, 20of., 209,
214

metathesis 46, I70 
meteor I99, 245
method(ology) 3, 6, 40-51, 58, 61, 

97-102, 134, 137, I74f., 277f.,
2 9  I

metronym 206 
Mexico 289 
Meyer, J. J. 228 
MGS 209f., 265 
M ic h e lia  c h a m p a k a  228 
microlithic sites 1 3 8  

middle: of sign I96, 204f., 234, 
2 3 5 ,  264; of text or word 42, 45, 
84, 94-7; see  also interior 

Middle Babylonian i 8, I26 
Middle Elamite, see Elamite 
Middle Indo-Aryan, see Pali; 

Prakrit
Middle Iranian 1 2 9  

Middle Persian 4I, ■ 12 9  

Middle Vedic I53f., 1 5 6 ,  I68f. 
midnight 259
migration I7, 46, I49, I63, 1 6 4 ,  

295; see  also conquest; 
immigration; mobility; 
transhumance

milk 109, I94, I99, 22I, 258
miller 80, II7
millstone 22I
Mina I89
Minagara I70
MTnäksT 270, 302
minister 1 0 6 , II5, 244, 258

Minnagara I70 
Minoan: civilization 43, 45; 

hieroglyphic script I8, 43, 57, 
234; language, names 43f., II7; 
seals 43

Mir Ahmad I62 
mirror I48f., 26 6  

mirror image 64, 8I 
Mitanni I26, 1 2 7 ,  I28, I45, 1 4 7 ,  

I4 8 f., I5 If., 1 5 6 ,  I58, I7 4 , 2 9 4f. 
MiBra I5I
Mitra I47, I5I, 2I4f., 268 
Mitra, S. C. 259 
Mitramisra 270, 30I 
Mizar 24I, 2 4 3  

m leccha I70, 296 
Mnaseas I9I
mobility I7, I52; see also migration 
model, see exemplar; statuette 
Modern Indo-Aryan, see 

Neo-Indo-Aryan 
Modern Iranian 1 2 9  

Modern Persian, see Persian 
modification of signs 33 
modifier (grammatical) 88, 97, I69 
Moen-jo-daro 1 3  

Moghul Ghundai 16 , I72 
Moguls (Mughals) 9, 5 7  

Mohäna I3
Mohenjo-daro 7 ,  8 ,  9, i o , nf., 1 4 ,  

1 6 , 22, 2 5 ,  26, 5 5 ,  6̂  6 5 f ,  8 3 ,  
9 2 , 1 0 3 , 106, 107, I 0 8 f ,  II0, 
i i i f ,  I I 7 , 1 1 8 ,  I3 I, 1 3 2 ,  I5 7 , 
i 8 o f ,  I84, i 8 5 f ,  1 8 8 , 205,
2 I 2f ,  2 1 5 ,  2 i 6 , 2 l 8f ,  226 f ,

2 2 8 , 2 3 i ,  2 3 3 , 234 f ,  2 4 3 , 2 4 7 ,

2 5 0 ,  2 5 2 ,  256, 258, 2 6 0 , 286, 
290, 297--; excavations 6, I5,
22, 2 3 , 24, 286, 290: DK-B 62; 
DK-G 1 0 8 ; DK-I 62; HR II7; 
HR-A i i 8 \ HR-B I0 8 \  name 1 3  

mole 264f.
Moloch I97 
Mon i 3 9 ,  i 6 6  

Monday 265
Mongolia(n) 46f., I26, I42, i 6 i

Mongoloid race I42, 294
mongoose 230
monkey 3 7

Mon-Khmer i 3 9

monosyllable 39, 48
month 49, 54, I96, 203-5, 207,

228, 24I; see a lso  moon 
moon (crescent, lunar) 29, 58, 104, 

i9 i, I9 9 , 2 0 0 , 20i, 203--, 2 1 3 ,
2 I5f., 2 2 2 , 2 3 7 , 2 4 I, 2 4 3 , 2 4 7 f.,
262f., 2 6 5 , 267, 269, 2 7 0 ; 

ascending and descending node 
I99; full moon 203, 205, 233, 
24I, 263, 265; new moon 204F,
2 4 I

Moor, E. 2 6 5  

Mordvin I45 
Morgenstierne, G. i 6 i  

morning 203, 2I7, 23I, 268, 297;
see also dawn; sunrise 

morning star I97, 207, 23I, 262F, 
268

morpheme, morphology 34, 38, 
4 6 f., 8 2 , 85f., 8 9 , 9 6 - 8 , 9 9 , I0 2 ,

I26, i62f., I75, 287; bound/free 
morpheme 79; see also fit 

morphemic writing, see 

logo-syllabic writing 
mortar and pestle 80 
mosaic i 8 7 ,  2 i 3 ,  256 
mother 50, I62, I89, 208, 228,

237, 239, 243, 258F, 26I, 268,
2 7 5 , 3 0 I

motif, see iconography; painted 
motif

mould, moulded tablet 3, 1 4 ,  107, 
1 0 9 ,  18 0 , I84, 1 8 6 ,  2 1 5 ,  2 1 9 ,  

220, 2 2 6 f  ' 2 2 9 ,  2 3 9 , 2 4 4 ,  2 5 2 ,  

25 4 , 259, 26I, 274 
mound, see ruin mound 
mount (draught-animal, vehicle) 

i88f., i9i, I97, 226f., 237-­
248, 2 5 3 ,  254f., 2 5 7 ,  2 7 1 ,  274,
2 7 5

mountain 4, 33, 5 8 , 82, 104, I09f., 
208, 235, 245, 292 

mouth 36, 3 7 , I65, i68, 205 
Mçgaslrsa I94, 2 0 2 , 2i8 
Mçtyu 2i8; Mrtyu Dhiimaketu

2 0 I
MS i88, I97, 20I, 206, 2I5f., 22I,

235, 239, 24I, 262
Mughal, M. R. 2I 
Mughals (Moguls) 9, 5 7  

Muggur Pir I9I, 297 
Müjavat 109 
Mula 2 0 2 , 208f.
Müla-mitra 208 
MuL.APiN 205 
Mulasthäna 240 
Mül-candu 209 
Multan 5, i 6 ,  240 
multiform, see doublet 
mummy 45
Munda, Mundari I37, 1 3 9 , I40,

i6 6

Mundigak i o , 1 6 , I7, 2 0 , 2I-2,
2 5 ,  52, 2 3 6 , 286 

Munjani, Munji I29, 16 6  

Münter, F. 4if.
Murg(h)ab river i 6 ,  2 5 , I48, I50 
murrel 263
Murukan, Muruku I09f., I9I, 

225-7, 229-3I, 235, 237, 2 7 6 ,  

299; see a lso  Skanda; 
Subrahmanya 

Muruka-vel 230, 2 7 6  

Musa Sohag 228 
music, musician II7 
Muslim, see Islam(ic)
‘must’ 23I
Mycenaean II7; d o ero  I50 
myth(ology) 4, 33, I02, II0, I50, 

I83, i88-<)0, i94f., I99, 205-7, 
209, 220-2, 224-6, 234, 237, 
240f., 243f., 254, 256, 258,
262f., 265, 267f., 2 7 5 , 29I, 297,
3 0 I

Nabû 2i4 
Nad-i Ali i6 
Naga 16 6  

Nagada II 288 
Nagir I42
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Nagpur 238
Nahali (Nihali) 137, 38/, i66 
Naigamesa, Naigamesin,

Naigameya 238, 239, 300 
Naiki 136, i j s  
nakedness, see nudity 
Nakht ios
naksatra, see asterism; star calendar 
Nal 10, 16, 20, 25, ios, 193; Nal 

Ware 17, 20, ios, i 93 
Namazga V period 22, 152 
Namazga VI period 148 
Namazga Tepe i6, 17, 25, 148,

I5 2
name (onomastics) 3f., 11, 14, 33, 

38, 40--3, 45, 50, 59-61, 8o, 91, 
97, 106, io j ,  110, 115—17, 119,
7 2 0 , I2 I, I28-3I, I33, I40, I45,
149, 151, 158, 180, 183, 198,
204, 206-10, 222, 225-31,
2 3 3 - 5, 2 3 7 -{), 2 4 3 f., 256, 259, 
26if., 268, 273, 274-6, 293, 295, 
298; ethnic 150, iS 4 , 161-3,
165, 170; pet 210; secret 207f.; 
theophoric 121, 209; see also 
place; star; Sumerian 

Nandin 116 
Nahaiöya 147 
Napoleon 40 
Naqsh-i Rustam I29 
Narada 237
Narâm-Sîn 14, 132, 252 
Näräyana 196, 208 
Narbada (Narmada) 2s, isj, i6i, 

I6 3 , I6 5 , I7 2  
Narrinai 195, 207, 232 
Narunde 262
nasal(ization) 151, 223, 246, 267 
Nasatya I47 
Nath, Bhola 157 
nationalism 58
nature, naturalistic 47, 103, 208, 

220, 247
Nauclea cadamba 235 
Nausharo 7, 10, 15, i6, 17, 19,

20/, 22, 24, 25, 26, 54, ^
I 5 7 , 2 3 4 , 2 3 6 , 2 6 9 , 2 8 6 , 3 0 I 

Nava-Durga, see Nine Durgas 
nava-gralza, see planet 
navaratri 256, 259f., 263, 267, 27! 
Navdatoli 25, ss  
NBPW, see Northern Black 

Polished Ware
neck 266; necklace 15, 116, 266 
nectar I99f.
Needham, J. 202 
Nejamesa, Nejameya 238 
Nemesa 238 
Neminatha-Carita 238 
Neo-Assyrian period 18 
Neo-Elamite, see Elamite 
Neo-Babylonian: language 4if.;

period 18; texts 2i3f. 
Neo-Indo-Aryan 134, ijs, 267 
Neo-Iranian 129 
Neolithic 8, I5, I9, 29, 52, I37, 

30/, 142, 160, 165, 168, 172, t
^  203 , 25 5 , 2 9 4  '

Neo-Sumerian 18, 119, 188 
Nepal 134, ij6, 142, i6i, 163,

I9 4 , 2 2 8 , 2 9 7

Nepali ijs , i66; dasai 194 
nephrite I42 
net 9, I94
new year 204-6, 241, 243, 263^ 

268-70, 275 
Newari I34, i66 
Nicobar Islands I37, i39 
Nicobarese I37, i39, i66 
Niebuhr, C. 4I 
Nigeria I28
night 197, 203, 205, 207, 2i4f., 

2i7f., 231, 245, 247f. 2SI, 25 9 ,
265, 268; midnight 259 

Nihali, see Nahali 
Nikumbha, Nikumbhila 259 
Nilagiri 137, 197, 209
Nile 4, 38, 203
Nindowari 7, io, i6, 20, 53, io] 
Nine Durgas 194; nine gems 196; 

nine planets, see planet; nine 
years 267 

Ninhursag 14, 189 
Ninni 191 
Nintu 189
Nippur 10, 23, 107, 219, 248 
Nisiida 181 
Nissen, H. J. 33 
Nisumbha 259
node, ascending and descending, 

I 99
nomad(ism) 6, 26, 126, 130, 137, 

i5if., 157, 160--2, i64, 165, 167, 
172, 203, 293 

nominative 42, 94, 96 
non-Aryan i33f., 37—42, i5of., 

is4 , i 5 9 , 207f., 223, 233, 24i,
266, 294

non-Harappan 255
Nonnos 2i4
non-Vedic i89, 208
noose (fetter, snare) 2i7f., 237,

24i, 245, 298f.; see also rope 
normalizing 66, i io  

north, northern 109, 200, 203-6, 
2i6, 22if., 223, 24i, 245f., 265, 
276, 300

North Dravidian uo, ij6, i6i, 
i63, i6 5 , i6 9 , i7 4 , i 7 s, 2 0 7 , 
230, 267, 295; b- i 6 3, 207; -e- 
207; k- i 6 3 ; -k- i 6 3 ; I 2i7; l- 
223; x- i 6 3 , 165, 295 

northeast 200, 263, 30i 
Northeast Caucasian i27 
Northern Black Polished Ware is3 
Northern (Kashmir) Neolithic i4i, 

i42, i68, 2si, 294 
North India(n) 4, 58, 109, 117,

i3 3 f., i3 7 , I 5 2 , is3 , i7 of., i7 4 ,
i94, i96, i98f., 225, 264-6 

northwest 200 
Northwest Caucasian i27 
Northwest Frontier Province 2si 
northwest of the Indian

subcontinent 4, i3, i33f., i43, 
i 51- 4 , i 5 7 , i7 of., i7 4 , 20i, 203, 
207

Northwest Semetic i28 
nose 208; nose-ring 227 
Nostratic 46f., 288

nostril 22i
noun, nominal 44, 5i, 86f., 88, 

95-8, i30, i74, i 8i ; see also 
declension 

Nrsimha Bhatta 270 
Nubia i4
nudity (nakedness) 9, i84, i86,

i8 9 f., 2 i 9 , 2 4 7 , 2 5 2 , 2 5 4 , 2 5 9 ,
261, 267 

Nuhato io
number 44, 88, 107, uo, i8o, i9i, 

i9 4 , i9 s, i9 6 , 2 9 3 , 2 9 6 f.; 
(grammatical) 86f., 94, 95; of 
alternatives/possibilities 48, 6i, 
98, 99; of signs/graphemes 33-{),
4i-4, 48, 50, 52, 55, 60, 68, 78,
79, 84, 85, no, 29i; of words 
4 7

numeral 30--3, 43f., 46, 49, 52, 69, 
8if., 87, 88, 100, ioi, 104, 107,
108, 720, i26, i42, i63, i69, 
i9 i, i9 4 , i9 s, i96, 246, 267, 
277, 290, 292, 297; ‘eight’ i 69, 
i98f., 200; octonary system i69, 
296; ‘five’ 49, i99, 22i; ‘four’
5 i, 5 9 , 107, i 0 9 , no, i i 9 ,
i9of., i 9 4 , 245, 246, 269, 276, 
292, 300; fourth day 267; see 
also ‘frame’ of four dots; 
‘hundred’ i45, i50, i69; 
‘hundred and eight’ 259; 
‘hundred thousand’ 240; ‘one’ 
46, 49, 8o, 96, 107, 2ii, 2i6, 
237, 26i , 267; ‘seven’ 88, i94, 
i9s, 20i, 209, 2i6, 22i, 222/, 
224, 228, 24i, 243, 246, 26if., 
2 7 0 , 2 7 5 , 2 7 7 , 2 9 7 ; ‘six’ i9 4 , 
206, 2i6, 22if., 226, 237, 239, 
24i, 243, 247/, 252, 254, 258, 
261, 275, 277; ‘sixth’ 258; 
‘sixteen’ 237; ‘ten’ 52, 82, 107, 
i69, 205; ‘thirty’ 203f., 2i6; 
‘thirty-six’ 204; ‘thousand’
2i5f., 237, 259; ‘three’ 104, 107,
109, iio, iso, i9i, i94, 209, 
2i5-i8, 2i9, 228, 234, 235/, 
240, 24i, 267, 270, 27s/, 277, 
298f.; ‘twelve’ 20i, 203f., 259; 
‘twenty’ 49; ‘twenty-four’ 203f.; 
‘twenty-six’ 203; ‘twenty-seven’ 
20i, 203f., 207, 222; 
‘twenty-eight’ 20i, 203f.; 
‘twenty-nine’ 203f.; ‘two’ 44,
46, 66, 96, 104, 107, 709, i9i, 
i96, 207, 209, 211, 2i5f., 221, 
230, 23i, 247, 253, 255, 299; see 
also couple; pair

numerical: classifier 5i; tablet 30,
3 i

nun 262
Nuristan(i) i34, i3s, i43, i52, 

is6, i65, i66, 294 
nurse, nursing 206, 224, 26i, 268, 

27 5  ■
nymph i95, 268

oath i45, i47, i5i, i90 
obelisk 4i
object (thing) 8f., 29, 32f., 5i, 69, 

102-4, 2i6; inscribed (see also

text) 64, 69, 82f., 89, i06-2i, 
227, 273, 292; (grammatical) 87, 
88, 89, 98

oblique case 60, 94, 96 
obstacles to decipherment

(difficuMes) 3, 42, 45, 47f., 50, 
119, i33, 278, 285 

obverse of seal/tablet ii, 32, 36,
83, 9i, 92, i08-i2, i i ] ,  226/, 
2 3 3 , 2 3 4 , 2 4 6 , 2 5 5  

ocean, see sea
occupation (profession) 8, 45, ii7,

ii9
occurrence, see co-occurrence; 

frequency of occurrence; 
position (distribution)

