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METHOD OF PARALLELISMS IN THE INTERPRETA-
TION OF THE PROTO-INDIAN SCRIPT.

Iravatham Mahadevan.
1. THE METHOD OF PARALLELISMS.

1.1. The long quest for an understanding of the Proto-Indian
(‘ Harappan ’) seript has entered an exciting and perhaps decisive
phase with tho recent publications' of the preliminary results
achieved by the Soviet and the Finnish scholars working in the
field. The methodology adopted by both the teams is broadly
the same, viz., (@) the determination of the functional characteris-
tics of each sign by statistical-positional analysis carried out with
the help of a computer ; and (b) ascertaining the probable phonetio
value by the technique of homophony applied after linguistic recons-
truction. While there aro differences in the identification of indivi-
dual gigns, both the teums are agreed on the fundamental result
that the language of the inseriptions is Dravidiap.

1.2, The purpose of the present paper is to suggest the possi-
bility of employingan additional technique, that of the method of
parallelisms, to identify the syntactio features of the proto-Indian
inscriptions and to facilitate their linguistic interpretation.

1,3. Emil Forrer? (1932) pointed out that it was possible
to acquire an objective comprehension of the contents of an inserip-
tion even before deciphering the script by the observation of parallel
phenomena. Parallels can occur between a symbolical representation
and a text associated with it (e.g., & text inscribed near the figure
of a deity), between the written object and its designation (e.g.,
a text with numerals engraved on a bronze implement) or between
the written symbol itself and ity meaning (e.g., an ideogram whose
pictographic origin is obvious). Parallels can also be set up by
observimg the similarities in the standard formulas employed in
ancient inscriptions, ¢.g., the opening of the royal inscriptions, the
formulae of curses and the introduction to letters. Forror was
able to show that such comparisons revealed the basic features
of the grammar of a writing system even before its linguistio
decipherment.

1.4, Parallelisma will be valld only if the material used for
eomparison is relevant. Comparisons are proposed here on the
basic assumption that the material relevant toan understanding



of the proto-Indian inscriptions must be primarily Dravidian.
Thus the apparently votive inscriptions found on the *tiny * seals
and prisms at the lower levels of Harappa may be compared with
the earliest extant Dravidian votive texts in the Tamil-Brahmi
inscriptions. The proto-Indian seal texts may be compared with
the earliest seal and coin legends in the Dravidian languages.
The proto-Indian grafliti stand comparison with thoge found on
the megalithic pottery in South India (B.B. Lal, 1960)°, The
gea -texts which presumably consist mostly of names and titles
can be usefully compared with Dravidian name-lists compiled
from the earliest available sources like the Tamil-Brahmi inscrip-
tions, the poems and the colophons in the Tamil * Sangam * works
and from the vast material in the medieval temple inscriptions.
The names of Dravidian tribes and the non-Aryan ethnic names
preserved in early sanskrit literature also constitute valuable
comparative material. Since archaeological evidence tells us that
the Proto-Indian polity was highly organized and well-adminis-
tered, it is particularly useful to collect and study the technical
terminology employed in Dravidian civie’administration and palace
and temple organizations. The myths and legends embodied in
Dravidian literature and the oral tribal traditions may tell vs much
about the scenes portrayed on some of the proto-Indian seals.
Lastly, the survival of the proto-Indian seript signs themselves
can be looked for in the symbolisms of later Indian tradition, as
in theiconography of the Hindu deivies, the insignia of the priestly
and the royal families and the totemistic symbols of Dravidian
tribes.

1.5. One of the criticisma levelled ngainst the methods of deci-
pherment developed by the Soviet and the Finnish scholars is that
thero are too many choices available at too many levels to inspire
confidence in the correctness of any of them. Choices have to
be made in the interpretation of the pictorial and the positional
valuea of the signs and in the selection of homophones. The
method of parallels can help in narrowing down the choices and
increasing the degree of probability until more and more parallels
are thrown up which cannot all be reasonably ascribed to mere
coincidence or clever contrivance. |

1.8. Having regard to the time at my disposal, T shall only
be able to illustrate the method of parallelisms with just two exam-
ples of signs in the proto-Indian seript which can be demonstrated
to be nominal suffixes on the basis of syntactic parallels from
ancient Dravidian inscriptions®,
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2, THE ‘Jar’ SymBoOL.

