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by 
• Iravatham rlahade van 

.. 

1 ~ Any seri ous study of t he lnrl u~ Script must begin 

with a form a l or s tructuro l a na l ys i s of the? te xt s . S uch a 

study 41i l1 i nclude comp ile tion of oign- l i sts and concord ance 

t abulation of s ign frequenc i es a nd s t a tlstical- posit i ona 1 

ana l ys es t o d ~te~m i n e the natute of the script a nd the 

typology of t he under l y ing l c;nguaqe . I t is at this l eve l 
1 

tha t the use nf the comput: r ha s be nn most pr oductive . It 

is al~ o ~ t this l evel that some mc cs ur Rbl e prog res s has' 

been Qch ~ eved in mDt t ers like d ete r mi na ti on of the directio r 

' of' wr iting , word d i vision, and ·de linea ti o~ of t he bro::'ld 

syntect i ca l fea ture ~ of t he:texts • . ThesE! s tudies seem t~ 

indica t e br~ad ly that the ~y~ology of t he Ha reppa n l ang uage 

i s non-Indo-E' urope8n nncl resemb l es O rav~d~a n l C'lng u ages elas ;" 

One hes, h oweve r, t o le a ve the computer behind at this st~gc 

whe n one proce ~ d s fu rther to loo k for c lue s to find the 

me a ning of the t ex ts o r the phonetic villues of the s igns. 

2 . In some of my earlier pClpers , I have been advocatin 

the use nf the method of p il rallelisms to a cquire a broad 

compreh e ns ion o f t m co nt ext il nd the .co ntents of the H~rilp p 

"ins cript ions even before re a ching t he s bge of actua l 
2 

linguistic deciphe rment . I propose in the pre se nt pa per 
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to rec ~pitulc: te my a rguments briefly a nd to illustrate the 

method witl) a few examp le s 'c:: nd uith th e:' at1d ition of some - . 
fres h evid e nce. 

3. Emil Forrer pointed out t htlt it W23 poss ible to 

Dcqui r e a n objective comprehension of the contents of a n 

ins cription 

of p ,1r a lI e i 

in a n undec iphe red script by the observation 
3 

phenomena. Pa r a llels can occ ur between a 

symbo lic .:: l r ep rE' senti.> tio n a nd a text ::.ssoci a ted uith it 

(e.g . i'l text ins c ribed near th e figur e of n deity), between 

tl'1e writt'en Obj ect and its d esignation (e.g . a t ex t with 

numc r ., ls engraved o n C) bronze impleme nt) or between the 

-written symbo l itse lf a nd its rne 2ning ( e . g . e n ideogra m 

whose p ictogr a phic origin is ~bviou s) . Pa r a lle l s can a lso 

be se t up by obs erving the similariti~s in the sta nda rd 

formu l Cle emp l oyed in a ncient ins criptions ( e . g. the 

opening of roy;)l de crees). Forrer I.oI ~ S a ble to show thil t 

s uch comp a risons r evet: l e d th e> basic fe a tures of the gramme r 

nf a writing sy:=;tem eve n b e fore it !'; linguistic decipherment. 

4 • The apP.lic .... : bility of the me thod of p a rallelS for a 

study nf the !~~us .. 5cript i s suggest e d by the es tonishing 

continuity a nd vit a lity of the Ind i a n his torical tra dition . 

It i ~ prob ab le that even when the~ Indus S cript ce~sed to be 

current a s iJ writ~ng ~y.s tem,. s ome of· the more import a nt 

ideogra ms of the script survive d ond evo lved into tr aditiona l 
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.. 
symbol s of var i ous k inds ; Such surviva l s . may "consist o f 

iconogr a phic e l eme nts' a nd o ther re l ig i ous symbols, ro ya l 
, , 

i ns i gni a , emb l ems on co i 'ns and s ea"l s , h~NI C! ic signs' of the 

nobi lity, corpargte symbo l s, t ot em sig ns of c l a ns a nd ~tribes 

e t c . I t s hou ld t hu s be p ossible" to und e r t ,nke fJ comparison 

of such t r ? d itional symbols re semb ling the, s ign~ o f t he 

I ndus S cri pt ~ nd the n~ mes a nd conce pt s. assoc i ated with 

them in, t he Indi o n his toric~l ' t r aditi on i n a n Dtt empt . to 

'es t ablis h th e o-ri g in's 1 ideogrerh ic me~ nings o f the sig ns . 

s . '1 sha ll now -proceed to illu.s trate the method with 

r efe r s-n·ee t o t wo Frequer~ sig ns of the Inc us Script (re ferred 

t o he r e conve nti on~lly as t h e? " J e r' ~ nd the 'beaTe r' 5 ig:15 ) 

which ' appe a'r to h?,ve been e mplo YlZ'd as ideogra ms in the 

s cript e nd t o have su r vi ved in the symbolis m of the l a ter 

I ndi~n his t oric al tr adi tio n . 

