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What the reviewers say about this book ...

Professor Singh seems to have given us a singularly learned, well-written, and detailed introduction
to the study of ancient India... It is possible to have disagreement with Professor Singh on various
1ssues, but that, in fact, lends charm to what she writes because what would a book like this be worth

unless it can generate debates in the class-room?
—Dilip K. Chakrabarti, University of Cambridge

[ The book’s] unusual format consists of not only a narrative text, but boxed information from original
sources and research works, and on key concepts, which the students will find instructive.... The
website for further references and reading makes a supplement to the narrative. The list of further
readings is impressive.... Due attention is paid to regional histories, especially South India and

sources in regional languages....
—R. Champakalakshmi, 7/e Hindu , 13 October 2008

.. a well 1llustrated, marvellously produced textbook covering the vast history from the Stone Age to
the 12th century.... Singularly impressive for its make-up and appearance, this textbook is the first of
its kind in the country....

Each chapter of the book contains a critical reappraisal of sources and the development of historical
knowledge ... helping students understand the rigorous methodology that underlies the process....
‘[Ulnsettled’ issues have been dealt with through the debates without losing their complexity and thus
creating awareness of various scholars’ valuable contributions towards the construction of historical
knowledge....

Singh’s book ... educates its readers as to how history can stake claims on various areas of
knowledge in the domain of interdisciplinary studies like gender studies, environmental history,

human geography, landscape archaeology and human ecology.
—Rajan Gurukkal, 7The Book Review , October 2008

Professor Singh has succeeded in her venture of producing a balanced and stimulating textbook on
the early Indian past. She has followed recent trends in historiography, incorporating into her book
new theoretical perspectives, scientific technologies, and the enormously growing archaeological

data. Often neglected South Indian history is also adequately represented.
—N. Karashima, University of Tokyo



With its in-depth assessment of the literary and archaeological sources and theoretical discourses,
[this book] provides a unique and long overdue introduction to the study of Indian history to the 12th

century, which gives full coverage also to peninsular India.
—Hermann Kulke, University of Kiel

This is the first work on ancient India where the text has been constructed at different levels. Ten
chapters pan across the whole canvas, from prehistory and protohistory to ancient and early
medieval history. The panorama is interspersed with inset capsules where some themes are picked
out to illustrate larger elements in the chapters....

Singh’s deep affection for all kinds of ancient Indians has ensured that ... she does not lose sight of
ordinary people, or for that matter, their eating habits, or even their pets.

Early India is not merely humanised through such capsules and sources, it is also illuminated by the

roughly 450 illustrations that accompany the text.
—Nayanjot Lahiri, India Today , 11 August 2008

[ T]his up-to-date, lavishly illustrated, and thoughtfully-designed volume is clearly the new standard
against which future texts will be measured.... Singh’s overview of early Indian history deftly
Integrate[s] archaeological data in a way few, if any, other reviews have achieved or ventured....

[Singh] stresses the complexity and diversity of experience ... while also crafting a composite image,
a mosaic, of a unified Indian past. That she is able to do justice to regional specificity, occupational
diversity, and cultural complexity is a testament to [her] powerful historical vision....

The most enduring value of Upinder Singh’s new synthesis is the way in which it aims to create not

simply consumers but producers of historical thought.
—Kathleen D. Morrison, Seminar , 593, January 2009

Singh ... writes with a refreshing openness, and her constant aim 1s to communicate clearly, without
simplifying the complex subject matter before her. [T]his is the major contribution of the book....

[n an era when most historians are torn between different and contending theories, Singh remains
rooted to facts and analysis without ever committing the error of claiming that she has said the last

word on the subject.
—Rudrangshu Mukherjee, The Telegraph , 14 November 2008

.. a fascinating and up-to-date account of South Asia’s past, from the dim beginnings of the hunter-
forager way of life to the early medieval period. It is based on an objective assessment of both
literary and archaeological sources ... the book will be useful to students of history and archaeology

at all levels and to all educated laymen who desire to know about South Asia’s past.
—K. Paddaya, Deccan College, Pune



The language is refreshingly gender-sensitive and direct. The visuals are chosen with care and
several of them are spectacular. Access to primary sources (both visual and textual) enriches the
book enormously. It is more than apparent that the author has carefully deliberated over each

sentence in order to create a text that is comprehensive.
—Kumkum Roy, /IC Quarterly , Autumn 2008
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Preface

From 1981, I spent over twenty years teaching the undergraduate course on ancient and early
medieval India at St. Stephen’s College, Delhi. It was a daunting course, demanding coverage of
many different areas and issues over enormous spans of time. [ was fortunate to have students with
sharp and inquisitive minds, whose questions constantly forced me to re-think my perspectives and
conclusions, and who made me realize that teaching 1s ultimately about the quality of communication
between student and teacher. Undergraduate teaching, with its enormous pressures of teaching and
marking work, left very little time for research. Nevertheless, I did manage to keep my research
going, and explored issues related to social and economic history, religious institutions, inscriptions,
archaeology, and the modern histories of ancient sites and monuments.