Ochre Coloured Pottery (OCP)
i 5 3 f.i ^  2 95 

Odyssey 222 
offering, see sacrifice 
office, official 115-3, 119C, i 6 2, 

i8o, 293; see also administration 
O’Flahcrty, W. D. 224, 264 
oil 9, 30; oil lamp 2i6 
Okhos i50
Old Akkadian, see Akkadian 
Old Assyrian 115 
Old Babylonian period i8, ii9, 

ij2, i70, i8i, 204; seal ii9 
Old Indo-Aryan, see Sanskrit 
Old Iranian i29, 262, 295 
Old Ossetic i29
Old Persian cuneiform script and 

inscriptions 4if., 83, i29, i49; 
language 4, 5, 4if., i29, i33, 
i43, is6: Aniihitii 262; Biibirus 
5, i4; Biixtris 5; Dalza 5, i49f.; 
dalzyu i50; dipi 56; Gandara 5, 
i3; Hindus 4, 5; Karmana i3; 
Maka 5, i3; Margus 5; yakii- i3 

Old Slavonic: bogz'f i47 
Old Tamil, see Tamil 
Oman ro, i2f., i7, 22, i30, 286 
omen 20i, 259, 265, 292 
omission (absence, loss) 34, 36, 38, 

42f., 5i, 80, 83, 85, 88-{)i,
95-7, 119, i2i, i74, 220, 234, 
235, 246, 265, 296; see also zero 
variant 

onager i57 
onomastics, see name 
onomatopoeia 47, i68, 267 
Oplziocephalus striatus 263, 264 
Oppenheim, A. L. 2i3f. 
opposition, astronomical, 203, 206, 

263
optional(ity) 36, 8o, 88, 9 5-7 , " ,

i26
oracle bones 20i 
oral tradition 33, 49, 54 
Oraon, see Kurukh 
order i2, i4, 103, 20i; of sides 

82f.; of signs 33f., 55, 64, 69, 
78C, 84, 95, ij2; see also cosmic 
order; word order 

Ordos 203, 298 
organization, social, 22, 24f. 
orientation of planetary icons 20i; 

of signs 32f., 64, 104; of streets 
and buildings 6, 205f., 298
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Orissa 136, 137, 151, 163, 184, 220 
Oriya 134, 1 3 5 ,  166; s in d iira -ta p â  

267, 301; t ip -t ip  267; to p â, topi 

267
Ormuri 129, 166
ornament 9, 15, 209, 213-15, 220, 

266
Oscan 46f.,
Ossetic 129 
ossuary 172 
osteology, see  bone 
Ostyak 145 
Ottakkuttär 270 
otter 196, 297 
outpost, see colony 
oven, see fireplace 
overanalysis of signs 61, 80, 290 
overlap 64, 65, 137 
overseer 80, 215, 275 
O v is  aries, see sheep (domestic) 
O v is  orientalis^ see sheep (wild), 

urial
owner, ownership 4, 17, 29, 52,

54, 61, 69, 78, 9if., 97, i06f., 
115-17, 119, 132, 209f., 227; see 

also property 
ox, see bull 
Oxus 148, 150

pacification, see propitiation 
pack animals 114
package, packing materials (bale of 

goods) 11, 13, 30, i i j , ii4f.,
227

Paddhati i99
Padma-Puriina 241, 259, 269F. 
Pahari 135, 166 
Pahlava 133
Pahlavi (Pehlevi) 41, 129; an âh td  

262
Painted Grey Ware (PGW) 152, 

153,155, 156, 169, 295
painting, painted motif 9, 15, 17, 

21, 22, 29, 52, 53, 54, IO4,
/05/, 158, 159, 180, 181, 183, 
184, 190, 192/, 206, 234, 236, 
240, 241, 246, 248, 251; script 
107

pair 230, 251; of anklets 227; of 
bangles 228; of eyes 215; of 
ear-rings 227; of fishes 184, 
186/, 188, 190, 195, 264, 271, 
275, 297; see a ls o  couple 

Pakistan 4, 6, 11, 62, 129, i33f., 
136, 294

palace 14, 41, 43, 130, 148, 255, 
256, 258

Palaeolithic 29, 203, 287 
Palaic 126, 127 
palette 36
Päli i33f., 168, 170; B â v e r u  14; 

k a k k a ta  232; m ila k k h a  i70; 
p â k â r a  229; r  i4; sugahanam  

232; v a t a -ru k k h a  24i, 300 
Pallava i97, 253 
Pallavaram 173
palm tree i5, 23, 249; palm leaf

54, 69 >
palm squirrel, see squirrel 
Pamir i29, i68

Paficäla 154, i72 
Pancatantra i8i, 232 
Pandaie 270
Piindava 156, i99, 2i6, 243 
Piindya i84, 270 
Pani i49-5i
Pänini i33, i68, 204, 208, 266 
Panjab(i), see Punjab(i) 
papyrus 35
paradigm(atic alternation) 44, 79, 

80, 8if., 88-<)2, 9jf., 95, 96,
97- 8, 99/

paradise myth I02 
Paraiya 220 
‘parallel’ 230
parallelism (interdependence) 

between text and iconography 
4^ 91, J09, ii0, i i i / ,  u5f.,
i2i, 233

Paräsara-Smi;ti 267 
parasol /06 
Parasu-Räma i72 
Paripätal i8i, 230 
Parjï 136, 166, i74, 175, i82; 

co ln gel 2i7; k e l 2i7; p ir c a  230, 
299; t: 230 

park 248 
Parnoi i50
Parpola, A. 4, 62, i7i, 2i9, 232,

235
Parpola, P. 97 
parrot 230 
Parsee 4i 
parsing /oo 
p a r s  p r o  toto 32 
part of speech ioo 
Parthia 5
Parthian 129, i33, i62 
participle 96 
particle, connective 45 
Pärvafi 220, 226, 238, 259, 265 
Pashai (Pasa!) i34, 135, 166 
Pashto 129, i33, i62, 166; câsai 

i45
passport i 15
paste (pigment) 211, 212/, 2i6, 

220f., 229, 264, 267 
‘path’ 230, 245 
Pathan i29, i62 
Patinuppattu 244 
Patna 153, i 6i , i 63 
Patinappälai 230, 233 
PB 5, 206, 208, 224 
pea 9
peace 39, 270
peacock 9, i4, 22, 226, 238, 271 
‘pedestal’ in Indus signs 79; see 

also  ‘linga stand’
‘peg’ 37
Pehlevi, see Pahlavi 
pendant 253, 258
Pengo 136, 175, i82; b o tu  m in 264;

h o ! 2i7 
perforation 3i 
Periplous i70 
Persepolis 4if., 129 
Persian: cuneiform, see Old

Persian; (Achaemenid) empire 4, 
5, i3, 38, 4i f ,  i28f., i33, 156, 
285; Gulf, see Gulf; (modern)

language 4if., 129, 166: /a lâ  

265; see also Iranian; Old 
Persian

Perso-Arabic i34, i63 
Peru 24
Perumpiin. 207, 232, 270 
Peruntokai 230 .
petroglyphs 142, i52, 294 
Pfeiffer, M. 165 
PGS 22i, 237, 243 
PGW, see Painted Grey Ware 
Phalguni(h) 202, 205, 208 
Phaliii;a i34
phallus, phallic 69, i89f., 2i8, 219, 

220-4, 239, 298; see also  
ithyphallic; linga 

pharyngeal 36 
philology 47, i34, i37, i43 
Phoenician IO6; alphabet and texts

37, 38, 292; language 43, i28 
phoneme, phonology 33, 35, 38,

45- ^ 56, 84  89, 97f ., 99, IOI
i62f., i68f., i7i, i75, i96, 2i7, 
287; phonemic writing 38f., 84; 
see also fit

phonetic indicator, see 

determinative
phonetic sign, see phonogram 
phonetic value of a sign 4i-5, 

48-5!, 58, 78f., 102-4, i33, i79, 
231, 240, 272, 274, 275-7 

phonetization 33f., 38, 102 
phonogram, phonography 32-6,

38, 4I, 44, 59, IO3, I74, 272,
274

photography xvi, xviiif, 24, 6if., 
290

phrase 87^2, 95, i26, 287 
phylum, linguistic, 46 
physical anthropology i42, i67, 

294f.
pictogram, pictography 30, 32-9, 

49, 54f., 58, 69, 102-4, 216, 
267f., 272, 274, 277, 292 

picture, pictorial meaning (icon, 
iconic, iconicity) 29, 32, 44, 47, 
49, 5i, 58, 6of., 64, 78, JOO, 
102-4, i2i, i74f., i79, i80, i88, 
i94, i96, 23of., 239, 246, 26i-4, 
267, 270, 272, 274, 275- 7, 278, 
29if., 296, 299

pig 9
pigment, see paste 
pilgrim(age) 107, 225, 244, 300 
pillar (post) 6, 22of., 223f., 245, 

299; see  also sacrificial stake 
pin 1 16, i48 
pincers (tongs) 232 
pine 9, i68
Pinkala-Nikantu i94, 2i7 
pipal (asvattha, F ic u s  religiosa) 22, 

6i, 234, 238f., 244, 258f., 263, 
292; see also fig tree 

Pipru i5of.
Pirak /o, 16, i9, 25, i40, i52, i55,

156, i57-9, 295
Pisces 202, 204
Pit Grave culture 144, i45, i57f.,

294
pit house i42

366

place, place-name i3f., 34, 36, 45, 
50, 107, 115, U7f., i28, i49, 
153/' i70, 293, 296 

plait i49 (motif in seals), 26i 
(hair)

plaksa =  wavy-leaf fig 244, 258 
planet(s) 49, i83, i96-8, 199, 20i, 

204, 207-<}, 2ii, 2i4, 23i, 233f., 
237, 26i, 262, 263, 274, 275-7, 
297--), 30i; eight planets i99; 
five planets i99; nine planets 
( n a v a -g ra h a ) i96, i98, 199/,
20i, 237 

planning 24
plant 9, i7, 32, 34, 49, 78, i37,

i49, 251, 285 
plantain i84, i94 
planting 258
plaque 248, 255; inscribed i io  

plate 233, 268
platform 6, 8, 12, 22, 22i, 222 
Pleiades i94, 202, 204-6, 224-6, 

239, 24i, 243, 26i, 263, 268-70, 
272, 275, 277; =  Krttikäh, q.v. 

plough 9, i68
plural 42, 82, 86f., 94, 95, 230 
point, see dot; of compass, see 

direction 
Polaris 243 
pole 202, 206, 243 
Pole Star 224, 243, 245F., 299F.; see 

also Dhruva; Polaris; Thuban 
police(man) 117, 120 
pollution i90 
Poltavka i52 
polyandry 243 
polyphony 33, 48, 58f. 
polysemy 33, 42, 48, g8f., 85, 87,

I02
pompom 251 
Pomponius Mela i50 
Pontic-Caspian steppes 144, i45, 

146, i 52, 155/, i 57f., i72 
pool i89, i9i, 232, 267 
Pope, M. 40, 277 
Popol Yuh 49, 5i 
population 6, 17, 2i, i67-<}, 295 
Porada, E. i83 
porter, see carrier 
Portuguese 46, i34; a lb ero  de !a iz  

24i; m a rrax o  i88 
position and distribution of 

sign(s)/word(s), etc. 40-5, 48f., 
60, 62, 63, 64, 68f., 78f., 82, 84, 
88-i0i, 104, ii6-i8, i2i, i25, 
i95, 209, 29i; see also  
co-occurrence of signs; location, 
geographic; word order 

‘positional schematism’ 5i, 89 
possession 97
possessive case, see genitive 
post, see pillar; sacrifical stake 
posthole i72, 22i 
postfix 45, 50
Post-Harappan period/cultures i9, 

25, 26, i57-<}, 286f.; 
seals/graffiti 10, i52 

postposition 88, 98 
post-Proto-Elamite 248 
Post-Urban phase 22
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post-Vedic 237, 239
pot, pottery, potsherd (jar, vessel)

3, 5, Sf., 12, 15, 17, 21-2, 24,
26, 30, 33, 36, 4 6 , 52, 54f., 61,
64, 65, 82, 95, 104, /05, 107, 
10 9 / ., II3, 130, 1 3 2 ,  142, 149, 
168, 174, 179, 1 8 0 ,  181, 1 8 3 ,

