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Iravathem llahadevan

1. - Any serious study of the Indus Script must begin
with a formel or structural analysis of the texts. Such a
study will include compilztion of sign-lists and concordance
tabulation of sign frequencies and statisticasl-positional
analyses to determine the nature of the script and the
typology of the underlying lsngusqe. It is at this level
that the use of the computsr has been most prcductiuet It
is also at this level that come messurable progress has -
been achieved in matters like determinstion of the directior
‘of writing, word division, and delineation of the broad
syntactical features of the texts.  These studies seem to
indicate broadly tha£ Ehe typology of the Harzppan language
is non-Indo~European éﬁd resembles Oravidian languages closc
One has, however, to leave the computer behind at this stegc
when one proceeds further to look for clues to find the

meaning of the texts or the phonetic values of the signs.

2. In some of my earlier papers, I have been advocatin
the use of the method of parallelisms to acquire s broad
comprehension of thé context and the cnntgnts o? the Harapp
‘inscriptions even before reaching the stage of actual

2 .
linguistic decipherment. I propose in the present paper
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to recspitulate my arguments briefly and to illustrate the
method with a feu examples ‘end uith the addition of some

fresh evidence.

D % Emil Forrer pointed out that it ues possible to

acquire an objective comprehension of the contents of an
inscription in an undeciphered script by the observation
of parallel phenomena% Parallels can occur betueen a

- symboliczl representetion and a text nssocisted with it
(e.g.n text inscribed near the figure of a deity), betueen
the uritten objéct and its designation (e.g. 2 fext with
numerals engraved on a2 brorze implement) or between the
-written symbol itself and its mezning (e.g. 2n ideogram
whose pictographic origin is dbvious). Parallels can also
be set up by observing the similaritics in the standard
formulae employed in ancient inscriptions (e.g. the
opening of royal decrees). Forrer wss able to shouw that
such comparisons revezled the basic features of the grammer

nf a writing sy=tem even before its linguistic deciﬁherment.

4. The applicaobility of the method of parallels for a
study nf the Indus. Script is suggested by the astonishing
continuity and vitality of the Indian historical tradition.
It is probable thet even uhen the. Indus Script ceased to be
current 2s a writing system, some of the more important

ideograms of the script survived and cvolved intp traditicnzl
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symbols of various kinds. Suech survivals. mey consist of
iconographic elements and opﬁer re linious symbols, royal
insignia, emhlems on coins and ééals, heradic sigﬁé of the
nobility, corporzte symbols, fotém signs of clans and tribes
etc. It should thus be possibie'to undertake ﬁ comparison
of such treditional symbols résembling the signs of the
Indus Script and the names and concepts assﬁciatéd uith

them in the Indion histﬁrical'traditian in an attempt. to

establish the origintl ideographic meanings of the signs.

5. I shall now proceed t§ illuystrate the method with
reference to tuo frequept signs of the Indus Script (referred
to here conventionally ;s}the T'_}z.r.' and the Tbearer} signs)
uhich'apraT to heve been employed as idengrams in the

script and to have surﬁiued in the s;mbulish of the later

Indian historical tradition.

5.I This is the most Frequ@nfly used sigﬁ of the Indus
Script. It appears to be a2 pictogram depicting some kind of
a pessel-ui?h iang handles or pronounced rim or lip and with
a tapering bﬁttom. The vessel-form of the sign is clearly
indicatéd in the naturalistic reprocsentation of the sign in
twe graffiti on potsherds excavated from an early level at

. 4
Kalibangan and recently published by B.B.Lal.
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T It can be established from purely formal analysis that
the '"jer' sign occurs as a post-fix, suffix or determinstive
at the end of what are most probsbly names and titles. My
eaplier attempt to treast the sign as a grammatical suffix and
to establish its phonetic value through homophones of 'vessel!
words has not been successful. I nou consider that the sign
is most probably used in an ideographic sense to indicate the

class nf persons to whose names it is found suffixed.