2.1. This is the most familiar symbol in the proto-Indian
script. Previous work in the field has already established the
following positirnal and functional characteristics of the gymbol :~—

(1) It is the most frequently used symbol in the seript.
According to the preliminary statistical data released by the
Finnish team, the symbol occurs 873 vimes in 1944 inseriptions
comprising 9,147 total occurrences of all the symbols’. Thus
almost one-tenth of the total material is accounted for by this
gingle symbol.

(2) The most marked characteristic of the symbol is ita
terminal position at the end of the inseriptions. Kondratov has
estimated that about thirty per cent of all the inscriptions end with
this gymbol®. The Finnish count of 627 final occurrences’ (32:25
per cent of the number of inscriptions) is in close agreement with
the Soviet estimate.

(3) The symbol acts as o torminal sign even when it occurs
in the middle of the texts. This was noticed by Gadd and Smith
at the time of the first tabulation of the symbols and was rigorously
demonstrated by Hunter and more recently by the Soviet and the
Finnish teams®.

(4) The symbol is found affixed to single signs or well-defined
groups of signs which appear by themselves to be complete words
aa shown by Hunter®. Kondratov hus counted 1486 different recur-
ring * blocks’ or polygranunes with this symbol ir the final posicionte.

(5) The symbol ocours oceasionally (12 times according to
the Finnish team) at the beginning of the inscriptions??,

2.2, The behaviour of the symbol as a suffix suggusted to more
than one scholar the possibility that it could be an inflectional
case-onding, possibly the genitive. All the three previous
attempts at decipherment within the Dravidian framework, viz.,
those of Heras and the Soviet and the Finnish scholars, have
proposed variants of the Dravidian genitive or oblique case-
morphemes as linguistic equivalents of the sign in question®2,
However comparisons with tho carliest extant Dravidian texts
in similar contexts (name-lists, votive inscriptions, legends on
coins, ete,) show that the observed frequency and distribution
characteristics of the sign are not matched by those of the Dravi-
dian genitive suffixes. The Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions, in marked
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contrast with the Prakrit votive texts, do not have even a single
instance of a final genitive suffix. The ancient Tamil coin-legends,
again in sharp contrast with the Prakrit and Sanskrit coin-legends,
give the names of the rulers in the nominative case. The Dravi-
dian genitive is, more often than not, implicit even in the medial
positions in a sentence—the so-called zero genitive. Hence the
* Jar ’ gign, which is known to ocour three times in a text'* of six
symbols (in the initial, medial and final positions) and which ends
nearly a third of all the seal-texts, is most unlikely to be the Dravi-
dian genitive suffix.

2.3, It appears possible to identify the sign on the basig of the
method of parallels by making the following assnmptions :(—

(1) Judging from our knowledge of seals used by contem-
porary ancient civilizations, it is reasonable to suppose that the
bulk of the scal-texts would consist of names and titles with perhaps
some minimal information relating to religious or economic activity.

(2) As the language of the texts appears to be Dravidian,
the names and titles would bo mostly in the nominative case,
invariably so at the end of the texts.

(3) The most likely hypothesis which fits in best with tho
observed frequency, distribution and functions of the symbol
would be to regard it as an integral element affixed to personal
names and titles, generally as a suffix, but occasionally asa
profixed element.

(4) The best method to identify the value of the symbol would
be to search for parsllels among the most ancient extant lists of
Dravidian personal nemes and titles in order to identify any fre-
quently recurring element with positional and funetional characte-
ristics matching those of the symbol and connected with it by a
suitable homophone.

2.4, The Dravidian material chosen for the comparative study
are :—

(1) The Corpus of the Tamil-Brakmi Inscriptions'.—Thers
Inscriptions are dated from the Third or tho Second Century B.C.,
and are the most ancient lithic records extant in any Dravidian
language. Their votive context, their contents confined mostly to
names and titles and their brevity make them the ideal linguistic
madterial for the present comparison
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(2) The name-lista of Temil ‘Sangom' poels®™: Ahout
473 names of poets have been preserved in the colophons to the
poems of the ‘ Sangam * Age, datable to the first three or four centu-
ries of the Christian Era. The names represent an almost complets
oross-section of the ancient Tamil society and include those of
princes and commoners, men and women and persons belonging to
various clans and professions. There is little doubt that the names
(which are among the moat conservative elements in any language)
represent & tradition going back much farther than the dates of
the composition and the compilation of these poems.

2.5. The most frequently recurring element in the formation of
old Tamil names turns out to be-an, the masculine singular prono-
minal suffix of the Third Person, meaning, ‘ he, that man’. The
evidence on this point is conclusive.