186, 19of., 1 9 2 - 4 ,  195, 206, ^  
2 3 6 , 240, 2 4 1 ,  277, 286, 292,
297, 300; (Indus sign) see 

sacrificial vessel; bichrome 17; 
black-and-red 22, 1 9 3 ; body of 
the pot 107; firing of pottery 52,
6 5 , 107, 227; ‘goblet’ 25; grey 
ware 148, 155, 1 5 6 ,  1 9 2 / ;  

handled 46'; handmade 15, 17; 
with inscriptions 3, 22, 64, 6 5 , 

82, 95, 107, 179, 292; see also  

potter’s marks; legged 46; plain 
15, 22, 24, 52; polychrome 17, 
1 9 2 / ,  216; rim 107; pot with 
seal stamp 107, 113, 215, 248, 
2 5 0 ,  2 7 5 ; storage jar 17, 22, 107; 
see also names of specific 
ceramics; graffiti; painted motif; 
potter’s mark; sacrificial pot; 
water-pot

potency, see virility 
potter’s mark 17h, 29, 52h, S 3 ,  54, 

57, 62, 69, 107, 179, 183, 233, 
287f.; see also graffito 

potter’s wheel 15, 168 
Potwar 142 '
powder 5 6 , 259, 265-7, 270, 272;

see a ls o  flour 
power 224, 270
Prabhäs(a) Pätan 7 ,  /o , 2 5 , 258 
Pradyumna 189, 297 
Prajäpati 197, 206, 221, 234, 238, 

262f., 267f., 270, 301 
Prakrit (Middle Indo-Aryan) 133, 

143, 151, i 54f., 170, 241, 267; 
a y y a  172; d ip i 56; ma-gara-, 
m a y a ra  188; mina. 182; nemeso 

238; -sa- I 17; su k k a  60; tippt 

267; * v a t t a  300 
Prakritization 169 
Prasna-Upanisad 208 
Prasun 134, 1 3  s ,  16 6  

Prater, S. H. 103 
pravargya 221 
prayer 256, 2 7 6  

Pre-Aryan 145 
pre-Aryan 207—̂ 
precession of the equinoxes 204,

2 4 3

predicative 121 
prefix 45, 48, 50, 84, 96, I 5 I 
pregnancy, pregnant 206, 217, 224, 

2 2 8 , 229, 238f., 259, 262, 267f., 
272, 2 7 6 , 301; see also  

conception
pre-Harappan culture / o , 21 
Pre-Indo-European 145 
premodification 97, i25f. 
preposition 48, 8 8 , 106, 130; ‘to’ 

48, 106, 130 ».
preservation 62, 78f., no, i / / f  ' 
pre-Vedic Indian elements in the 

Veda xvi, 4, 184, 234, 264

priest 61, 106, 10 7 , no, n6f., 
i2 i  1 3 2 -, ^ , i80

188, I 9 0 , 191, 201, 209, 2II,
216, 222, 2 2 3 ,  258f., 26lf., 268,
270, 2 7 7

priestess 219, 2 5 6 ,  258, 261, 300 
‘priest-king’ statue 211, 2 1 2 ,  

214-18, 266, 298, 301 
prince 13, / 0 6 , 241, 258f. 
princess 24of., 270 
Prinsep, J. 5f. 
procession no 
profession, see occupation 
prohibitions 208—10, 267 
pronoun, personal 43, 16 6 , 167, 

170; first person sing. 43, 1 0 7 ,  

117, 119; first person pl. 1 6 6 ,  
167, 170; second person sing. 
and pl. 43, 119, 121, 2 5 2 ; third 
person sing. 119 

pronunciation 34, 40, 42, i02f. 
proof, see validation 
property 17, 29, 97, 115, 121; see 

also owner 
prophecy 24i
propitiation (appeasement, 

pacification) 198, 224, 233,
237f., 258, 263 

Proskouriakoff, T. 50 
P ro s o p is  spicigera- 239 
protection, protector (guardian, 

tutelary) 6, ii2f., n6, 199,
207 <j, 214, 222, 228, 237-9, 
245, 256, 258f., 262f., 265, 270,
30i

Proto-Aryan i44f., i S S ,  i57f., 294; 
a i v a -  i57f.

Proto-Dardic 152, 1 5 6  

Proto-Dravidian, see Dravidian 
Proto-Elamite 128, 130; art and 

civilization 17, 21—2, 53, /0 6 , 

152, 186, 1 8 7 ,  247f., 2 4 9 - 5 1  

286; influence on Indus 
Civilization 53, 9 1 ,  script and 
tablets I 7 ,  i8, 30, 3 I ,  35, 3 6 ,

53, 57, 8 4 , 128, 130, 287—9; seal 
/ 0 6 , 1 8 7 ,  24 9/  287; see also  
Elam(ite); Linear Elamite 

‘Proto-Euphratic’ 128 
Proto-Finno-Permic 145 
Proto-Finno-Ugric, see 

Finno-Ugric
Proto-Indo-Aryan 126, 1 2 7 ,

^ 2  I 5 6
Proto-Indo-European, see 

Indo-European 
Proto-Iranian i48f., I 5 6  

protolanguage 46f.
Protoliterate period I 8 7  
Proto-MägadhT, see MägadhT 
Proto-Nuristani, see Nuristani 
Proto-J}gvedic 152, 1 5 6  

Proto-Samoyedic, see Samoyedic 
Proto-Sauma Aryan, see Sauma 

Aryan
Proto-Scythian, see Scythian 
Proto-Semitic 1 2 7 ,  130; see also 

Semitic
‘Proto-Siva’ (seal) n6, 121, 183F, 

1 8 8 ,  191, 194, 211, 248, 261,

293, 297, 300
Proto-South Dravidian, see South 

Dravidian
Proto-Uralic, see Uralic 
Proto-Volga-Finnic 145 
Proto-Yajurvedic 154, i s s ,  169 
Ptolemy 4 I , i49, i70 
publication, see edition 
‘public space’ 61, 231, 299 
pugilist 255 
Pulayan 265
pun 33, 103, 175, 183, 194-6, 199, 

244, 262; see also homophony 
punch-marks on coins 55, 288, 296 
Punic 45
punishing i90, 2i5, 234, 263,

267f., 30i
Punjab 3, 5, 9, 2 6 , I 3 6 , i52,

I 5 4 - 6 ,  I62, I68, I72, 2 3 6 , 266 
Punjabi (Panjabi) 134, 1 3 s ,  16 6 ;

ch a ttrd  266; t ïk d  266 
Puram 171, 197, 233F, 241, 270 
Puräl).a text 240, 243, 245F, 262 
Puri 220
purification, see lustration 
Pusya 2 0 2 , 204, 208f.
Pusya-gupta 209 
Pusya-yasas 208 
Puzur-InSuSinak 3 5  

puzzle, crossword, 273f., 302 
Pylos 46  

Pyrgi 45

Qlla’at al-Bahrain 1 1 5  

Qltar 130
quality of a seal 24, 54, n6, n9, 

121, 195, 293; of a ‘linga stand’
2i8

quantity 30, 6of., 191, 194, 196 
quarter: of space, see direction; of 

year I i o, 203 
quatrefoil 211, 2 1 3 ,  269 
queen 50, 59, /0 6 , I 3 2 ,  i84, i89, 

i9i, 2i9, 2 2 7 , 256, 258f., 264, 
30i

Quetta 7 , 15, 1 6 , 24, 2 5 , 149, 213 
Quetta Valley 52, 1 9 3 ,  2 6 9 , 301 
Quetta Ware 17 
quiver 239 
quotative 168

Rabinal Achi 49 
race 142, 160 
Rädhä-K^sIJa 209 
radiocarbon, see dating 
Rahman Dheri I0 , I6 , 2 0 , 2i-2, 

52f., 104, 1 0 6 , i92f., 2 3 6 ,  2 5 1 ,  
286

Rähu 199, 2 0 0 , 201, 208, 233, 299
Rähügana 208
Rähula 208
raiding, see robbing
Raigarh i63
railing i09, 2 2 9 , 2 3 8 , 259, 299 
rain, rainy season 9, 10 6 , no, 201,

203, 205, 2i4, 2i7, 254
Räjasthän 2 5 ,  I 3 6 ,  I 6 I ,  i65, i74,

I 9 3
Rajasthani I 3 5  

Räjatarangirn, see Kalhal).a

Räjmahäl Hills 1 6 1 ,  163
Rajput 259, 263
Rakhigarhi 6, 7 , / o ,  2 0

ram 9, 235, 237f., 2 3 9 , 266, 285
Räma 205, 244, 259
Räma-K^sIJa 209
Rämäyal).a i S 3 , 189, 205, 244, 259, 

263, 265f., 
ramparts, see walls 
Ramses III i48 
Ranchi I 6 I ,  i63 
Rangpur 7 ,  /o , 2 5 , 288 
Rann of Kutch i 57 
Rao, S. R. 22i 
Ra’s al-Hadd / o , 286 
Ra’s al-Junayz / o , 12, 22, 286 
Ras Shamra / 0 7 , 128 
Rask, R. 42 
Rästraköta 5 7  

Rati 221
rational marker 225 
rattle 9 
Rau, W. i49
Rauhil).a, Rauhinäyana 208 
Räval).a 259
Ravi 5, 7 , 8, 1 6 ,  2 5 , r j /  
Rawlinson, H. C 42 
ray 206, : i 5, 237, 239, 245, 24^ 

268
razor 269
reading 62; aid 34; 79; mistaken 

47, 56, 6if. 
rebellion i4
rebirth (renewal, resurrection, 

revival) i9i, i94, 206, 2i7f.,
221, 228, 24i

rebus 33, 38F, 60, 88, i02f., i2i, 
i74£., i79, i83f., 23i, 274, 2 7 7 ,
299

reconstruction xvi, 4, 42, 46F, 49, 
5i, 59, 61, 96, i i i / ,  / / 8 ,  i25,
i34, i37, i58, i67, i74f., i8of.,
230, 277

recording, see archives; inventory 
rectangle, rectangular 20 0 ; copper 

tablet no, i / / / \ seal i7, n3 
red 9, ii, i4, i9i, 206, 2n , 2 1 2 / ,

2i 6, 2 I 8 , 22i, 230, 235, 237,
239, 24i, 244f., 262-70, 272, 
2 7 5 , 299; see also  vermilion 

redundancy 79F, 97, 99 
reduplication i95 
reed i i ,  i4, 33, 35, i i3 
referent of the sign 8 4  

refutation 94
registering, see archives; inventory 
regularity, see system(atic) 
relationship, genetic: of languages 

42-8, 87, 89, i26, i33f., i67, 
288; distant 46f., i28, i6i, 288; 
of scripts and marking systems 
53, 56, 58, i04; see a lso  

interrelationship 
relative clause 8 8  

relief, inscriptions in, 64, i07 
religion 47, 5i, i48f., 203f., 287; 

Harappan xvi, 3, 6, 8, 62, i07, 
i09f., 116, i83—<ji, i94-8, 21 1, 
2i3, 2i5f., 2i8 2i, 256, 274, 
277; Indian xvi, i04, i07, i09f.,
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171, 181, i8ßf., 188--1, 194-8, 
ig g f ;  201, 205-10, 214-25, 256, 
272, 274, 2 7 s f, 277, 299; Near 
Eastern 104, 183, i8^^ i, 197, 
211, 2 i3 f, 21g, 235, 274, 277; 
pre-Vedic xvi, 4, 184, 234, 264; 
see also e.g. god; goddess; 
demon; myth; priest(ess); ritual; 
sacrifice; Veda; worship; 
Zarathustra 

renewal, see rebirth 
Renfrew, C. 167
repetition 30, 40, 41, 47, 49, 52f., 

64, 69, 8if., 9of., 92, 96, 107, 
iog, 110, 114, 117, 119, 120,
125, 131, i95f., 215, 218, 275, 
290, 297; see also duplicate; 
iteration

‘responsibility’ 32, 61 
resurrection, see rebirth 
retroflex 140, 163, 165, 166, i67f. 
‘returning’ 33 
Revafi 202, 204 
reverence 256, 258; see also 

worship
reverse of seals/tablets/tags 9, i i ,  

32 , 36, 81, 83, 91, 92, 107, 
108—12, 1 13 ,  116, 131, 180,
226/, 233, 234, 246, 255, 276; 
reversed order/direction 64, 67, 
98f., 109, 110, i i i f ,  205; 
sequences 66; signs 64; 
smoothed reverse 115 

‘revision’ of history 58f. 
revival, see rebirth 
J}gveda, see J}S 
Rgvidhäna 238
rhinoceros 9, ii, i i i ,  i3i, i57,

i86, i88, i9i
rhotacism 223 
rhyme 33 
‘rib’ 102, 291
rice 9, 56, 140, 152, 172, 194, 197, 

200, 229, 259, 267 
rider, riding i49, i72, 293; see also 

mount
righteousness /o6, 190, 215 
ring 9, 2i3, 227, 276, 299; ear-ring 

227, 276, 299; nose-ring 227; sse 
also anklet; bangle 

‘rising’ 223, 299
ritual 6, 45, 5of., 54, n s, i48f., 

151, 154, 172, 204f., 214-22,
223, 224, 256

river (stream) 4-6, 7, Sf., 12, i6,
21, 24, 25, 34, 121, 150, 168,
181, 183, 184, 186, 187, i88f, 
204, 206, 208f., 224, 248, 249, 
252, 254, 268, 285, 296 

road n5, 230
robber, robbery 24, 234, 237, 239, 

256, 276, 299 
robe, see dress 
Roberts, T.J. 103, i57 
Rodiya i37, 138 
RohiriT, rollini 202, 204, 206f.,

243f., 262-5, 267-70, 272, 275, I 
30i; =  Aldebaran, q.v. I

Rohita, rohita i89, 237, 263, 264, 
265, 267f., 272, 275, 30i

Rohri hills 9 
Roh(i)tas i6i, i63 
Rojdi 7, io, 57 
Romance languages 46 
Romanian 46
Rome, Romans 22, i72, 224, 293; 

see also Latin
roof 6, 39, i97, 220, 274, 275, 297 
room 6, 8, i5, 21, io8, 113, 115, 

ii7, z/8, i49, 18 3, 22i, 254,
258

root 39, 24i; aerial 22i, 234, 239, 
24 if, 243-6, 300; lexical 34, 36, 
38, 60, 85, 87, 96, i74f, i8i, 
i95-7, 2i5, 233, 298 

rope (cord, thread) i i , 3i, 113,
114, 116, i86, 187, 206, 237,
24i, 245f., 266, 276, 300; see 
also noose 