B. The symbolism of the 'jar' is closely associated in the
later Indian religious tredition with priestly ritual. The
legend of the 'jar-born} sages is very ancient and is even
found in the Rig VYeda (VY1I:33) where it is said that Vasishthe
and Agastys were generated by Mitra and Varuna from a jar.
Consequently these sages, epspecially Agastya, were knoun as
Kumbhayoni, Kumbhasambhava, Kundines and by other synonymous
names. A very similar stery is found in the Mzhabharata in

respect of Droma ('the vessel!),

9. The myth of the miraculous birth from a jar was shared
by priestly as well as royasl famdlies. According to the
Mahabharata, the Kauravas were born from a hundred jars (in
which portions of Gandhari's foetus were stored) . Agastys,
the jar=-born sage, was the reputed leader of the southern

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

...-.5



B

& . - : 5 .
bhe vessel)efeem=bmortirormesoeelays The Cha lukyas, the

Hoysalas, the Pallaves, the Vishnukundins ('vessel of
vishnu') snd ather southern roys1l dynasties, all claimed

to have originated from various kinds of vessels.

10, In Vedic literature and ritual treatises, Sata J"

is mentinned as some kind of =z sacrificial vessel used in

— e el e - — —

mentionstata as an example of loan-uerds without etymology
in Sanskrit, and which were used by the Mlechchas, 3ata
is described es & wnanden vessel round in shape with a
hundred holes. The numbezr of holes appears to be merely
conventicnal z2nd was probably suggested by the phonetic
similarity of the words Ssta ('vessel') and égjg

(}cne hundred}). It is houvever impeortant to note that
Sata was regarded in later Indian tradition (i) as a
sacrificial vessel ured in titusl; (ii)es a perforated jar
and (iii) its name as a loan-uword in Sanskrit from the
lanquage of the Mleschas, 1 would invite attention here
to the numerous finds of perforated jars, some of them
very large, from various Harapozn sites., It is not unlikgly

that these perforated jzrs had a2 ritual purpose,

1. The use cf names similar to Satz in the ! jar-born’

ll'.'ﬁ



families merits attention. The Kzuravas were born from

a hundred jérs'énd Were a hundred in number, It is

likely that in this case z1sc, as in the zttributicn of

a hundred holes in the perfarzted j-r with the name S5ataz,
the number of one hundred Kauravas i 3 conventional end
was suggested by the similarity of the u;rds Cats amd §§;g.
The Andhra Kings wcre alan knoun as Sgta, Satavahana er
Sgtaknrpi. My suggestion that these are"jer} names
derived from Ha8ta will be corroborated when I consider the
symbolism of the 'besrer' names in the next section of
this paper, It may be nntcd thnat the name atakarni was
translated in zncient Tamil literature os 'NGEEuuar’Kaggar‘

(The hundred Kznnazr), again attesting to the tradition of
mixing up Sata vith éggg. The Tamil Chera kings were
reloted to the Velir (by mati®al ties) and were thus part
of the.3jar-b0rn' clens . 1t is significant that one of
the commonest chera naﬁes was Atz=n, probzstly deriued frem
Sata by the droﬁpinq 8f the initiel palatal ( 2 linguistic

phenomenon well knoun in old Tonil) .

T To sum up, it appears likely th;f the 'jari sicn
of the Indus Script is a pictogrzm depicting a sacrificizl
vessel used in priestly rituzl ~nd wazs employed as an
ideogram or determinative, to denote by assnciation of

jdecs, the cpncept of z priest. Even zfter the Indus Scrip*
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beczame extinct, the jar symbolism continued to 'be assnciated
with pfiestly and r;ling classes and gave rise to the myth o
the miraculous birfh from jar. I now consider that since
the }jar' sign u;s ﬁfnbably used ideographically to denote

a priest, it is not necessary thst ths words for 'prieét’
énd.'jar'.uere homophonous in the.Harappan 'langusge, snd
hence tﬁe phonetic value of -the ‘jar} 2ign cannot be

determined by employing the techninue of homophony (homonymy,

THE 'BEARER! SIGN (’_»_,f:[:‘(‘)