2.8, The Corpus of the Tamil-Brahmi Inseriptions containg
98 composite personal names and titles, in which the suffix-on
oceurs 99 times. Twenty out of the 74 inscriptions (excluding two
akshara-bandhas), i.e., about 27 per cent, end with-ar in the final
positions ; (verbal forms ending in-am/on are not included in this
count). In a number of composite names, the suffix -an occurs
twics or even thrice, e.g., mani-y vannakkanp tévan cattan (TBL, 72),

2.7. A random eampling of the first one hundred composite
names from the alphabetical list of the ‘ Sangam ' poets yields similar
results. The suffix -an occurs 82 times in these names. The suffix
ocours 61 times in the final position (ignoring the honorific -dr,
conventionally added in the colophons to the poets’ names). The
relatively high proportion of the suffix in the final position is doubt-
less due to the fact that while these are purely name-lists, the Tamil-
Brahmi inscriptions (and, presumably, the Proto-Indian seal-texts)
often contain in the final position the names of the objects owned
or gifted. Agsin many of the composite names in the list of posta
eontain the suffix -an twice or thrice, e.g., ltaiyan centan korran ~|fa;-)_

2.8, In the light of this evidence from the nearest parsllels, it
seomed reasonable to suppose as a provisional working hypothesis,
that the symbol in question probably represents the Proto-Dravidian
equivalent of the masculine singular pronommal suffix of the Third
Perion (-an in Tamil).
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2.9, Pronominal suffixos of the type -an are derived from a-
(DED. 1), the demonstrative base expressing the remoter person
or thing. Comparison of the forms Ta. avan (‘ho, that man '),
eto., grouped under DED. 1 enables us to reconstruct PDr. *-gnr.
From a rolated series also formed from the demonstrative a-, o.g.,
ata (ka.), atanw (Te)., otc., we can reconstruct *ant-. The old Tamil
equivalent, recontly rocovered from tho Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions
is (@ m)tai, literally meaning ‘he, that man’, but used as a
honorific affix (both prefixed and suffixed) with malo personal
names. Wo can sot up at the PDr lovel *-anr to ropresont both
the serics of pronominal affixes.

2.10. The identification of tho sign as the masculine singular
pronominal affix of the Third Porson used as & honorific with male
personal names and titles oxplains satisfactorily the high frequency
of the sign and its normal torminal pusition in scal toxts presumably
consisting mostly of male namus and titles. This idontification
also explains the mutiple occurrencos of the symbol in tho same text.
While the pronominal honorific was normally suffixed, there are
a number of attosted cases in the Tamil-Brahmi inscrip-
tions (e.g. TBI. 13) where it i= found in the initial position. Thera
is, to my knowledge, no other recurring element in Dravidian
name-formation which can so remarkably match tho observed
frequency, distribution and functional characterists of the symbol
under discussion.

2.11. The pictogram seems to suggest some kind of a vossel
with handles or pronounced rim or lip at the mouth and a taporing
bottom. The following otyma denoting several types of vessels
of a generally similar form suggest thomselves as good homophones
for comparison with *anr-:

DED. 110: antat (Ta.), squirt; ande (Ka., Tu.): vessel
made of hollow bamboo, ete., generally with a handle ; andy (KO.) ;
milk-pot, bamboo pot ; ady (To.) ; clay-pot ;

DED. 107, 100 : andige.(Ka.) : one pannier ; andemu, adigamu
(Te.) : ibid. ; andu (Ka.) ; bottom of a vessel ; Ta. Lex. : antai (Ta.) ;
an ancient weight (measure ?).

2.12. The following etyma having the general meaning ‘ male,
elder person'; appear to be connected with the pronominal
henorifio *anr-, menning ‘ he, that man "= —

DED. 111: andra (Kui.): a male; andrd (Kur.): male (of
animals) ; andyd (Kur.) ; a haughty man ; andren (Po., Mand.);
male, man ; andira (Skt., lex.) : a male.



DED. 2484 : tantar (Ta.) : father ; tandri (Te.) :ibi , eto.,

2.13. The following porsonal, clan and dynastic names of
Dravidian rulers are perhaps ultimately dorived from the honorifie
usage of the pronominal affix *anr- :—

antiran : a personal name of Ay, a Vél Chieftain (Puram., 120) !

antar : clan name of chieftains of cow-herds, (4kam., 69) ;
andhra (Pkt., andha) namo of Andhra Kings and the tribe,

3. TAr * ARROW ' SYMBOL.

8.1. The main char. cteristics of this symbol are its pogition as &
terminal sign and its functional similarity with the ‘jar' symbol,
Both the symbols function a sterminal signs not only at the cnd of
texts but also in' medial positions. In the quasi-final poritions
both are followed by the same set of single variable signs. The
proceding symbols or sequencos can bo shown to be completo words
by themselves, probably names and titles. There is, therefore,
reason to believe that the ‘ arrow ' symbol, like its functional twin,
the ‘ jar ' symbol, is also an intogral suffix used in name - formations
as suggested by Hunter!®, He was, however, mistaken in thinking
that the sequencos preceding the two signs are mutually exclusive,
SBubsequent discoveries have shown that thore are several sequenoces
which oan end with either of these two signs.