Rose, H. A. 266 
Rosetta Stone 4of., 45f. 
rosette 23, i83, 2i3, 214, 249, 251,

30i
route of transport/migration i6, 

i7, 2if., 30, 141, i44, i48 
routine, see formula 
row 8, 30, 32f., 44, 64, 89, 100, 

i98, 2i6, 22i, 222, 226, 227,
243, 26i; see also line 

J}S 3-5, 133, 140, 143, 147, 
i49- 53, i54, i 56, i 58, i65, 
167--, 181, 190, 195, 199, 201, 
203, 205f., 208, 214f., 217,
222f., 228, 234f., 238- 40, 244- 6, 
262f., 268, 294, 300; see also 
Early (J}g)vedic 

Rudhira, rudhira 235, 237 
Rudra 4, i09, 189, 199, 206, 2io, 

224-8, 234f., 237--, 26i, 268f., 
276, 299, 30i; see also Siva; 
Skanda

Rudra-datta 210 
ruins, ruin mound 3-6, 13 
rule-forming 83, 98, zoo 
Russian language 87 
Russian (Soviet) scholars xv, 60, 

96, i44f., i48, i5i, 277, 289 
Rutul xa:dei i96

SA 208
Sahara i5i, 154 
sacrifice (offering) 6i, 107, 115, 

132, i88, i9of., i94, i97, 20of., 
207, 2i0, 2i4-22, 223, 224, 226, 
228f., 231, 235, 237, 239f., 246, 
252, 254, 258-64, 268-70, 272, 
276, 292, 297, 299-30i; 
‘sacrificial inscription’ 60, 107, 
/o9f; sacrificial stake 21, 22of., 
224, 245, 298; sacrificial vessel 
107, /09/, i9of., 194, i95, 226, 
259-6i, 274, 277, 292; see also 
dedication; horse sacrifice; 
human sacrifice; ritual; votive 

sacrificer(s) 2i6-i8, 22if.; 23i;
first i90, 222 

saffron 264
sage (seer) i95, 2i6, 222, 237, 24i, 

243—5, 268, 275; see also. Seven 
Sages

Sahni, D. R. 6 
saint, saintliness 2i6, 228 
St Andrew’s cross 55 
Saka (Saka) 5, i29, i33, i45, i49, 

i72; see also Khotanese; 
Tumshuq

Sakti(sm), Sakta Tantrism i89,
256, 300

salination of fields 24 
Salivahana 6i 
salutation 256 
salvation 270 
Samara i45
Sambara i40, i5i, i89, 294 
santi 239, 263 
Samoyedic 47 
Samsu-iluna 9 
Samvara i5i, 294 
Sanchi (Sancì) 153, 186 
Sangam (Cankam) literature, see 

Tamil 
Sankara 243
Sanskrit (Old Indo-Aryan: Vedic 

q.v.; Epic i33, I56, i69; 
Classical i33, i68, 223) 4f., 42f., 
58, 82, 9i, 104, i33f., i42, 
i68-70, i74, i96-8, 20i, 205, 
207--, 2i7, 222f., 233, 239, 245, 
26i-4, 266f; abhrayanti 205; 
adhrsya-a 258f.; ddhyaksa 2i5; 
aghdh 205; aghora 238; agni i99, 
206, 2i5, 2i7, 22i; agnidh, 
iignidhra, dgnidhriya 2i6, 223; 
ahn 270; aja i89; aja ekapiid 
237; ajiinana 239; dkdsa-gangd 
i8i; aksa i58; aksamdld 244; 
aksaya-vata 244; ambara 262; 
ambhasiim pati i88; angdra(ka) 
209; angdra-prabha 209; 
angiira-setu 209; apabharanifi 
202, 2i6-i8; apabhramsa i34; 
apdni pati i88; apardjitd (pur, 
dis) 256, 263; apsaras 268; 
apiipa 109; arjimih 208; 
arkabimbam arundhata 244; 
arma(ka) 5, 285; aru 244; aritna 
235, 245; arundhati 24i, 243f.; 
arundhati-vata 244; arus.a 235; 
drya i72; asddha 208; asd-dhd 
269; asddhdh 202, 207; iisddhi 
208; dsdpdrnd 259; astu 43; dsn 
i58; asura i49-52, i54; dsura 
i99; asva i58; asvamedha, see 
horse sacrifice; asvattha 202,
239, 244, 258f.; asvattha 259; 
asvattha-panm 238; asvayuj(au) 
202; asvin i47; asvini 202, 204; 
avabhi;,tha 2i7f.; iivirotsava 206; 
babhluia 235; babhru 235; bdhu, 
bdhii 202; baka 232; biila-piti;, 
239; bali 109, 239; bàita 200; 
bekurii, bekuri 206, 268, 298; 
bhaga 2i7, 30i; bhdkuri 206; 
bhdni hi naksatrdni kurvanti 206; 
bhar- 6i; bharani(h) 202, 
2i6-i8; bhekuri 206; bhdta 259; 
bhdtamätä 258; bhûtapriyii 258; 
bilva 220, 299; bindu 264, 267, 
30i; bodhi-nyagrodha 240; 
bi;,haspati 20i, 262f.; budha 208,

262; caitya 109, 259; cakrah 47, 
158; cakra-vartin 106; 
caldksibhrii 239; cartda 233; 
candra 58, 208f., 265, 267; 
candra-bindu 267; candra-gupta 
208f.; candrami naksatre vasati 
207; candra-prabha 209; cas.a 
i89; cattra, cdttra i45; caturasra 
200; cedi 154, 268; citrd 202,
207; culli 2i7; culli-pdsdtia 2i7; 
diikini 30i; dasa i50, 294; diisa
4, i49- 52, i 54, i55, i70, i89,
209, 2i4, 256, 294; diisa 151; 
dasyti i49-5i; deva i47, i5of.; 
dhanisthi 202, 205; dhanus 200; 
dharma i9i, 268; dharma-cakra 
io6p/hA1J(/)ya 207, 2i6f.,
22if., 223; dhruva 224, 243,
300; dhruvam sada}J 246; 
dhdma-ketu 20i; dbrnja 200; 
dine dine 82; dirghacaturasra 
200; divicara grahdh 20i, 233; 
-dra 235; dramila, dravida i70; 
drapsa 268, 272; drs.ac-culli 2i7; 
d/;sad 2i7; drsadvati 5, 154; 
durädharsa 259; durga, durgd 
256, 258, 26i; durga-tarani 263; 
eka 232; ekaparm 259; 
ekapatdld 259; ganga 26, 54, 
i33, i40, 141, i 52, 153-6; 
garbha 228, 239, 268; 
garbhagi;,ha 228; godhiima i65; 
grabh- 233, 239; grah- 233, 269; 
graha i99, 20i, 232f., 237--,
276, 299; griiha i88, i9i; grbhita 
239; gi;,Mta 237; guha, guha 228; 
guhya 207f. ; hara 234, 276; 
hastia i9i; hiranya 266; 
hiraitya-garbha 268; hotrii, 
hotrû'7 222; hr/w 270; /iii i58; 
jatii 243, 300; jatila 243f., 300; 
jatilii 239, 243f., 300; jaya-durgd 
259, 26i, 30i; jayanti 269; )has.a 
i88-()0; jyestha 24i; jyesthd 202, 
24i, 263; jyotis_iim agryd 263; -k- 
207; kacchapa i97; kiima 23of., 
239; kamatha i97; karkata 232; 
kdrttika 204; kiirttikeya 206, 
224f.; kartti;, i45; ketavah, ketu 
i99, 200, 245, 300; khadga i9i; 
khdla i65, i68; khara 223; 
kharostha 56; kinnara 299; kotta 
i70, 256; kottavi 256, 261; ki;,t- 
krpndtti i45, 269; krttikdh 202, 
204H), 224f., 269; ksurii, 
ks.ura-dhiirii 269; kumiira 225, 
228, 230, 235, 237; 
kumiira-piti;,-mesa 239; 
kimiira-sambhava 224; kumiri 
227; kunkuma 264; kiirma i88, 
i97; 1- i68, 299; laldma 269; 
laldta 266; laldtikd, lä ldtikä  266; 
fingala i68; lipi 56; lohita 269; 
magadha i33, 154, i55; maghiilJ 
202, 205; mahdvrata 205; 
mahisa, mahis.i 2i9; makara 
i88f., 297; makara-dhvaja i89; 
*makarasa i88; mandäka 58; 
mangala 209; mangalaka i84; 
mahdvrata 256, 300; mahis.a i9i;
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m a h isâ su ra  254 etc.; 
m a h is â su r a -m a rd in i 254; m â ta ra h  

259, 301; m atsya- 59, 1 5 4 ,
188--1, 263;
m a ts y a -d v iid a H -v ra ta  190; 
m a ts y a -n y â y a  270; m a tsya -sü p a  

189; m a tsy a -y u g a  184; 
m a tsya -yü sa  189; m atsyo  

m a h â d y u tih  195; m à y â  151, 190, 
199; m e g h a y a n tî 205; m esa-nana  
238; m e th î 224; m in a  59, 180,
182, 189, 268, 272, 296; 
m in â k â ra  270; rn in â k si 270; 
m in a -m ith u n a  184; m iiij- 182,
296; m ith u n a  184, 263; m itra  

147, 151; m leccha 170, 296; 
m f,gasiras, m f,gasîrsa 194, 2 0 2 ,  

218, 275; m rtyu  201, 218; rnûkha  

165, 168; m ula 2 0 2 , 208f.; 
m u n aya h , m u n i 245; m uta  109; 
nâ g a  194; n a g ara  170; 
na ig a m esa , n a ig a m eya  2 3 8 ';  n â k ra  

188, 297; n aksatra- 201, etc.; 
n a ra  191; n àsatya- 147; 
n a v a -g ra h a  198, etc.; n a v a -tm tii  
I96; n a v a - r â t r i 256, etc.; 
n ejam esa, n e ja m eya  238; 
n e tra -b ija  270; nihitâsa- u ccâ  245; 
n iku m b h a, n iku m bh ilâ- 259; 
nisum bha 259; n y a g ro d h a  240, 
244-6, 258f.; n y aiïco  n y a g ro d h â  

rohanti 246; n y iiy a  243; o u i 270; 
p a l l i  170; p a n c a g a v y a  221; 
p a n c a k o n a  2 0 0 ; p a n g u  197; p a n i  

149-51; p iip m a n  218; p â sâ lJa  

217; p a su  196; p a ia  54; 
p â t a ( k a ) ,  p â t i  170; p â th ïn a  264; 
p a t i- v r a t a  240, 264; p a t ta  54; 
p a t ta n a  170; p h d la - 168; 
p h a lg u n i( h )  2 0 2 , 205, 208; 
p ip p a la  258; p ip r u  I50f.; p la k s a  
244; p f,-  ( p ip a r t i ,  p r n â t i)  I 50; 
p r â k â r a  229; p râ k f,ta -b h â sâ  133; 
p u n is a v a n a  221; p u n d ra  1 5 4 ,

169; p u r  256, 294; p iirm -k u m b h a  

184; p u ritsa  268; p ü r v a ,  p ù r v e  

2 0 2 , 204; p u s y a  2 0 2 , 204, 208f.; 
p iis y a -g iip t a  209; - r -  207; r a b h -  

233; ra h a sy a  207; râ h u  109, 2 0 0 , 
201, 208, 233, 299; r â ja - r à ja  82; 
râ-jasüya 215; ra jju  300; 
r â k t i- p a t i  [sic for r à tr i-p a t i] 265; 
ra rz a-tila ka  270; r a n g a v a ll i 288; 
râ s i 201; ra sm i 237, 245; ra th a  

185; r a u d r i  269; ra u h in a- 244; 
r e v a t i  2 0 2 , 204; rk sâ h  222; ro h in , 

rohirza 244; r o h if i i  2 0 2 , 204,
206f., 243f., 262-5, 267-70, 272, 
2 7 5 ,  301; ro h im -c a n d r a -s a y a m -  

v r a ta  265; ro h it 206; ro h ita  189, 
237, 263, 2 6 4 , 265, 267f., 270, 
272, 2 7 5 ;  ro h ita -m a tsy a  191; f,si, 
rs a y a li 222, 245; f,ta- 151; r u d -  

225, 235, 237; ru d d h â  243; ru d h -  

243f.; ru d h ira  235, 237; ru d ra  

235 and passim ; ru h - 244, 246; 
sa - i s i ; sa b a ra  I5I, 1 5 4 ; >
sa h a m â n â  269; sa k a ta  263, 269 ;̂' 
s a k a ta c a k râ k sa  270; s a k u la , sâla  

I84, I89, I94, 263, 2 6 4 , 272,

301; s a iy a  61; sam - 151; sam bara  

140, 151, 294; sam i 239, 263; 
sa m -râ j 151; sam sk f,ta-b h âsâ  133; 
sa n iv a ra  151, 294; s a m v a ra ija  

151; san a isca ra  197; san i 197, 
20i ; s â n ti 198; sapta  h o trâ h  222; 
*sapta-lin ga- 222; sapta- r s a y a l  

222; sa ra b h a  189, 261; sa ra b h a -  

d h v a ja  261, 301; s â r a d â  256; 
s â r a d ip u r  256; s a r a s v a t i 5, 9, 
1 5 4 ;  sârd-üla 191; s a r v a  147; 
s a sth i 229, 258, 301; sata  61; 
sata- 145; satarud-riya 299; 
sau b h äa g a  264; s a u tr â m a lJ i 218; 
sa v itf, 263; s â v i t r i  203, 24of.,
263; s â v it r i-v r a t a  240; sa y a n a  

265; s ir n u m â r a  189, 297; sindhu  

4, 1 5 4 ;  s in d ù r a -d â n a  265f; 
sisu m â ra  188, 297; s iv a  234; 
ska m b h a  22of.; s k a n d - ,  cask an da  

268; sk a n d a  230, 261, etc.; 
sk a n d a -g ra h a  237, 300; som a  

149, I5if., 205, 207f.; sravairn  

2 0 2 , 208; s ra v is th â ii 2 0 2 , 205; 
sriiti 270; s r i-v r k s a  259; sr,nga 