13+ The pictogroms depicts a persen carrying = ycke
across his shoulder with leads suspended from either end.
' The positiongl and functional chezracteristics of this.sign
are’ very similar to those of the 'jrr' sign. Thus the
thearer! sign also appears to be an ideogram occurring 2s

a suffixed element in name-farmations.,

14, It appears possible to interpret the ideobraphic
meaning nf.this sign uith reference fﬁ the 'bearer} motif
.occurring im.late;llndian tredition. The term 'bearer' is
applied idiomatically in the;Indian languages to a persnn

who 'shoulders! any responsibility or 'bears} the 'burden'

- ———

(1it., one who sustains or maintains) is from the root bhr,
.
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'to bear' . Ue have similar expressions derived from the
root vah, 'to bear' , as in Eggyg:gébggg 'of fice-bearer’,

o e e s

’or yugzmdhare (1lit., 'yoke bearers}) uSed as honorifics
_er Nezmes. On the besis of this evidence, we can interpret
{he 'bearer} sign in the Indus Script as an ideogram or
determinative with the approximate meaning of 'Officer!

or 'functionzry',.

18, A common tendency in the Indian tradition is for
honorifics %fﬁ titlas‘tn lose their original significance
and become proper nemes. If a similer developaent hed
tzken place in respect of the 'bearer! symbolism, we should
find such namés éﬁong the princely or priestly Familie§
inh later times., This reasoning leads us straight to the
earliest and the most famous of the 'bezrer' elans in

. ancient India pamely the Bharatas (lit., }beerers}) - Xk
.is significant thnt the Bharatas were both priests end
rulers and occupied the Indds region during the vedic
period. Andhras were another famous dynasty with royal

- names derived From_the }bea£cr' mo£if, Qiz., S atavahana
and.Salivahana. In the Tamil‘countfy, the Cheras were
alsotéé}leduppzaiyer (1it., 'bearers" from the Tamil root

pory 'to bear' ). Impeartant evidence to corroborate

ooe9



this association comes from Sk od oy
ftevely
me'ieval copper coins ofbth5~6hse&e—+nﬁv—éﬁ-the

vt i=TeTTm - trr-Bedbi) portraying the 'hearerf

motif, which is pictorically practically identical

with the ideogram of the Indus Script.(Ch., EWiel, (D™ o4,

JQ\-\RN- :W‘; ND - \Rf‘L'

16, Tt is interesting to observe the connection

betueen the 'jar! and the 'bearer' signs in the

Indus Script as well as in the later Indian tradition.
As mentionec eaglier, both the signes occur in

similer environment in the inscriptions indicating
that they belong to the same category. ODales has
found in his recent excavations at Mohenjodaro a large
storage jar with the 'bearer! motif.mﬁulded in relief
cn the side of the uessel?- Another interesting
feature is that these two signs of the Indus Script
are often found ligatured. 1In fact, theléompound sign
('jar-hearer}) occurs oftener than the 'bearer' sign. !
When we turn to the later Indian tradition ué find
names or myths connected uith the }jar"and}gaarer'
motifs occurring in the sasme groups., Rs.mentiuned
earlier, the Kurus uere born in jars and were also

called the Bharatas ('bearers')., The Andhras had

& ia ' oAt 2R
' jat-names (sata, Satavahsna) as well as ‘bearer’
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names (Saztavahana, Salivahana). The names of

the Cherss (Atan, Porsi) also show both the
asspcistions. The Pallavas who claimed to arise
from a vessel (;pgttra—skhalita—urittzngm'y6.
beionggﬁ to.the Bhartadvzja gotre, another name