3.2. The Soviet and the Finnish scholars regard the ‘ arrow *
sign as an inflectional or case ending on account of its termina

ition and its alternation with the ‘jar’ gign . Since howev.r,
it has hoen suggested here that the ‘jar’ sign is & suffix used in
Dravidian name-formation, it appears likely that the *arrow’
sign also fulfils a simialr function.

3.3. It is prima facie likely that the ‘arrow’ sign represents
another grammatical category, say, the plural or the non masouline
suffix,. However the common sequences prereding the two signs
make it unlikely that the suffixes represont mutually exclusive
grammatical categories. The dominant ‘fish * signs which appear
in the bulk of names and titles more ofton have the ‘ arrow ' rign
than the ‘ jar ' sign as their suffixes. This makes it unlikely that
the ‘arrow ’ sign represents the feminine (' non-maseuline *) gender,
Thus it appears that the ‘arrow ’ symbol ropresents another and
less frequent element in the formation of Dravidian personal names
and titles.

3. 4. Tho comparative statistical data relating to the two symbols
Are instructive. According to Kondratov, the number of blocks
ending with the ‘jar’ and the ‘arrow’ symbolsis respectively

118-15—2
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146 and 48 (approx'mately 3:1). He also calculates that the
percentage of inscripl’ ons ending with either symbol is respectively
30and 7 (4.5:1)%. According to the Finnish team, the total
ocourrences of the two symbols are respectively 873 and 146
(approximately 6:1). ¥

3.6. It scems possible to interpret the symbol through the
method of parallelisms as illustrated in the case of the ‘ jar * symbol.
The Dravidian linguistic materinl chosen for comparative study
was subjected to a formal analysis to identify any recurring nominal
element with characteri:tica matching thoso of the * arrow ' symbol.
It turns out that the nominal endings occurring mort frequently
with old Tamil personal names and titles, next to the pronominal
suffixes, arerai and-i which may be considered together. The

comparative statistics are sa follows :—

Pronominal Nominal Approzi-
Names and fitles orourring in. sufiiz. endings. mate ratio.

(-an) (-4, af)

Tamil-Brahmi Insoriptions 29 31 $:1
(98 names).
Alphabetical list of Sangam

The perallel i= close enough to sugge:t that if the * jar * cymbol
septs the pronominal honorific (-an, -ant-in Ta.), then the
‘arrow ' symbol is likely to represent the Dr. nominal endings

(f, -ai in Ta).

8.68. The archaic use of the indepondent suffives -4, -y and -iy

ovourring in the earliest Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions should be

ally noted ; (e.g.) Kani-i (TBI, 8); kari-y (TBI, 1); tantai-y

I, 2); kaviti-iy (TBI, 3) and varufti-iy (TBI, 1). We may

therefore, expect to find, after the names and titles oceurring in the

seal-texts, a nominal suffix corresponding to TBI-i(y) end -a-i(y),
(PDr *-ay;-¢y.)

8.7. It is easy to recognise the object in the pictogram. It is

an arrow or a spear-head. Large numbers of copper and bronze
.heads have been recovered from the sites of the Proto-Indian
2&.. The recognition of the objeot in the pietogram as arrow
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of spear and the probeble use of the symbol as a nominal suffes
immediately suggest the following etyma with the meanings,
* arrow, to shoot (as an arrow), to throw (as a spear), eto. *
DED, 691 : ey, é (Ta.) ; ey-, iy- (Ko.) ¢ éyu (Te.); ete.

4, Evipexos.

¢.1. The identifications proposed in this paper are tentative.
However the following parallelisms from later Indian traditiom
seem to lend some support to the identifications.