188; stambha- 220; su -g ra h a tm  

232; su k ra  60, 201; su-palâsa- 

244; su-p a rn a -k t;,ta -ia k sa n a  244; 
su râ  259; sûrpa  20 0; sü ry a  128, 
208, 215, 221; su va stu  1 5 4 ;  s v a - ,  

sv iim in  97; s v a r  215; sva rb h â n u

199, 301; -s y a  117; syàma- 197; 
syâ m â n g a  197; tâm ra  235; ta p as  

224; tâ râ  209, 233, 262f., 30I; 
tâ râ g a n a p a t i 265; tâ r a y a t i 262; 
tâ rp y a  215-18, 298; t ik â , tik â  

264, 266; tila- 264; ti/a k a  264-7, 
270, 2 7 5 ;  tim i I88; t im i-d h v a ja  

189; tim ingila- 188; trikoirn  2 0 0 ; 

tr ip u ra , tr ip u râ  150, 238, 256; 
trisiila- 270; tr,p- 215; tvesd-ratha- 

158; - t v i  152; u g ra -t â r à  263; 
u lü k h a la  175; u ru k a ra  175; 
u tta ra , u tta re  2 0 2 ,  204; 
iittara-m a d-ra  1 5 4 ;  v â c  206, 268; 
v a h -  158; v a h a n a  61; vana-d-urgâ- 

259, 301; van dan iyâ- 259; v a rc in  

151; v a r m b ija k o s a  289; 
v a r s a y a n t i 205; v a r u iJa  I47, I5I, 
245; v a r im a -s a v a  215; v a s -  207; 
v a s â t i  154; v a t ik a ra tm  302; vaia- 

240f., 245, 258, 300; v a ta -d ru m a  

241; v a ta -m â ta ra h  259; 
v â t a -r a jju  245; v â t a -ra s a n a  245; 
v â t a -ra s m i 245; 
v a ta -s â v itn '-v ra ta - 241; 
vata-vt;,ksa 2 3 9 , 241; 
v a t a - y a k s i f i i 259; v e d ik â  2 2 9 ;  

v e k u râ , v e k u r i  206; v e m i-y a s t i  

109; v ija y a -d a s a m i 194, 256; 
v ilo h ita  235; v ir â t ,  v ir â ta  268; 
v is â k h a  237f.; v is â k h e  2 0 2 ,  205; 
v is u v a t  205, 298; vîvad-ha 109; 
V f,- 151; vrata- 24of., 265; vrâtya- 

256, 300; v râ ty a -s to m a  256, 300; 
v r ih i I4o; v f,k s a -s d y ik â  103; 
vrksikâ- 258; vf,ta 241, 300; v rtta

20 0 , 241, 300; v y à g h r a  191; 
y â d a s â m  p a t i  188; y a k s a , y a k s i,  

y a k s irn  194, 229, 259, 301;

y a m u n â  26 , 130, 1 5 4 ;  y o g m i  301; 
y o n i 217-21, 224, 259, 301; y u g a  

201; y iip a  221, 2 2 3  

Santali 137, 16 6  

Sarada 256
Sarai Khola 7 , i o , 2 0 , 52f., 1 4 1 ,  

142, 168
Sarasvati 5, 9, 1 5 4 ,  181, 206f., 2 7 1  

Sargalisarri 2 5 2  

Sargon 14, 18, 248, 254 
Sarianidi, V. I. I48f.
Sarikoli 129, 16 6  

Sarmatian 129, 294 
Sarre cylinder 2 5 2  

Sarva I47 
Sassanid 4if.
Sasthr 229, 258, 301 
Sätavähana 61 
Satam 145, 158, 294 
Saturday 259
Saturn 197, 1 9 9 / ., 201, 237, 274,

2 7 5 , 297
Satyavat 2 4 1 ,  245 
Saudi Arabia 30, 130 
Sauma Aryan 149, I5if., 1 5 6 ;  see 

also Soma 
Saumayana 208 
Saurasenì 133 
Saurashtra II, I70, 258 
Sauräyaiii 208 
Saurva I47 
sautrâmanï 218 
Sauvfra 1 5 4 ,  209 
Sävatthr 229 
Savitj 263, 265
Sävitrf 203, 210, 240, 2 4 1 ,  244, 

263-5, 300
Sàvitrî-vrata 24of., 300 
Säyaiia 233 
Sayce, A. H. 42f.
SB 109, 150, 154, 170 I75, I90, 

205—8, 215-18, 222, 224-6, 228, 
234f., 237f., 24I, 245f., 268-70

SB 207
sceptre 80, 270 
Schlegel, A. W. 189 
Schmidt, M. 43 
school (scribal) 32, i 17 
Schrapel, D. 289 
science, scientific research 3, 54, 

285
Scorpio 2 0 2  

scorpion 2 3 ,  2 4 9  

scribe 31-4, 36, 38, 42, 54, Ir7, 
I I9, 1 8 7 ,  2 5 2

script(s) 18; matched with 
language 48, 51; see a lso  fit; 
unknown 44, 47f.; see also  

scripts mentioned under 
alphabetic, cuneiform and 
hieroglyphic scripts; Aegean; 
Aramaic; Chinese; Cypriot; 
Cypro-Minoan; Indus; Linear 
A/B; Linear Elamite; 
Proto-Elamite; Sumerian archaic 

Scythian 145, 1 5 6 ,  172, 294' 
Scytho-Sarmatian 1 2 9  

sea (ocean) 9, 11-14 , 22, 38, 53, 
129-31, I33f., 170, 172, 188-91,
I99, 222, 2 7 5 , 296

sea-wood 14
seal(s) 30-2, 88, 9if., 97, 113-21, 

292; Akkadian xvi, 85, 117, 119, 
131, 1 3 2 , 1 8 7 , 188, 2 5 2 , 2 5 4 ,
255; from Altin Tepe i o , 22, 
286; BMAC 148, 152, 168, 203, 
2 5 5 [ ,  298; carelessly/carefully 
carved 69, 116, 121; Chinese 
119, 293; compartmented 17, 
152, 2 5 5 '; copper 17; Dilmun 
130, r8 3 ,  2 1 9 , 273, 2 7 4 , 286,
302; Early Dynastic 1 0 6 , 117, 
2 1 9 ,  2 4 7 / ;  Early Harappan i o , 

I7, 2I, 53, I52; edge I83; 
Egyptian I 19; find places i o ,

61, 64, 1 1 5 ,  117, i i 8 ; foreign in 
Indus Valley 62; forged seal 
stamp i i 5; with geometrical 
motifs 17, 24, 62; golden 2 5 5 ;  

Gulf i o , i i , 114, 1 1 5 ,  I30f.,
133, 2 19 , 286; Harappan 3f., 6, 

9, i o , 2if., 54, 58, 62, 6 5 / ,  8 2 ,  
88, 91, 9 2 , 107, 1 0 8 , 113-21, 
i 8 o / ,  184, 1 8 5 ,  1 8 8 , 194, 1 9 5 ,  

215, 224, 226, 2 2 8 , 2 3 1 / . ,  234, 
2 4 3 , 246, 2 5 0 ,  2 5 2 - 4 ,  2 5 6 ,  26 0 , 

261, 292f.; from the Near East
9, i o , II, 1 1 3 ,  125, 130, 1 3 1 / ;
133, 1 8 1 ,  18 6 , 2 1 9 ,  273, 286,
293, 297; Hittite bilingual 43; 
hollow 1 16, 293; (classical) 
Indian 115-17, 119, 293; 
inscription 54, 59, 85, 116-21, 
2 5 2 ,  2 5 4 , 256, 260f., 263, 270, 
293; Iranian 18 7 '; Jhukar 168, 
174; large 10 8 , n6f., 121, 19 5 ';  

Late Harappan i o , 54, 55; 
manufacture n6, 292; 
mass-produced n6; 
Mesopotamian xvi, i i , 113-17,
119, 121, 194, 287, 292f.; 
Minoan 43; official n6, 119,
1 2 0 ; Old Babylonian 119; Ordos 
203, 298; Post-Harappan (Pirak, 
Swat) io, 152; presentation 119; 
prismatic i o ; Proto-Elamite 1 0 6 ,  

1 8 7 ,  2 4 9 [ ,  287; quality of 24,
54, 116, 119, 121, 195, 293;
rectangular 17, I 13; round i o ,

i i , 17, I30f., 1 3 2 , 1 8 3 , 1 8 7 ,
2 1 9 ; square 9, i o , 22, 54, 1 1 3 ,

1 2 0 ,  1 3 1 / ,  2 5 4 ,  255, 288; 
stamp(ing of a) 18, 30, 64, 1 1 3 ,  

Ii4f. (forged), 227, 273; as 
status symbol n6; Sumerian 36, 
5 7 ,  2 1 9 ,  287; Syrian-style 18 4 ;  

as talisman n6, 293; types 9,
1 0 , i i , 113, 292f.; Ur III 117, 
119; use of 91, 107, 1 1 3 —1 5 ,  

n6-:n, 292f.; votive 119; worn 
on person n6; see also cylinder; 
‘fig deity’; impression of; 
‘Proto-Siva’; pot with seal 
stamp; size

sealing 30, 107, 292f.; see a lso  

impression; stamp(ing of a) seal 
season 17, 162, 16 4 , 165, 203—7, 

254
seat(ed) 17, 36, 50, 1 3 2 ,  183, 1 8 5 ,  

203, 211, 247f., 249, 2 5 2 ;  see



Index

also chair; throne 
secrecy, secret 189fr, 215, 228,

256; name 207f.
sectarian mark 56, 264, 269, 301 
security 113, 114 
seed, see semen
‘seeing’ (looking) i8i , I90, 2I5,

220, 243-5, 270 
seer, see sage
segmentation of texts, see division 
Sehwan 11
Seistan (Sistan) io, 17, 21—2, 25, 

26, 52, 128, 148, 152, 155/, 
i6 if., 192

seizer, seizing, seizure (grasping) 
131, 190, 201, 232-4, 237, 239f., 
244, 269, 276f., 299 

semantic indicator, see 

determinative 
semantic(s), see meaning 
semen (seed) 189, 195, 206f.,

22of., 224, 268, 272 
semicircle 52, 78, 82, 107, 1 0 8  

Semitic: (West Semitic) alphabet 
18, 36, 3 7 , 38, 56, 84, 174, 287; 
languages 31, 34-6, 42, 86, 127, 
128, I3of., 293; ’ä lep h  38; 'b 38; 
m w  36; see also

East/South/(North)west Semitic 
‘semi-variable’ sign 60, 96 
semivowel 38 
Sennacherib 191 
sentence 87-9, 98, 99/, 287 
separation 206, 241, 260 
sequence: cultural 15—25; of signs 

29, 3 S , 53, 59, 64, 66, 69, 93, 
98f., I3I, I32, I94-6, 222f., 
226/, 230, 232, 275^  293 

serpentine, see steatite 
servant, servile 119, 121, 186, 188, 

190, 215, 252, 254, 261, 270,
277

S e sa m iim  in d ia m i 9, 169, 296;
sesamum seed 264 

settlement, see site(s)
Seven Mothers 228, 261, 301 
Seven Sages 190, 195, 206, 222, 

224, 241, 243-5, 261, 268, 275,
297f.

Sewell, R. B. S. 157 
sewing 2I4, 2I6
sexuality 189, 218-21, 223f., 23of., 

239, 256, 262, 270 
sexual intercourse 184, 206f., 219, 

22of., 224, 226, 238f., 256/,
264, 267f., 270, 298 

SGS 238, 243 
shadow 206
Shahdad 17, 23, 25, 152 
Shahr-i Sokhta io, 16, 17, 22, 23, 

25, 52, 128, 148, 192, 269, 286,
30I

Shah, S. G. M. 62 
Shang dynasty 107, 201 
Shankara Bhat, D. N. 165 
shape (form) 11, 17, 30, 38, 42,

44, 50, 54, 56, 64, 69, 78 f  1 ^  
107, i l i / ,  I I ] , 191, 194, 196O, 
2i6f., 219, 224, 237, 239, 246, 
255, 258f., 261, 263, 266f.,

269f., 272, 278, 292; abstract 32, 
35, 38, 50, 103, 278; linear 53, 
55f., 69; round 104, 198, 266, 
290

shark i88f.
Sharma, A. K. I 57 
sheep 9, 15, 30, 32, 119, 259; 

domestic 157; ewe 30; urial 
(wild) ram 9, I57, 285 

shell 9, 15, 49, 104, no, 117, 197, 
209, 213, 253; conch 104, no; 
cowry 253 

shell-cutter I 17 
sheora tree 259 
Sheorajpur 54, 55, 288 
shepherd 119
Shina (Siria) 134, 135, 142, 166 
‘shining’ 59f., i8 if., I95f., 220,

235, 275
ship (boat) 8, iif., 13-14, 2if., 36, 

172, 188, I9of., 275, 218, 248,
275, 292

shoot (of tree) 221, 244 
shorthand 34
Shortug(h)ai 7, io, 16, 22, 25, 148
shoulder pole, see carrying-yoke
shrine, see temple
Shughni 729, 166
Shulman, D. D. 270
Sialk i7, I72
Siberia 47, 126, 142, 145, 161,

224, 293
sibilant I 5 I
Sibri io, 24, 25, 149, 157 
sickle 15
side 237; ofinscribed object 65, 

82f., 107, no, 215, 218, 219; 
uninscribed 62; see also obverse; 
reverse

sign(s) (of a script); abstract 32,
35, 38, 50, 278; angular 32, 53, 
69, i04, 290; boundaries 69,
290; composition of Maya 50; 
conflation of 33, 68, 78; 
‘constant’ 60, 96; cramped 64, 
65; definition of 98; distinct, see 
grapheme; elimination of rare 
33; identical 35, 42, 98f.; nearly 
identical 44; intermediate forms 
69; modification 33; new 79; 
non-terminal i00; order of 33f., 
55, 64, 69, 78f., 84, 95, i ]2; 
orientation of 32f., 64; 
overanalysis of 61, 80, 290; 
painted 107; ‘semi-variable’ 60, 
96; ‘simple’ 79, 81, 90, 97,
I95f.; simplification of forms 38, 
69, i03f., I96, 278; single 55,
80,82, 83-5, 91, 95, 97,107, 
110, hi/ , 120, 183, 227, 276; 
syllabic 34f., 43, 48, 50, 58, 85, 
96; ‘variable’ 60, 96; variant, see 

allograph; see also  co-occurrence 
of; frequency of occurrence of; 
interior of; interrelationships 
between; ligature; logogram; 
meaning; number of; phonetic 
interrelationships between; 
phonetic value of; phonogram; 
pictogram; position and

distribution of; sequence; shape 
sign list 3I, 33, 42, 62, 70-8, 79,

287, 289f.
Sikkim 134, 136, 142 
silt 24
S ih ir i is  p e lo r iiis  264 
Silva Figueroa, Don Garcia 41 
silver 14, 107, 148, 191 
Silvestre de Sacy, A. I. 40-2 
Simbishuk 35
similarity 32fr, 44, 47, 53, 5 f  58, 