6 . Thi s i s th e mos t fre qu~ntly used s ign of the Indus 

S cr ipt . It appea r s to be a p i ctog r Ci m depi c ting some kind o f 

a vess el · with l a ng ha nd l es br pronou n c e d rim o r lip and with 

a ta per ing bottom. The vessel-form of t he s i g n is cla a r l y. 

intfic O'.t e d i n the not u r <1 1istic represe nt a tio n of the sig n in 

t wo g r ,aff it i o n pots he r ds exc<Jvo ted .from a n e a rl y l e ve l a t 
4 

Ka li b fJ nga n a nd r e c ently. publ is hed by G aB . La l . 
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7 ~ It c£n be established from pure ly forma 1 Clnelyr.is that 

th~ 'je rI sign occurs as a post-fix, suffix or determinative 

at the .end of wh<'lt are mos t probably n.., mes and titles. My 

earlIer attempt to treat the sign as a gr~mmatical suffix and 

to 8st~blish its phonetic value through homophones of 'vessel' 

words has not been successful. 1 nou consider that the sign 

is most probably used in an ideogrc>phic se nse to indicate the 

closs nf persons to whose names it is round suffixed. 

B.. The symbolism of the 'jor l i s closely associated in the 

later Irviian religious trc:dition with priestly ritual. The 

legend of the t jar-born' ~ages is very ancient am is euen 

round in the Rig Vp.da (VII:33) where it is said that Vasishtha 

and AgBstya were genera ted by Mitra Cl nel Varuna From a jar. 

Conse q uentlY the s e sages, ~$pecially Ag a stya, were known as 

Kumbhayoni, KUr.lbhaSDmbhava, ~ undinEl and by other synr.mymous 

names. A vcry similar story is found in the I"!ahabharata in 

resp ec t of Oron;!) ('the vessell). 

9. The myth of the miraculous birth from a jar was shared 

by priestly as well as royal famcilies. Accord~ng to the 

MahabhElra ta, the Kauravas were born from a hundred jars (in 

uhich portions of Gandhari' s foetus IJere stored). Agastya t 

the jar-born snge, Uas the reputed leader of the southern 

migration of the remil Velir clan (said to have arisen from 

••••• 5 



.. 

5 

:;;:" ·vess e 9 -0f. '"".hl""" sa'l"' ) ' The Cha l u kyas , t he 

Hoy~alCls , the: Pa llav<- s t the Vi s h nuku nd i ns (I ve s se l o f 

vio hnu') a nd ~ t he r s out he rn royc:- l d ynas t ies , a l l c l a ime d 

t o have orig ina t ed f r om var i ous k i nds of vessels . 

10 . In Ve dic l i ter atu r e a nd r itu~d trea t .laes, ~.§~~ 

i s menti oned as s ome Ici nd of B sac rific i a l ve ss e l us ed in 
I _ 

r i tua l ( ~£~§~§!b~ g £~ bm'§DQ , ~~j§~QD~~i 2 ~~b~!~ ~~~ ~att~~~~ 
I • • 

~IE.u~.5I ~~:tE~) • Sa b~r;,:s \J a m i n (ill the ~J.l!l~~§!! 2 Y.!E~ ~.b§§bt~\L ~: I'!, 
&H8 I(umhl ih, b+Io&t.ta- (.i.A t b e JBP.!.!'9.Y~~H!L~) (1 .a.18~ 