4.2, It can be established from purely formal analysis that the
‘jar * symbol functions as = suffix at the end of what are mos$
probably names and titles on the seal texts. This deduction is
quite independent of any phonetic value or meaning that may be
proposed for the sign. It may be assumed that the names and
titles ocourring on the seals would mostly be those of the ruling
olasses. Thera is some archaecological evidence that the Proto-
Indian civilization was ruled by & priestly oligarchy. * The general
indication of a combined kingly and priestly rule fits the habit of the
Third Millennium ** (Wheeler, 1966). It is, therefore, significant
that ‘ jar * names and ‘ jar ’ legends occur in later Indian tradition
among priestly and ruling classes.

4.3. The legend of the ‘jar-born’ sages is indeed very ancient
and is even found in the Rigveda (VII: 33), where it is said that
Vasishtha end Agastya were generated by Mitra and Varuna from a
jar. Consequently Agastya was known as Kumbhayoni, Kumbhe-
sambhava and by other synonymous namos and Vasishtha waa
called Kundina (‘ the vessel ’). A very similar story * is told im
regpect of Dronn (whose name also means a * vessel ’).

4 4. Two significant espects of these ‘jar’ legends merit
sttention as they both seem to indicate that the myth has 8 Dravidian
origin.

&5 The myth of miraculous birth from a jar wes shared by
the Brahmanas and the Kshatriyas, or rather by the families
which were botli Brahmana and Kshatriya by tradition. Vasishtha
was called Dovaraj. Agastya wos tho reputed leader of the
southern migration of the Velir clan wlich gave rise to many
southern ruling dynasties ®*, The Vélir chicftains seem to have
bad sacerdotal origin. (It is instructive to compare O0.Ta. wal.
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s emueftain ' with the verb ®él ‘o sacrifice’). Drona, the
Brahmana preceptor of the Kurus, was also the ruler of North
Pancala. The Andhras traced their descent from the Vedic sages
as indicated by their matronymiocs like Vasishthiputra, ete., and

led themselvea as eka-brdkmana in their inscription., The
Pallavas, the Salankayanas and the Brahatphalayanas bolonged
to Brahmanical gotras. **.

4.0. It is somotimes considered that the existence of the
Brahmana-Kahatriya familics indicated greater mobility among
the varnas in the early Indo-Aryan society. However the discovery
of a pro-Aryan and probably Dravidian civilization ruled over by a
priestly oligarchy provides a new oxplanation «f the phonomenon.
It now appears likely that tho Brahmana-Kshatriya or priest-ruler
tradition is pre-Arysn and possibly & survival of Proto-Indian
priest-rule.

47. The sccond aspect of the ' jar’ legends worthy of notice
{s their special association with tho Dravidian South. They were
current among meny Dravidian dynasties like the Velir, the Palla-
vas and the Calukyas. The DBrahmanical sagos Agustya and
Vasishtha (Devaraj/Kundina) with whom the ‘jar’' logends
aro associated are the oncs especially popular with South Indian
and Dravidian tradition®.

48. The occurrence of the °jar ' symbol in the Proto-Indian
senl-texts scems to provide a cluc to the ultimate origin of the
“jar' legends. The ‘jar' symbol was connccted, probably
through homenymy, with the priost-rulers of the Proto-Indian
givilization, Whon the memory of tho pictographic acript was lost,
the * jar ' sign continued to be associatod with the priestly and the
ruling classes of the composite Hindu socicty and becamo a aymbol
around which myths grew up. In a parallol dovelopmont, the
Dravidian honorifis*anr, homophonous with @ *vessol® word,
wia borrowed into Sanskrit in the latter senso at various periods
\n different translations, as personal aud family names of the
priestly and the ruling classcs. -

4+0. The ‘arrow’ eymbol had also a similar devolopment.
The Vélir clan wos also known as Evvi** (trom®ey) which seems to
bo conuected with the symbolism of the srrow. 4 popular suffis
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for the namea of the Yadavas (who are oconneoted in tradition
with the Andhras and the Vélir)*® was—sena, or *aspear’, pro-
bably to be traced to the pistographic sign which depicted e spear-
head or arrow

¢10. Finally attention may be drawnto a frequent di-graph
eongisting of the ' fish * and the ‘arrow’ signs in tho seal-toxts.
From positional analysis it can be inferred that the di-graph
represents an important name or title, probably the generic name
of the ruling priestly class. According to my interpretation®,
tho digraph approximatoly corresponds to *min/l-ey. The term
*miley may bo compared with O.Ta, mils, milai, * Chieftain ' (lit.,
‘the shining one’) and also with Skt. mleccha (Probably from*mil-ec),
the name by which the indigenous pwople were known to the early
Indo-Aryans. Here we scem to have eivdence for a very early
loan-word from Dravidian into Sanskrit.
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