59, 61, 69, 78-81, 87, 97-9, 
100-1, 102—4, 196 

simile 209
simplification: of sign forms 38,

69, 103fr, 196, 278; of the 
writing system 35f., 38 

sin, see evil 
Siria, see Shina 
Sinai 36, 37, 38
Sind(h) 4, 6, 9, II, I4-I7, 2I, 25,

26, 134, 136, 149, 152, 155/, 
i 6j , 162fr, 164, 165, 170, 174, 
209, 236, 248, 251 

Sindhi language and people 13,
^  3 5  i 6 f  i66, 3 0  20̂  
289; (related to the Indus 
script) 298; b e r i  13; c a n d ii 209; 
däsu  209; d ü n d i 13;
M o e n - jo -d a r o  13;
M o h a n - jo -d a r o , M o h e n - jo -d a ro  

13; tharo 13; tipo  267 
Sindhu 4, 154, 285 
singular 42, 86f., 94, 95 
Sinhalese 134, 135, 166, i8if. ;

m ord, m u v a rä  188 
Sinitic 143
Sino-Tibetan 134, 142, 143, 166,

294
Sintashta 151, 152 
Siraiki 162fr; brähö 162 
Sirius 203 
sissoo tree 13fr 
sister 162, 259 (elder)
Srtä 205
sites (settlements): Early Harappan 

17, 20, 21; Mature Harappan 
and late Kot Dijian 5f., 7, 285; 
Megalithic of South India 173; 
Mitanni 147; Late and 
Post-Harappan 25; NBPW 153; 
Northern Neolithic 141; Painted 
Grey Ware 153; Proto-Elamite 
and Elamite 17; Timber Grave 
and Andronovo 146; and traffic 
routes in Indo-Iranian 
borderlands 16; Yang Shao 
Neolithic of China 141; see also  

find places of Indus seals and 
inscriptions

Siva 4, n6, 189, 198, ■ 199, 206, 
2l8, 220, 22If., 224 226, 233fr, 
238fr, 264fr, 268, 3oof.; see  also  

Rudra; Skanda 
Siva-Purar.ia 224, 239 
size 6, 8, 2if., 30, 32f., 64, 107, 

108, no, i l i ,  i i ] ,  Ii6f., 216, 
243, 293; see also seals, large 

Skanda Io9, I89, 206, 224-30, 
234f., 237-<J, 258f., 261, 268,

271, 299fr; see also Karttikeya; 
Murukan; Rudra; Siva; 
Subrahmanya 

Skanda-graha 237, 300 
Skandapasmara 238 
Skanda-Purar.ia 189, 237, 24of., 

244, 259, 263
skeletons I42; unburied 24 
skin 109, 217, 226, 247; colour 

I4f., 150, I96f., 235, 25i  275; 
see also hide 

skirt 253, 260, 261 
skull I94
sky (heaven) 51, 79, 181, i83f., 

196, 201, 203-7, 213-16, 218,
22if., 231, 233, 244, ^  247, 
258, 262f., 265, 268f., 272, 275, 
296; see also An 

‘sky garment’ 2I4, 2I8, 298 
slab, inscribed, 110 
Slav 150
slave 33, 117, 121, 150, 208 
Slavic I45 
sling 9
slot (sentence position) 89-94
smell 194, 244̂
smith 8, 117, 232
Smith, G. 43
Smith, S. 66
smoke (fumigation) 199, 201, 221,

237, 239
snake (cobra) 9, 23, 37, 51, 59,

I09, I84, l86, I94, I99, 208,
2I7, 226, 233, 248, 249, 252

snakehead fish 263, 264 
snare, see noose
social: class 205, 270; structure 17, 

22, 24, 30, 6i, 116, 133, 148,
170, 171, 207-9, 285

soda ii 
Sogdian 129 
soil, see ground; earth 
solstice 110, 203, 205, 298 
Soma 149, i5 if., 205, 207fr, 216, 

22lf., 223, 240, 262fr, 268, 294, 
301; see also moon; Sauma 

Somali(a) i28 
Son 161, 163
son 35, 43, 48, 61, 119, 121, 130, 

162, 184 i88f., 191, 206 208fr, 
221, 224, 228-30, 234, 237- <J 
252, 258f., 262, 268; see also  

child
son-in-law I 19 
song (singing) 54, 22I 
Sora 139, 151, 766 
sorceress, sorcery 5, 208 
Sothi 20; Sothi Ware and culture 

20, 21, 154
sound 32fr, 41, 46, 102fr 
sources, primary, 6if. 
south 195, 200, 203-5, 221 
South Asia(n) 126, 143fr; history 

and culture 285 (see a lso  

history); languages xvi, 4, 
133-42, 166, 293-5 

South Canara, see South Kanara 
South Caucasian 127 
South-Central Dravidian 736, 174,

775

370
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South Dravidian ij6, 15 5 , 169, 
i74f., 217, 227, 234f., 264, 296;
0- 217; e(((u) 169; kòl 235, 299; 
köli 234, 237, 239f., 276, 299;
PiPil 246; palli 170; iitay 97 

southeast 200 
Southeast Asia 57, 137 
Southern Neolithic 172, 174, 296 
South India 11, 55, 56/, 59, 109, 

117, 134, 137, 161, 168-72, i7 j, 
174, 191, i97f., 199/, 2o8f.,
217, 22of., 225f., 243, 253, 258, 
260, 262, 264, 266f., 269f., 288, 
296

South Kanara (Canara) 165, 209;
see also Kanara 

South Semitic 127, 128 
southwest 200 
Soviet, see Russian 
space 65, 69; enclosed 231, 299; 

intervening 231, 276, 299; 
public 61, 231, 299; saving of 
54, i04, i79 

spacing 64f., 69 
Spanish 41, 46, 49f., 59 
‘sparkling’ i8if., i95f. 
spear(head) 24, ii7, 238, 252/, 

254f., 260, 270; (Indus sign)
53f  6

speech, see language, spoken 
spelling i3, 33-5, 50 H  79, 8 i

95f., i07
spindle i45
spirant(ization), see fricative 
spirit, see god/demon 
spot, see dot 
‘spreading’ 246, 300 
spring (vernal) 9, no, 204-6, 22i, 

226, 24i, 256, 262, 268, 275,
298

spy n5, 2i4f.
square 22, 50, 78, i i  i, i49, i5i, 

198, 200; bevelled 23; seal 9, io, 
22, 54, i i J ,  i20, i J i / ,  254,
255, 288

squirrel io j, 229f., 276, 291, 299
Srautasütra 2i5
Sravana-datta 208
Sravasfi i53
Srednij Stog i57
SrI 259
Sri Lanka i33, ij6 , i37, 170, i72, 

221, 259
Srubnaya, see Timber Grave 

culture
Stacul, G. i68 
stag 206
stairs 8, i04, ii5  
stamp(ing of a) seal 18, 30, 64, 

i i j ,  n4f., 227, 273; see also 
impression; sealing; pot with 
seal stamp

‘standing’ 33, i86, 203, 2i9, 220, 
223, 238, 248, 249, 258, 260 

standardization 8, 2if., 24, 29, 54, 
78

star (astral) xvi, 34, 59f., i i i ,  » 
i8if., i83-5, i 87, i88, i94-8, *
20i, 202, 203—II, 2iJ, 214-18, 
220, 222-4, 226, 230-3, 237,

241, 24Jf., 245f., 249, 26i-5, 
268-70, 272, 274, 275-7, 296f., 
301; culmination 203; rising 
263, 30i; (naksatra) calendar 
i94, 20i, 202, 203—7, 2i7, 224f., 
233f., 243, 263, 270, 298; 
‘Starclad God’ 214; name 
207-i0; see also asterism; 
morning star 

state level 6, 22, 24, 116 
statistics, see frequency of 

occurrence
status 36, 69, 116, u9, i62, 2n;

seal as status symbol n6 
statue(tte; cult image; figurine; 

idol; model): animal 9, i7, 21; 
bull 9, i5 (zebu), 110, 292 
(inscribed), 2 ij, 298 (with 
trefoils), 2i, 269, 272, 30i (with 
a forehead mark); fish i9of., 
i94; horse i49 (with a rider),
158; palm squirrel io j; urial 
ram 9, 285; water buffalo 9; 
anthropomorphic 9, i5, i7, i49, 
298; female 9, 2i, i9i, 24i, 254, 
259, 262; male 2i, 24, n6, i9i, 
i98, i99, 2i4f., 2i9, 2 2i, 234, 
237f., 24i, 254, 268; see also 
‘priest-king’ statue 

steadfastness, see firmness 
steatite (and serpentine) 9, i07,

149, 2i2/, 255; vessels 22, 23, 
148, i83, 2 ij, 247, 249, 286 

Stein, M. A. i60, i89 
stele of clay 22i-4 
stem (of word) 34, 96 
steppe i29f., i43, i 44, i45, i 46,

I5If., I55/ ,  i 57f  ̂ ^ 2  294 
steps i04, 22i 
stereotype, see formula 
Steward, J. H. 24 
stick 80, i09; inscribed ii0, 292 
stimulus diffusion 53f. 
stomach, see belly 
stone 8f., i i , I4f., i7, 23, 34, 49, 

IIO, i i] ,  196, 20i, 2i8, 220f., 
228; axe 15, i37, i40, i74; bull 
213; circle i72; knife i42; 
pierced 228, 299; three stones 
2i6f., 276, 298; vessel, see 
steatite vessel 

stone-cutter 117, nç 
stoneware bangle 227, 274, 276 
storage jar i7, 22, 107 
Strabo 5, i50 
stratigraphy 24, i07 
stream, see river
street 6, 8, i2, 2i, 24, ii7, i94, 22i 
string, syntactic, 89, 97-i00, 209 
stroke(s) 36, 44, 49, 52, 59, 69, 78, 

8if., 107, 228, 246, 29i; double 
43, 230, 2 ji; long 82, 230, 2 ji; 
single 4if., 44, 48, 261, 267 

‘strong’ (in title) 9i, n9 
structure oflanguage, see grammar 
study tools 6i-4 
stupa 6, 8, io6, 107, ii7, i86,

229, 238, 266 
style 87, 104, 247-9, 255 
stylus 32

Subandhu 262 
subject, grammatical, 34, 87 
subjugation 270, 302 
Subrahmal).ya 225f.; see also 

Murukari.; Skanda 
Subrahmanyam, P. S. i65 
subscript 33 
substitution 89 
südra 270 .
Südraka 234
suffix 34, 4i, 43, 45, 48, 60, 95f., 

n6f., i2i, 130, 225, 26i, 277; 
derivational 60, 96f. 

suicide 244, 246 
Su-iluiiu I3i, iJ2  
Sukranîti 194 
sum, see total 
Sumastï 134
Sumer(ian) io, i4, 2i, 54, 57, 84, 

i29, i84, 211, 2ij, 247, 254, 
275, 288, 29i, 293, 302; archaic 
script and texts i3, i8, 30, 3i,
32, 33-6, 38, 43, 48, 56, 58, 59, 
64, 84, 85, 88, 96, i02-4, i74, 
i83f., i89, 194, i95, i96, 223,
262, 287, 290, 296; language 3i, 
35, 48, 58, 82, 88, 96, i02, II9, 
i2i, i25, i27, i28, i3of., i33, 
i89f., 204, 289, 293: ab 32; 
abgal (apkallu) i90, 297; -ak 
130; alim 34; an 32, i83f.; an.ma 
2i4; apsit i88, i90; ba 33; dar 
i4; dé 34; dingir 34, i2i, i83f.; 
du 33; diimii i30; e i30; e-gal 
i30; en 34; ‘len-ki(- ke4) 34; see 
Enki; ga 'ar 34; ga-ar3 34; gal 
i30; gemè 33, i2i; gi 33; gin 33; 
gù 34; gub 33; "a*gug i4; ig 35; 
ilu/ili i69; ir,, i2i; 
(,l)isimud(-ra) 34; i !Ja kefda 
(du) i9i; !Jaia 14; ki 34; kur i4,
33, 58, 82; kur-gib i4; --d i2i;
hi i2i, i30; lu-gal i30; ma- 34; 
mar-tu i30; me ‘44; men 34; mèsti 
i3f.; mu! i83, 2i6; mul.guskin 
2i3; ""‘‘mid 205; 
(mu-un-na-)dé(-e) 34; 34;
IJen 34; ninsun i30; nin-ti i02; 
'“nu-dim-mud i89; purddu i90; ti 
i02; turn 33; zi 34; udu 32; uga 
34; ur i2i; uru 34; ufU i4; 
names n9, i2i, 293; seal 36,
57, 2i9, 287; see also 
Mesopotamia; Near East; 
Neo-Sumerian period

summer i7, i62, i64, i 65, 203—5, 
247, 298

sun (solar) 36, i04, i06, i28, 
i98f., 200, 20i, 203-6, 208f., 
2iJ, 2i5-- 18, 221, 228, 233,
235, 237, 239, 24i, 243-5, 25i,
263, 265, 268, 275, 30i; rising 
sun, sunrise i04, i96f., 203, 
205f., 209, 2i7f., 22i, 226, 233, 
235, 237, 24i, 245, 248, 263, 
268, 272; see also dawn; 
morning; setting sun, sunset 
i65, i96f., 203f., 209, 2i7, 235, 
237, 248; see also evening; 
twilight

sunspot 30i 
Sürparaka i72
survival of Harappan traditions 55, 

56, 5 7 ,  58, 6of., i04, 118, 288 
Sürya i28, 208 2i5, 22i 
Sürya 205 
Sürya-datta 208 
Sürya-Siddhanta 2i6 
Susa, Susiana 5, 9, io, ii, i7, 23, 

3 0  Ji, 3 5 , i0 5 , i 0 7 , i28, i 3 0 , 
i86, 1 8 7 , 247, 248, 249/, 262, 
287

Su-Sin i30
SuSruta-Samhita i03, 237-9 
Sus scrofa, see boar 
Sutkagen-Dor 7, i i , i6
Sutlej 7 , 25 , i5 Jf.
Su-Turul i06 
Suvastu i54; see also Swat 
svarabhakti i69 
Svar 2i5
Svarbhiinu i99, 30i 
SVB 208
Svetambara i34, 2i7, 238 
swastika 24, 62, 119, 226, 227 
Swat (Suvastu) 25, 440, i4i, i42, 

i52f., i54, i56, i58, i 5 9 , i68f., 
i8 9 , 2 3 6 , 2 9 4f.