~ent ion '~§~~ aD a n ex~mp l e of l oan- wl r ds without etymo l ogy 

in 5 a ns kr i t , a nd \.,h ich We r p. u s e e: by t he M le c hc has • ~ ~ .:t~ 

is described E:J B won de n ve s se l r ou nd i n s ha pe wi th a 

h u ndre d ho l e s . The nu mbsr o f holes appears to b e me r e l y 

conventional e nd I.Ja~ pro b i1b ly s ugg e ~ ted by the pho neti c 

• 
s i mi lari t y of t he words Seta ( Ivessel l

) .. nd ~s!.s 

( l one hu nd r e d ' ) . I t ie. h')lIe v e r i mpo r t;;l nt t o no te tha t 

§~~~ wa s r e g a r ded i n ! a t0 r I ndi Rn t r a diti o n (1) a 5 a 

s acr i fic ia l vesse l uf.ed in r i tur. l ; ( 11) ",s a pe rforat ed j a r 

a nd (ii i ) i ts nar.l8 as <1 ! oan- u or d i n Sa nsl(r it f rom t he 

l anguage nf t he /lller.b.M5 . I w!lu!d i r.v i te a tt e nti o n he re 

to the nu me r o us fi ndf:. of pe r for.., t ed j i1 r s , s ome of them 

ve r y larg e, f r om various H::- l' F' P flt.' ;1 s i t es . I t i s not unli kel y 

that thes e p e rfo rated j ~ r5 ha d ~ r ituD! purp0 f:. e . 

11. The U8 F.! of names 5 i mi] ~ 1' to ~~!; .§ in t he ' j a r- born ' 
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f~mille s merits a tt e ntion . The K~ur ~ v a~ we~e born fr om 

a hund re d j iJ r f.; and we re a hundred in number. It i s 

like ly th~ t in thi s Cil s e z l s o, ;:s "in th E!" e ttri buti c n o f 

a hu nd r ed hole s in t h e perfnrc t ed j-r with t he name §it!=~ 1 

the nu mb p. [ of one hu no re n K a u :r ~v o~. , ,' ~ ,,, '"' conve ntiona 1 2' nd . , 
was s ug ge s ted by t he simi 18 rit :, of the wOl' d s ~f1 !:2 a nti ~~t a . 

The Andhra Kings were a l slJ know n as 3a ta , 5 at a v~hana er 

S a t~k;J rni. r'ly' sug'gGr;·ti on t h a t t.he~.e a-r e I j a r ' names 
• 

de ri ved fr om 2 ·§:t~ wi 11 b e corro boJ;';. t ed Ll hen I consi der th€ 

t his p <1 pc:r . I t r.l " y be nr:l t c:r..i th ~, t the n<:lme ~ .. a t a k 2rni W ~ S 

tr a n s l Elt e d in 2nc i ent T;) l7Ii1 l it p. r;::·.tur e t;\ s INurruvDr KJD,Osr' 
--.!..:------- ----

(T he. hu nd red !~ 2 n ngr)) &ga i n at t e s ting to t he traditi o n of 
I 

mixing u p Sa t a u i th ~~~E . Th e T ~nl il Ch e ra kings were 

r el2ted t o the \l e 1ir ( b y m.:. tl-en l t i es) ;; nd we re thu s jJ .:! rt 

of t h e . 1 j AF-b o rn' c L:: ns. I t i t. si1Jn if i cant tha t one of 

the comm ones t chr. r a n~mo s WuS At J D~ p r ob~b l y de rive d frc ~ 
" . 

~~!:.2 by the cl r opp inf) ~f the in it i 8 1 pa l <l tel ( a lingui s tic 

phe nome non Lle ll k newn i n a I r! Tu n il ) . 

11 . To s um up, i t ap pe? r s li kel y t h ~ t the I j a r ' s i r.n 

of th e l,ndu!; ~i cri pt is ,:"I picto gn!:1 cl epictinC) a s8crificiz l 

i d e og r am or d 2 terll'!in C' tiv e , t.o cJ(;;' nnte by as soc'i a tion nf 

i d e ;:s , t he cp nce pt of <J p riest . E ve n c fter the Indus Scr i r :' 
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beca me extinct, th e j a r s ymb o lism continued tO ' be sssnciateti 

with p riestl y a nd r uli ng c las ~es a nrl g<J ve rise t o t he myth 0 

th(~ mi!'8 culous bi rth from jar . ! now consider that since 

t he ' j8 r ' s i gn ~~s prob8 b l y us ed ideog r a ph i cal l y to de note 

8 pr i Rc. t, it is not nece Asa r y thp t tha words for 'prie s t' 
• 

and 'jar' were homophonous in t he .H o T<1 p pa n langu8 g8 , pnd 

hence t he pho netic v<l lue of' -t h e I j a r' ~. ig n cannot be 

determined by emp loying the techninue df ho moph ony (homonym y: 

THE 'D EARE R' S I GN t'1-l) · )/,\ 

13 .. The' pi.c,tog r vOls depi c t s a pers .n ci'lrrying a yo ke . . . 
a cros s hE, sh.ou lder l.:Jith lO<'1ds s uspended From eit he r end. 