A History of Ancient and Early Medieval India: From the Stone Age to the 12th Century
emerged from the intersection of my experiences as a teacher and researcher. Primarily a textbook
and reference work for both undergraduate and postgraduate students, this book will, I hope, also
appeal to the general reader. Its aim is to provide an introduction to ancient and early medieval India
through a comprehensive overview of historical issues and details within a firm chronological
framework; explanations of basic concepts and terminology; an exposure to the flavour of textual,
material, and visual historical sources; and a highlighting of new discoveries and research. Perhaps
most importantly, this book focuses on the process through which historical knowledge 1s formed,
and the intellectual inquiry and debate that form part of this process.

This book is not a mere summary of existing knowledge. Rather than offer students a smoothened
narrative, which they will then be expected to absorb passively, it is necessary to expose them to the
complex details and textures of history. Where there are unresolved issues, they have been presented
as such, rather than conveying a false sense of certainty. Where there are debates, the different
perspectives have been presented, along with my own assessment of which arguments are convincing
and which ones are not.

Historians and teachers invest far too much time and energy in telling students what to think, rather
than how to think for themselves. Students need to learn to evaluate evidence and hypotheses, to
relentlessly question and critique what they read or are told, and formulate and express their
independent views. It is essential to acknowledge the valuable contributions made by various
scholars towards the construction of historical knowledge and to understand the rigorous
methodology that underlies this process. However I hope that this book encourages readers to think
courageously and creatively beyond the current boundaries of academic discourse and debate.

Since this 1s a macro-history of the Indian subcontinent, and in a single volume at that, it outlines
broad trajectories, always aware of the fact that these are only a few of multiple trajectories. Thus,
for instance, while the account of the beginnings of food production may suggest that this was the
inexorable direction in which things were moving, emphasis is still placed on the fact that hunting



and gathering remained a preferred subsistence activity for many communities across the centuries.
Similarly, the discussion of the early historical period may seem to suggest that everything was
making way for the emergence of city life, but it must not be forgotten that most people of the
subcontinent continued to live in villages.

The privileging of certain processes over others is partly the result of the training and tendency of
a historian to focus on what appear to be significant changes, and also due to the inherent nature and
inadequacies of sources and available data. The fact is that whether we look at the archaeological or
literary sources, we know much more about agricultural groups than hunter-gatherers, and much more
about city-dwellers than village folk. Nevertheless, it is important to constantly remind ourselves
about the partial and inadequate nature of our historical narratives.

Prehistory to ¢. 1200 CE 1s an enormous span of time, and it is not possible to be exhaustive on
cach and every issue. The structure of this book involves breaking this vast period into broad
chronological units. For earlier periods, all radiocarbon dates mentioned in this book are calibrated
dates. Following current usage, BCE (Before Common Era) is used instead of BC, and CE (Common
Era) instead of AD. Against the background of the controversy over the dates of the Buddha’s life, c.
480 BCE has been taken as the date of the parinibbana.

Within the broad chronological units, profiles have been constructed of the various geographical
regions, incorporating the range of available literary and archaeological evidence, bringing out the
complex strands of historical processes within and across different regions. The coverage of regions
s necessarily dependent on available information, and the gaps and inadequacies in this information
should inspire young scholars to take on the challenge of addressing them.

Each chapter looks at various aspects of a particular period on the basis of a critical survey of the
available sources. The narrative is punctuated by boxes focusing on key concepts, primary sources,
further discussion of specific issues or details, recent discoveries, and new directions in research.
From the beginning of the historical period, the chapters start with a synopsis of political history and
a discussion of political processes. This is not because these are necessarily the most important
aspects of history, but because it is useful for students to have a basic understanding of political
context and chronology. Political narrative has been accompanied, to every possible extent, with a
discussion of political structures and processes.