‘swift’ J 58
swimming i8i, i 87, 275, 296 
sword i54, i55, i74, 266, 270; see 

also dagger, knife 
syllabogram 34f., 43, 48, 50, 58,

8 5 , 9 6
syllable 33, 48, 50, 82, 84, 85, i69, 

i74, 244, 270, 298; closed 35,
43, 48; monosyllabic 39, 48; 
open 3 5 , 4 3 f., 4 5 , 48; see also 
alphabet, syllabic; writing, 
syllabic

symbol 29, 6i, i98, 200, 20i, 245, 
2 4 7 , 2 7 2 , 2 7 4 , 2 7 5 , 288, 302; see 
also emblem 

symmetry 64, 67, 247 
synonym 6i, 79, i00, i96, 23i,

233, 24i, 244
syntagm(atic) 89, 98, 99-i0i 
syntax 33, 46, 5i, 82-4, 88f., 

97-ioi, i25, i62, i68, i94-6
Syria 30, 36-8, 40, 42, 48, 84,

i07, i2i, i26, i28, i30, i45,
i 4 7 , i4 9 , i 5 if., i5 6 , i 8 3 , 1 8 4 ,  
i9i, 2i4, 26i; Syrian-style seal
i84

Syriac 128
Syro-Arabian pastoral 

technocomplex 1 2 7 ,  i30 
system(atic) (regularity) 46-8, i02, 

i96, 274

TA  244f.
Tabasaran xcez i96 
table 3 3 , 3 9 , 5 9 , i9 i 
tablets, inscribed 9, i7, 3of., 32,

33, 36, 42, 46, 48, 62, 83, i07,
i08-r2, i20, i9i, 287, 292, 297; 
‘miniature’ 54, 64, 8i, i07, i08, 
i9of., i94, 226, 246; numerical 
30, 3 r; see also copper; 
moulded

3 7 1
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tabulation, see grid 
Tadzhikistan 168

tags, clay, 11, 3if., io8, i i J f . ,

i i 5f.
Tai, see Thai
tail I io, i i i / ,  196, 199, 234 
Taip-depe 16, 25, 149 
Tajik 129, 166 
Takht-i Jamshïd 41 
Takht-i Sulaiman 129 
talisman (seal as) 116 
Tamil (inc. Old Tamil) 59—61, S6, 

91, 109, 134, 136, 166, 170—2, 
174, 175, 1S2, 1S4, 196, 19S, 
207, 209, 217, 221, 225,
227—35, 237, 243, 245, 25S,
261, 269f., 275-7, 296f., 299, 
301; a- 196; akam 170; a/ / ail 
iSS, 261, 277; al, a/a-maram 
246, 276; -a!J 225; a?;// 229f.; 
anir pillai 229; art-kayar-kan- 
ii-ammaiyar 270; arici 140; 
aru-nim 194, 225f., 275; atari 61; 
-attu 60; cakatam 265; 
carppa-k-kavati 226; ce-m-mlti 
244; ceh-kaya-mtiui-kan 270; 
ce-v-vel 235; ce-v-vef 230, 235; 
cey 237; ceyo!J 237; ceyyavan 
237; ceyyon 235, 237; cilampu 
227; cina-iiiikii 231; cUl 217; cUl 
kappu 22S, 276; cU/ai, cu//ai 217; 
cura min iSS; elu-imn 195, 275; 
inai 184; iiiai-kayal 1S4; kalam 
165; kama-vef 230; kaiiipam 
22of.; kail 270; kaii-kaiii 215, 
275; kanta-p-piflai 230; 
kanta-ve/ 230; kappu 22S; karpu 
241; kata 235; katalan 225; 
kataiiipu 235; kavati i09f.; kayal 
184, 270; ki/i 230; kiri 230; kof 
232—4, 239; kof 233f., 239f., 
276/; kOlam 56, 57, 2S8; kofi 
234, 237, 239f., 276, 299; 
kon-mln 233, 277; kottu min 1S9; 
kulam 165; kumara-vef 230; 
kuravar 110; kuta 165; kutakku 
165; macca-k-kavati 191; mai 
197; mai-m-mlii 197, 275; ma/ 
196; niarakata-iiiêniyari 196; min, 
mimu, minuhku 1S2; iriitj iSif., 
23of.; miri eru iSS; ml!.J-kavati 
191; mirini minunku, 
minu-minukkam 195, 275; 
min-urti iSSf.; iiiii-k-kuttu 2i7; 
imi-m-mln 194, 2iS, 275; 
muruka-k-katavuf 230; murukaij 
225f.; muruka-ve/ 230, 276; 
muruku 225, 227, 230, 276; 
iiiuruku-p-pi//ai 230, 276; 
mutava» i97; na/ 233; nal-vay 
246; nan-mlii 233; iia!JU/ 246; 
paca 196; pacal i97; paccai, 
paccai-veyil i96, 275; pacu i96; 
pacumai i96; pacu-v-a-mln 196; 
paiyati i97; pa/a pa/a S2; paiiipu 
233; pi/fai 229f., 276; pillaiyar, 
230; pottu 264—6; pottu-k-karal 
264, 30i; puiiar iS4; punar-mhj 
iS4; tali, tali-p-pottu 266; tamil 
i70; tamilakam 170; tiram 241;

-tt-a!J 96; ulai 2i7; uru/, urufi 
270; utai, utaiyava!J 97; vaikal 
iiil!.J 207, 29S; vaikuru min 207, 
26S, 29S; va!.J 231; varj-mln 23i; 
vatam 24i; vata-maram 241,
246; vata-inln 24i, 243—6, 276; 
vef 220, 23i; ve/ 23of., 276, 299; 
vel-alan 231; vefi 23i; veffi 220, 
231, 24i, 276; vef/il 220; 
vefli-mln 23i; velu-p-pif/ai 230; 
velvi-y-alarj 23i; ven-mln 231, 
276; veti, viti 231; vi]u-iiil!.z 245; 
vin 23 I, 296; viii-mll!.J 23i, 296; 
viti-niin 23i; viti-vef/i 231; 
yamai 197

Tamil-Brahm! i72, i96, 2SS 
Tamil Nadu 136, i37, i70—2, 173, 

i96, 220, 226, 22S 
Tammuz 235
Tantra, Tantric iS9, 255, 256, 

263f., 300; ‘code’ 5S, 2S9 
Tantrakhyayika 237 
Tara 209, 262f., 30i 
Tara-candu 209 
tarpya garment 2i5—iS, 29S 
Tarut i2f., 23 
tattoo 265
Taurus 202, 2i3, 269, 272, 275, 

30i
taxes 6, 13, 26, ii5 
Taxila 57, 153, 259 
Tazmin i42
TB 5, 204f., 217, 237, 263, 26S 
Tchoga-Zanbil /07 
teacher 20i, 207—9, 262 
technology 24 
Te(d)jend river 25, i50 
Tell Abada 29 
Tell Asmar ro, ii, 187 
Tell as-Sulema io, ii ,  iSo, i8i 
Tell el-Amarna 43, i47 
Tello 9, /o, 23, i3 i, 213 
Tell Uhaimir 9
Telugu i34, i36, i66, i74, i75,

152, 195, 231, 235, 266; bottu 
265; I- 223; -ti 60

temple (shrine) i3f., 23, 29f., 32, 
45, 54, 64, /07, mç, ii7, ii8, 
ii9, iso, iS6, iS9, i9i, i97f., 
i99, 2i4, 220, 225f., 22S, 240, 
248, 256, 259, 262, 299 

Tepe Gawra /o, 2I4 
Tepe Hissar i7, 25, i48, i52, i5S 
Tepe Yahya ro, i7, 22, 23, 36,

153, 247f., 25o, 2S6 
terracotta 3, 9, i2, i7, i07, ii0,

2i5, 2i8, 22i, 234, 235, 237, 
244, 269; triangular ‘cakes’ 2i 

testicle 22i
testing (control, cross-checking) 

3f., 4if., 47, 49, 59—6i, 100, 
r07, i33, i96, 23of., 233, 246,
26i, 274, 277, 27S 

tethering, see tying 
text (inscription): complete S0—4, 

95, i95, 2i5, 230; long(est) 3, 
45, 83, 90, 92, 96, i03f., 107, 
i09f.; see also length; 
monumental 5, i3, 3S, 4i-3, 
49f., 56, 69, ii0, ii3 , i29, i34,

i43, 292; parallelism between 
text and iconography 49, 9i,
109, ii0, i i i f ,  ii5f., i2i, 233; 
second line 66, i i i f ,  116, iiS, 
i2i; single-sign texts 55, So, 82, 
S3^  9I, 95, 97, 107, ii0, 
i i i f , i20, i83, 227, 276; types 
of texts/objects 3, 9, ro, ii , 30, 
47, 54, 6i, 64, 69, S8f., i06—2i, 
292; see also Asoka; bilingual; 
cuneiform; division; epigraphy; 
formula; history (textual 
sources); length; Sassanid; seal; 
trilingual

textiles 9, ii, ii5 
Thai (Tai) i43 
thang-ka 257 
Thanjavur 200, 262 
Thapar, B. K. 22i 
Tharu 228 
thatch(ing) i97 
Thebes ro5 
theology 24
theophoric name i2i, 209 
Theravada i34 
Thieme, P. i47 
thill i5S 
thirst 252, 254 
thread, see rope 
threshing floor i65, i6S, 224 
throne i4, m9, iS4, i86-8, 226, 

238, 250, 260, 26i, 262 
Thuban 202, 243, 276 
thumb 266 
thunderbolt 237 
Thurston, E. 265 
Tibet(an) S7, i34, i42, i66, 299;

see also Lamaism 
Tibetic i42, i43
Tibeto-Burman i26, i34, i42, i43 
tiger 9, 82, ii2, ii5, i86, iSS, 

i9i, 226, 227, 246, 247, 24S, 
25Jf., 255, 25S 

Tigris 4, 3i 
Tikkanen, B. i66, i67 
tilaka 264f., 270, 275; see also 

forehead mark 
timber, see wood 
Timber Grave culture i45, i46,

i56, 294
time-reckoning 29, 45, 49, 54, i04,

110, 20i—7, 29S; see also dating;
star calendar .

tin 9, i4, i49 
Tipura, see Tripurï 
Tirahï i34, i66 
Tirumurukaguppatai 230 
title 4, 4if., 45, 50, 59—6i, So, 9i, 

97, 107, io8, ii6f., ii9 —2i, 
i33, iSo, i90, 209, 2i9, 275,
277

Tittagudi i99, 220 
TL xvi, i96, 23of.
Tocharian i45; yakwe i57 
Toda i36, n6, i75, iS2, i97, 209;

Kwitnaspify 209 
Togau i5, i6, i7, 20 
Togolok i6, 25, i4Sf., i52 
Toilet objects i4S 
tokens for accounting iS, 29—32,

30- i ,  33, 3S, 2S7 
token (memorial) of offerings 107,

i9i
tomb J05, 22S 
Tongan S7 
tongs (pincers) 232 
tool ii ,  104, i05, 106, ii7, i37, 

i40, i72, i74; for study 6i—4 
‘tooth’ 37, 233 
torch 33
tortoise i9i; see also turtle
Torwalï i34, i66
total(ity) (sum) 32, 36, 44, 64, 79,

SS, i37
totem(ic) ii6, 25S 
town, see city 
toy 9
trade 9, i i—i4, i7, 2if., 26, 30,

3S, 53f., 62, i i3 —i5, ii7,
i 29—3i, i33f., i 4i, i42, i49,
i69f., i72, 203, 273; see also 
routes; transport 

traffic, see transport 
traffic sign 39 
transaction 30, 32 
Transcaucasia i5S 
transcription 33
transhumance i7, i62, i64, i65;

see also migration 
Transitional Harappan phase i9,

2i 2, 53, 236, 269 
translation 3, 3i, 4i, 46, 60, 102, 

223, 273; loan 233, 245; see also 
bilingual

transliteration 36, 4i, 46 
transport (traffic) Sf., i6, 2if., 3i, 

i i3 —i5, i6S; see also routes; 
trade

Trasadasyu i5i 
Trautmann, T. i70 
Travancore 265 
treaty i45, i47, i5i 
tree 9, i3 —i5, 2i, 34, 39, S2, i03, 

rogf, i2i, i6S, i70, i86, i94, 
20Sf., 2i9, 220f., 22S, 229, 230, 
234, 235/, 237f., 239, 240,
24i/, 244, 245f., 248/, 252/, 
256, 25Sf., 260, 26i, 264, 276, 
292, 297, 299—30i; wishing-tree 
25S; see also dryad; fig tree 

tree diagram 98/, i34, i75 
‘trefoil’ 2ii, 2i2/, 2i4—i7, 2i8, 

220, 269, 29S 
Tregamï i34
triangle 2i, 30, 53, 200, 2i6f., 22S, 

269
tribe, tribal people ii, i3, ii6, 

i37, i 5of., i54, i55, i 60—3, 
i 64, i 65, i9i, 20S, 25S, 266,
297

trident 270 
trilingual 4if.
Tripura 256, 26i 
Tripuri 26, i53, i66 
Trisala iS4
Triticuiii sativum, see wheat 
Trophis aspera 259 
trough ii4, i86 
trumpet i4S 
Tryambakahoma 109
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Tryambakayajvan 264 
TS 5, 188, 201, 2i5f., 226, 234f., 

239, 262f., 269 
Tsien, T-h. 107 
Tuareg 128 
Tucci, G. I89 
Tuesday 259 
Tu(i)S(e)ratta I58 
Tulissos 45
Tulu (Tu\u) 136, I65, 166, I74, 

I75, I82, I95, 234f.; mia 246 
Tumshuq (Saka) 129 
Tungusic 46f.
Tureng Tepe 26, I48 
Turkestan I33, I45 
turkey 50
Turkic 46f., 126, 224, 293 
Turkish 86
Turkmenistan io, I7, 25 
turmeric 259 
turquoise i 5, 253 
turtle 197, 274, 275, 297; see also 

tortoise 
tusk 235
tutelary, see protection 
twilight 262; see also evening;

sunset 
twin 268
‘twinkling’ i8if., I95f. 
twisting, see bending 
tying (binding, fixing, tethering) 

21, 31, 33, 79, II3, 186, 187, 
221, 224, 241, ^  ^  266,
276

types/typology: of decipherment 
47-9, 288; of languages, 
typological features 4, 60, 86-8, 
96, 125f., 130, 142, 169, 291; of 
seals 9, /o, II, 113, 292f.; of 
texts/objects 3, II, 30, 47, 54, 
61, 64, 69, 89, io6-2 i , 292; of 
writing 4, 38f., 48, 68, 83, 84, 
85, 287, 29of.