with the 'bearer'! motif,

17 Finally, I come t0 what I consider as

the most interesting evidence copnecting the

pictograms of the Indus Script with lster quisn

names. A search for rToyal names based on the

‘bearer! motif led me to the famous Andhra dynasty

whose kings called themselves Sztavahanas or Salivehanas.
The suffix-vzhana is connected with the }bearep*

theme (Yahapa: bearing, cerrying) . Since houever thé

names, it struck me as probeble that the preceding

elemants ggig— anﬁ gzgi ~ might also be derived
from the Hareppan:substratuﬁ; The 'bearer} ideogram

in the Indus Script ﬁften appears ligstured or cﬁmpuunded 
with one of two otﬁér signs, viz., the }jar‘ sign

or the !lance’ sign; These compound idecgrams can

be considered in the light of the follouing interesting

parallelisms:
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Sign

O

E

— e s me R

- = s

Pictcgr=phic
value

LANCE

BE ARER

J AR
+BE"RER

LANCE
+RC/RER

Sanskrit
egquivaelent

—— -

—— e —

iy, S et S S e B S

Meaning

A kind of sezecrificial
vessel used in rvitusl

lance
Bearing, carrying
(lit., "Jjer-bescring')

Nnepr,af fAndhre dynast

(1it.,'lance~-bearing'

. Yw O Bvdlaae o‘."vw‘}
P

o

The very close parnllelism betucen the compound idemgramsof the

Indus Script and the compound nemes in the loter Indian

tradition provides good confirmation of the correctness of

the interpretation proposed hy me.
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18. To sum up, I would tentatively suggest the following

revised interpretatibn.oﬁ the ideograms in the Indus Script:- .

Ideogram Pictographic
value

T T P B -

‘U { Sacrificial vessel
4 used in_ritual

Lance

&fb bsarer
é;éi:. Sar ;:ba;;ar

Lance+bearer

- e e W s o omm T e o e e e e, o mm

¥ %%

Assncizted
meening

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

Priest 5

Yarrior -

Officer nr functiocnary

‘efficer with priestly
functions

_officer with military .

functions ¢
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1. Ffor computer studies of the Indus Script the following
vorks may be consulted: a

(i) Yu.V.Knorozov et el, Prelimipary Repert_en_the
Investigstion of the Proto-Indisn_ texts(1965);
Proto-Indicz (1968); tr.and ed., by Kamil Zvelebil
and Arlene Zide, Mouton (1976).

(ii)Asko Parpola, et al, Decipherment of_the_Proto-
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to_the_ Indus_Inscriptions, Helsinki (1973).

(iii)Travatham Mahadevan, The Indus Script: Texts,
Concordance _ond_Tables, Memoirs of the Archzeological
Survey of India, No.77, New Delhi (1977).

2, Iravatham Mahadeven, (i) Dravidizn_Parzllels_in
Proto-Indian Script, Journal of Tamil Studies, Vol,II,
No.1, (May 1970), p.157; (1i) lethod _of_Parallelismg
dn_the_interpretatiop of t he Preto-Indian Script,
Proceedings of the 111 International Conference Seminar
on Tamil Studies, Paris, 1970(1973), p.4d; (iii)Styudy

Proceedings of the II All-India Conference of Dravidian
Linguists, 1972 (1975), p.240

3. Emil Forrer, The Hittite Ideographic writing, Chicago
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of sncient scripts_and writings, E.Doblhofer, tr.by
Mm.Savill, London (1961).
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4.,B.B.lLaly, Some fispects of the  rchzeologicel evidence
relating to the Indus Script, Puratattve, No.7(1974)
P.20, P1.VI.B,
U
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. 5.George Dales, Expedition, 9:4 (1967), p.37.

6.From the inscription on the seal of the Pallankoyil

Plates ed.by T.N.Sub}aaagiyan in the Trapsections
v
of _the_lrchaeologicel Q'an-]of' South_India(1958-59)
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