The pos itionaL a nd functio.n",l ch;;. racterist ics of this sig n 

are" very s i mil<J r to t h ose of t he I j .. r' s ign. Thus the 

'be a r er ' sign ," 150 ap'p8a1 rS to b e a n i deogra m oc ct)rr ing a s 

a suffixe d ele ment in nfTme - For mat i o ns . 

1A. It Appea r s poss ible tn interpret the ideo~raphic 
" -, 

me '!l n ing of,. t h i s s ig n with r efp. rence t o the 'beare r' motif 

, occurring in ll'lte r , Indis n trC'dition . Th e te;m 'bea rer' is 

applied idiomaticall y i n tl-e i' I~d i i3 n le:ngu a ges to a pe r s l"ln 

who ' s hou l dF::r s ' a ny responsibil i ty or 'be8 r s ' t he ' bu r den' 

of a ny office. Thus t he Sa nskrit word 'gb§!.t!:' t I husband! . . 
(lit., one who s us t n ins o r msinta ins) is fro m the r oo t 9.b! , 

• 
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' to be,::lr ' • Ve have s imilar e xpre s sions derived from the 

One ma y ;')ls o re fe r t o the t yoke t wor~s like 2b..Y!.§.mQbs!~ 

or Y.!:m .£Pf!Df£i: (lit., 'yoke bea r ers ') u!: e d .as honorifics 

.'1' nemes. On the b<:! s i s of t his ev i dpnce , tole can interpret 

• the 'b ea rer' 5i~ n in the Indu~ Sc ript as a n ideogr am or 

determin e tive with thQ pppro x imote meaning of . 'Officer' 

or I functionary' • 

15. A common tendency in tHe J mian tradition i s for 

• honorifics a nrl titles to los e the'ir. origins.l significa nce 

a nd become proper na me s . J f Cl 5 imllc> r develop;aent Md 

t;:;ken place in re~pect of t he 'bearer' s ymbolism, we should 

find s uc h names a mong the princely or priestly families 

in latE'r t i mes . This rer:! soning lefl ds us stra ight to the 

e8 rlie5t :) nd "the mos t " f am ous of the I bearer' a-lans in 
- -

2ncient Ind io namely th2 8h a rab'ls (lit., 'bearers') • 

. i s s i gnific8 nt th.: t the Bha rat as \Je r£' both priests Dnd 

rule r s a nd occupied th e Ind us region duri ng the vedic 

period. Andhras were <3 not hcr .f a mous dynasty with royal 

.' n;']rne s d e rived from the 'bearer ' motif, viz., Satavahana 

a nd .S aliv~tl a na . In the Tamil country, the Cheras were 

-iJ h:: o ca lled P~r a iy p. r (lit.~ 'be a r ers'-' from the Tamil reot . . . .... 
..Q.9!!:! ' to bear' ). 1 mpnrtant evidence t o corroborate 

~ 

• 
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this nssociat ion comes from tl+Ie IIIPl l!wliJ. i sbpd oiil . lr 
,<t .... \, 

mc -aeval cop per coins o f t"lre SI,eree (lleas hi the 
" _. 

mILie",,! f1QSBUIti. IQew 081b i~ portray ing the 'bearer ' 

motif, \./hich is pictorically pr ac tic CJl l y identica l 

IJith the idoo g ram of the I ndus ScripL(t\- " lOlIiO,",t.>iN)lI{. 

. S .... , ........ ~~ .. , NO ' \,,"). ' 

16. It is interos tlng to obse rve thG co nnecti on 

between tho' j a r' e nd the ' be a rer' s i gns in the 

Indus S crip~ as ~well ;,s il') th e .-l ater I ndian tra dit i o n . 
, 

As ment ioned Bft rl!e r , both t he siQns oc cu r in 

simi l e r environment in the inscript io ns indic<Jt ing 

thElt they belo ng to the Same cvtegory. On Ie s has 

found in his recent exca v~ t i ons ;:t Mohen jodoro a l a rge 

s torage j a r wi t h "t he 'bearer' motif mould ed in reli~ f 
5 

on the s id e of the vessel . Anot her i nteresting 

f ea tu r e i s t ha t the s e h Ie signs of the I nduB Sc ript 

a rC? of to n found lig~ tured . In fact , the compound sign 

( I jar- bea r e r ' ) OCcurs oFtener th~ n the 'be or e r' sig n. 