Tyre (Tyrus) 147, 197, 214

U-shape 78; U-shaped Indus sign 
107, 109—1 1 ,  I9of., 194 

‘Ubaid period and pottery 18, 30,
I30

udumbara =  country fig 258 
Ugarit(ic) 38, 43, 45, 48, i47;

cuneiform alphabet 18, 38, 48, 
106, 107, 288; language 128 

Ugra-Tara 263 
Ujjain IS3, i 6i , 163 
Ukin-Ulmash 252 
Ukraine 157 
Uma 238
Umbrian 46f. .
Umma jo, i i j  
UMS 243 
unction 2i5f., 218 
ungulates I57
‘unicorn’ 9, I I, 21, 22, 58, 111 ,

i i ] ,  i i 5f., 131, 132, 159, i8o,
l8l, 248, 286 (

uniformity 6, 2if., 25, 125, 286 \
unit, linguistic 38, 83, 89, 96, 102;

of analysis 82f., 98 
United Arab Emirates 130

universals of language 87, 88, 291 
universe 245; see also cosmic 

order; world 
Untash-Napirisha 107 
untouchable 220 
uprooting 220, 224 
Ur io, II, 14, 23, 32, 116, 130, 

I J I ,  147, i8o, 181, 183, 187, 
213, 219, 254, 260; Ur I period 
18; Ur III period 14, 18, 107, 
117, 119, 121, I3of., 204, 213; 
seal I 17, 119

Uralic 46f., I45, I6I, 288, 294f. 
Urals 145, 146, 151, 152 
Urartian 126, 127, 293 
urbanization, urban culture 4, 15, 

2if., 24  49 203, 286, 298; see 
also city 

Urdu 134, i62f. 
urine 21
Ursa Major 190, 195, 202, 206, 

222-4, 241, 243, 245, 261, 268,
275, 299

Ursa Minor 243 
Uruk 23, 30, 32, 195, 186, 194, 

195, 2i I, 213; Uruk period 18, 
214; Uruk III-IV  period I3,
i8, 30-4, 128, 195

UrvaSï I95, 268 
Usanas Kavya 262 
Usas 206, 263 
Usimu (Isimu) 34, 187 
itsû wood I4
Uttar Pradesh 136, 172, 238 
utterance 82, 98

Vac 206, 268 
VadhS I89, 235 
Vaigai (Vaiyai) 173, i8i 
Vaikhanasa Agama 26I 
VaikhGS I98, 208 
Vaisp.ava 210; see also VisP.u 
vaisya 205, 270 
Vaiyai (Vaigai) 173, i8i 
validation of decipherment 42f., 

45, 46, 6of., 273; see also testing 
Vamana-Paddhati 270, 30I 
Vämana-Puräna 270 
Vamsa-Brähmana 208 
Vana-Durga (Bana-Durga) 259,

30I
Vandanïya 259 
Varahamihira I94, I99 
Varâha-Purâna I90 
Varanasi I94, 271 
Varcin I5I 
variable 48f., 64, 79 
‘variable’ sign 60, 96 
variant, graphic, see allograph 
Vampa I47, I5I, I88-9I, I95, 

2I4-I8, 221, 224, ^ , 244-6, 
248, 258, 268, 275, 294, 298 

Vasistha I95, 206, 224, 24I, 243f, 
268

Vasistha-Dharmasastra 267 
Vasistha-Samhita 2i6 
Vasu 268
Vata-Savitri(-vrata) 241 
Vata-yaksip.i 259 
Vats, M. S. 6, II4, 269

Veda, passim; Vedic language, see 
Sanskrit; see also AS, etc.; 
Brahmap.a texts; Early/Late/ 
Middle/pre-/post-Vedic 

Vedda I37, 138 
Veenhof, K. R. ii4f. 
vehicle I 58, 295; see also chariot;

mount 
Vel 23of.
velar I63, I65, I70 
Venetic 46
Ventris, M. 44f., 46, 48, 58, 87, 97 
Venus 49, I83, 200, 20I, 209, 220, 

23I, 262, 265, 276, 30I 
Veps I45
verb 33f., 5I, 87, 88, 89, 96, I50, 

I74, i8i , 2I5, 227, 23I-5, 239 
vermilion 189, 206, 266; box 266f., 

272
vertical 32f., 67, 78, 104, 179, i8o, 

181, 230, 231, 246, 290 
vessel, see pot 
Vetâla-Pancavimsatikâ 244 
Vibhïsana 259
victim 2I, I84, I9I, I94, 22of.,

224, 237, 239, 259-62, 264, 
269f., 272, 30I

victory 207, 227, 249, 253, 254, 
258-61, 262, 263, 269f., 272 see 
also Vijaya-Dasamf 

Vidarbha 154, 172, 173 
Vïdevdat I45 
VidiSa 134 
Vidyadhara 258 
Vietnamese 86f. 
vigil(ance) 215, 301 
Vijaya-DaSamï 194, 256, 263 ,̂

269, 30I 
Vijayanagar 228 
village 5, I4, I7, 26, 49, 54, 6I, 

103, 117, 131, 149, 170, 172,
220, 259, 293 

Vinca 53, 288 
vine 246 
violence 270 
virgin 227, 30I
virility (potency) 188, 191, 238,

26I
Virolleaud, Ch. 106 
Visakha 237f. 
visibility 203f., 206 
Visnù I9o, 196, 199, 210, 233,

237, 264; Vaisp.ava 210 
Visnudharmottara-Purana 189, 

'i98f.
Visnu-Purana 245, 262 
vocabulary, see lexicon 
Vodva stupa 238 
Vogul I45
Volga 144, 145, 146, 152 
Volgaic I45
votive gift, see dedication; sacrifice 
Votyak I45
vow (vrata) 224, 229, 241, 265 
vowel 36, 42- 5, 45, 50, 56, I75, 

267; intrusive 169; long and 
short 38, I75, I8I, 298; pure 45; 
‘synharmony’ 50 

vrata, see vow 
vratya rituals 256, 300

vratya-stoma 256, 300
VS(M) I84, I88, 206, 2I6, 234f.,

237, 264, 269
vulture 186, 197; see also eagle 
vulva, see female organ

Waddell, L. A. 58 
Wadi Asimah 22, 286 
Waigali 134, 135, 166 
Wakhi T29, 133, 142, 166; däi, 

ôays/i 150 
Walker, B. 208
wall(s) (ramparts) 6, 8, 12, 2if.,

55, 105, II5, 130, I48f., 150, 
216, 229, 256 

Wanzke, H. 201, 205 
war, warrior (army, militarism) 9,

14  24 50, 61, 80, 120, 148-52, 
I54f., 171, 174, 188, 216, 226f., 
237, 253, 255, 259- 6I, 263,
270, 272, 286, 30I; of stars 262; 
war-god(dess) 24, 109, 183, 197, 
206f., 224f., 227, 23of., 234f.,
237-9, 25Jf., 255, 258-61, 262,
263, 268-70, 271, 272, 275/; see 
also contest; conquest; hero 

warehouse 11, 12, 113, 114, 115 
washing;, washerman I 17, 200, 217 
water (aquatic) 6, 8f., 14, 2if., 32, 

36, 37, 110, 116, 132, 181, 183, 
184, 186, 187, 188-91, I94f., 
204, 2i4f., 2i7f., 221, 241,
247f., 249, 251/, 262, 267f.,
270, 274; birth water I9o; 
fish-water 194; flesh-water 194; 
water-basin I I, 12; water-god
14, 32, i8Jf., 186/, 188-91,
215, 2i7f., 248, 252, 254, 275; 
see also Enki; Varuna; water 
nymph 195, 268; water-pot 184, 
190, 252, 254, 259; water table
15

water buffalo 9, 111 , 115, 158, 
i83f., 185/, 188, 189, 191, 197, 
211, 2i9f., 248, 250-3, 254,
256, 257, 259-61, 263, 269f., 
272, 300; domestic 157; wild 
I57, 260

wavy-leaf fig 244, 258 
Wayman, A. 206 
wealth 9, 30, 116, 237, 270 
weapon 9, 14, 24, 37, 104, 1 ^

117, 148, 150, I7 if, 174, 23of.,
234U 237, 259; inscribed 106, 
107/, 117, 292 

Weber, A. 263, 268 
week(day) 198, 201, 209, 262 
weights and measures, weighing 8, 

22, 43, 107, II 3f., 115, 169, 295 
well 6, 8, 22, 114, 115 
Welsh 87
west, western(er) 130, 165, 200, 

203, 206, 222, 259 
West Bengal 136, 163 
western India (Deccan) 129, 133, 

I72, I74, I98 
West Iranian 129 
West Semitic: alphabet, see

Semitic alphabet; languages 36, 
48, 127, 128, I3o, 133; b7, b'lt
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48; bn 48; hrsn 107; khnm 107; l 
48, 106; mlk 48; rb 107 

wheat 8f., 15, 165, 295 
wheel 104, 106, 148, 151, i57f., 

270, 292, 295; (Indus sign) 104, 
108, 110, 113, ii6f.; potter’s 15, 
168; spoked 148, 151 

Wheeler, R.E.M . 149 
whistle 9
white 11, 104, 150, 216, 220, 231, 

241, 265, 270, 276, 299 
whorl i49
widow 184, 220, 241, 267 
wife 43, 119, 132, 162, 205f., 217, 

221, 224, 237, 241, 243f., 258, 
261-5, 268, 272, 275 

Winckler, H. 43 
wind 245 
window 8 
wine, see intoxicant 
wing 255
winking of eyes 215 
Winn, Sh. M. M. 53 
winter 17, 162, 164, 165, 203—5,

247
Winternitz, M. 238
wisdom, wise 151, 190, 215, 262
wish(ing) 231, 259; tree 258
witchcraft, see magic
witness 30, 113
wolf i49
woman (female, feminine) 2i, 32,

3̂  39, 41 44, 50 59, ^  M2  
133, 184, 194, 208f., 219f., 226, 
228, 229, 238, 239, 241, 243, 
253, 256, 257, 258f., 26if.,
264f., 266, 267f., 270, 272;

married 264, 267, 272; see also 
bride; statue(tte); virgin; wife 

womb 190, 208, 2i7f., 22of., 228, 
238f., 267̂ ., 272, 30i; see also 
female organ; yoni 

wood (timber) 9, ii ,  i3f., 34, 35, 
39, 69, 1 13 ,  i68, i70, 20i,
22of., 239

wood-apple 220, 239 
wool 30
word 32-4, 38, 4i, 44-8, 50, 59f., 

83, 84, 85, 9i, 95-8, 100, 106, 
i3i, i37, 230, 268, 287; likely 
48, i2i; see also length of 

word divider 4i, 43f., 48, 59, 82f., 
85, 29of.

word order 8^6- 96, i26, i30,
i42, i62, i69

word sign, see logogram 
workshop 6, 8, ii, i5, i7, 22 
world i4, 2i5, 224, 226, 233, 270;

see also cosmic order; universe 
worship(per) 3, 107, 109/, ii6, 

i2i, i88, i9i, i94, i97f., 199/, 
20i, 2i5, 2i8f., 220, 222, 224, 
226, 228/, 231, 237, 238, 241, 
248, 254, 256, 258̂ ., 26i, 263, 
265, 268, 270, 298f.; see also 
sacrifice 1

Wotapun i34 
wrestling-ground 233 
Wright, G. R. H. i9i
writing 24, 39, 49, 53, 55, i90,

206, 287; cursive 35; fit between 
written and spoken language 
33- 6, 38f., 48, 5i, 88f., 96f., 
i25, 287; forerunner/prehistory

of 52, 287; history of 4, i8, 
29-39, 59, 273; material 54; 
syllabic i8, 35, 38f., 4if., 48,
50, 84, 85, 96, 102; type of 4, 
38f., 48, 68, 83, 84, 85, 287, 
29of.; use of 54; see also 
alphabetic/logo-syllabic/ 
phonemic/syllabic writing; 
script(s)

Xerxes 42
X-raying 30 .

Yahya, see Tepe Yahya 
Yajfiavalkya-Smrti 200 
Yajurveda i54, 155, i65, i 69, 20i, 

208; White 269f.
Yaksa, Yaksï, Yaksil).ï i94, 229,

30i
Yama i88, i90, 197, 205, 2i7f., 

220, 24i, 244f., 248, 256, 257 
Yamna culture, see Pit Grave 

culture
Yamuna (Jumna) 26, i30, 154, 268
Yang Shao 140/, 142, 294
Yasin i42
YaSt i48, i5i, 2i4
Yaz (Depe) 156
Yazgulami 129
year(ly) 33, 54, 104, ii0, 20i, 

203-5, 207, 2i7, 220, 24of., 260, 
263, 268; see also new year 

‘yellow’ i96, 208, 237, 265, 270 
Yellow River i42 
Yidgha 129, 166 
Yi-jing 107
yoga, ‘yogic’ posture i84, 185/,

188, 189, 226, 248, 250 
Yoginï 30i
‘yoke carrier’ 183; (Indus sign) 6i, 

69, 94, 95f., 109, i/o, 183, 292; 
see also carrying (yoke) 

yoni 2i7-2i, 224; see also female 
organ; womb

young, youth i97, 225, 227, 230, 
234f., 237f., 243, 258f., 262,
276, 299; see also child 

Young, T. 40, 277 
Young, T. C. i48 
Yudhisjhira 243 
yUpa 222, 223 
yurt i72

Zagros i5, i28
Zarathustra, Zoroastrianism 4i, 

i29, i43, i 47--, i 5if., 156, 2i4, 
262, 294

zebu (humped cattle) i5, i7, 21, 
2], 92, 108, i n ,  I I5- I 7, ^  
213, 247, 249, 251, 293 

Zend, see Avestan language 
zenith 203 
zero 49
zero variant 90, 94, 95-7, i2i, 

i74
Zhang Zhung i42 
Zhob i5, 16 
Zide, A. R, K. 60 
Ziusudra"i90 
zodiac 201
Zoroaster, see Zarathustra 
Zvelebil, K. V. xvi, 60, 96, i6i, 

i69, i88, 231, 235 
Zyrian i45
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