Whe n we Tturn to the later Indi ~ n tradition we find 
.. ' 

name s or lfIy ths c o nnected u it h the I ja r' . i.'Ind ' bearer' 

mot ifs occurring in t he Same groups . P.s mentioned 

e .iJ rlier, the Ku ru s we r e born in j a rs and were als o 

c al led the Elha ratAs (I be a rer s ') . Tha Andhras had 

I ja t - nama~r (s a te , S·at3va h8n8~f:J .til-t~, \ole 11 ~s ' bearer ' 

•••• 10 
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names (S etavahana f Saliv8hana). The names of 

the Cheras (:citeDt POl'8i) "Iso shoLl both the 

associ8tions. The Pallavas who claimed to arise 

from Q vessel (;pattra-skhalito_vritt"inam , ),6 . 

belongerl to the Bhar8c1v?j2 gatrs ~ anoth£?r nClrn8 

l.Jith the' bearer' moti f. 

17. Finally, I come to whet I co':!sider as 

the most int~resting evidenc8 connecting the 

pictograms of the Indus Script with later Indian 

names. A s88rch for royal nDmes b8sed on the 

1 bearer' motif led me to the famous [.\ndhra dyn,:Clsty 

whose kings called themselves 52tavahanas or Salivahanas. 

The suffix-~~b~D£ is connected with the 'bearer' 

theme (.YBb.sD£: bearing~ car:rying). Since however the 

second element-.Y,g.b~.!J~ never occurs sepanltely in these 

names, it struck me ~s prob2ble thnt the preceding 

elements §Q~~- and s::ili - might 81so be derived 

The 'bearer' ideogr8m 

in the Indus Script often appears ligatured or compounded 

with one of two other signs, viz., the 'jar' sign 

or the 'lance' sign .. These compound ideograms can 

be considered in the light of the following interesting 

pa rEllle lis rns : 

••••• 11 
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--------- ---------- ------------------------------------- ------- -
5 ign P i ctcg r :::ph i c 

v (-i l ue 
5nnskr i t 
s qu iv3 1c nt 

/"l e an i ng 

------------- ---- ---- -- ------------------------------ -----------

, , 

-, f <0\ _ 

'J 

..!:i. 
\ -t- ' " /\() " . 

L Mr~CE 

8E I,RE R 

J .'i R 
-:· 8E·:RE~ 

.. 
L!1NCE 
-:· 8 [ /'RE R 

A kind o f sacrific i a l 
vesse l used in rituaJ 

la nce 

8e·'ar i ng , cfnry ing 

( l it . ~ I j;: r- bec r i ng r; 

,~" ~".. <.It f""~'"" J1~'?ll 
.,/ 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
The very c lose p.1T,"llcl i sm betwC'en the compound id~g ra{T'6 0f t he 

Indus 3cript and the com pound ncmes in the 10 te r I ndian 

t r aditio n provides good con f irm<1 t io n of the co r rectness of 

the inte rpre t At io n p r opos~d by me. 

• , •• 1 2 
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18 . To sum UP t 1 lJ.O\Jld t en t ati ve ly s ug ges t the Following 

r e vised interpretCl tion of· tha ideogr~ms in the Indus Sc ri.pt !--: ) 

.. . , 
------------------------------ ------ _. ----_.---- --- --.-.--. --. -
Ide ogram Plctog rn phic 

vulue 
Assnci <! ted 
meani ng 

. . . ---- ---.----.-. ---------- ----. ---------- -- --------- -. ----.-----

lJ . 

t,. 
\ 

ij"b 

3i ~. 
b-l-b · 

I ' 

c · m 
" 

I 5 ac r i fie 1.,1 vessel 
I used in_ ritual 

Lance , .. 

b8 ~ rer 

.. , 
Jar -:. bearer 

Lance+b oo r er 

- - - - - - - - - - -

• *** 

.~ f • • • • 

Prie s t , . 

OfFi cer nr Functionary 

. Pficer with priestly 
Functions 

. 
. oFrice. with milita ry 

runctfons • 

. ' . - - ~ - - - - - ~ 
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