Political, social, economic, religious, and cultural history are discussed sequentially in order to
bring out their inter-connectedness within a chronological and contextual frame. The discussion of
social history looks at issues such as class, caste, gender, and subordinate and marginalized groups.
Philosophical ideas are treated as an important part of the intellectual life of different periods.
Religious doctrines and practices are discussed as important areas requiring detailed investigation,
and not merely as part of an ideology reflecting existing power structures. I hope that the many
excerpts from original sources and photographs create sensitivity towards the aesthetic dimensions
of Indian cultural traditions reflected in literature, art, and architecture.

As far as possible, references have been cited to enable the interested reader to go to the original
source. Translations have often been slightly modified to make them more accessible. Punctuation
has been altered to suit the style of the book, especially since diacritical marks have been dispensed
with. Since historical literature generally uses such diacritics and students should understand them,
the conventionally used systems of transliteration for Sanskrit and Tamil have been provided
towards the end of the book.



It is a matter of great satisfaction for me that this book contains over 400 illustrations—Iine
drawings, photographs, and maps—many of a quality and range that are not to be found in any book
on ancient and early medieval India. The visual element is as important for understanding prehistoric
stone tools as for appreciating art and architecture. The illustrations are much more than an adjunct
or supplement to the text. In many cases they convey much more than words possibly can,
1lluminating the past and making it vivid, meaningful, and exciting.

In spite of my best effort, [ am aware that this book has certain limitations. For instance, largely
because the book was already very long, the last chapter does not discuss the Delhi Sultanate or the
history of Islam in the subcontinent, which are very important parts of the early medieval period. For
similar reasons, the rich and varied cultural developments of this period could not be surveyed
exhaustively. | have instead given a brief overview, with a focus on South India, hoping that the
photographs will to some extent make up for the lack of detailed discussion.

This book provides students and scholars with a foundation, encouraging them to pursue further
reading, depending on their needs and interests. The historical narrative given in the book relies not
only on my own research but also on a vast array of writing and research produced by others. My
debt to this scholarship is acknowledged in the in-text references and the readings suggested at the
end of the book. Readers are encouraged to follow these references for more detailed treatment of
various 1ssues.

The Web supplement carries forward the features of this book, especially in terms of excerpts
from original sources and illustrations. This resource allows a reader access to constant additions
and updates to the material. This open-endedness is essential, given the fact that new data and
changes in perspective are an integral part of the discipline of history.

I hope that this book communicates how exciting and challenging an exploration of the history of
ancient and early medieval India can be. My students, initially at St. Stephen’s College, and
subsequently in the History Department of the University of Delhi, have been an important part of my
own exploration of this history. That is why this book is dedicated to them.

Upinder Singh



A Reader’s Guide to A History of Ancient and Early Medieval
India

A first of its kind in India, this book has been developed and designed as a textbook for students of
ancient Indian history. It brings together an exhaustive coverage of a large span of India’s ancient
past in a lucid narrative style. Pedagogic elements built into the book make the study of history a
thought provoking and enjoyable experience.

[n order to help you make the best use of this book, this section provides a window into the various
components of the text.
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In 1911, Pandit Radha Enshna, an enthustastic collector of antigutties, discovered an unusual stone image in the
midst of agricultural fields on a mound called Toke Tia in Mat village near Mathura: The head and arms of the

statue were missing, but ensugh remadped to indicate that this was a life-size image of a warrar king. His right
hand bald a long sceptre or mace, and his eft bapd Rrmly clasped the omanented Bilk of his sword. His trim hody
was clothed in a simple, kpee-length tunic, gothered at the waist by o bely, over which be wore an ankie-length
outer robe. His rather large feet, enclosed in heavy boots strapped round the ankles, ware splayed and planted
firmiy am the ground, in a pose simultaneousty suggestive of action and stability, Even in its damaged condition,
the fmage radlated strangth, power, and suthoifty, & Brahmi Inscription at the base indiceted that this was a
stone portrait of Kanishka, Kanishka belonged to the Kushana dyrasty, one of several dynasties that ruled in the

subicontinent durng the early centurles o,
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Each chapter constitutes a chronological unit within a larger framework, providing a comprehensive
overview of historical issues and details, and constructing profiles of the various geographical
regions in the subcontinent. The chapter outline provides a view of the broad organization of the
chapter. An opening story from a variety of sources serves as an engaging start for the chapter and
also presents a strand from the rich thematic core of the chapter’s discussion.

Boxes

Five kinds of boxes appear throughout the book. Each kind has a separate role in helping you explore
and understand different dimensions and key issues related to history learning and teaching.



Numerous important concepts and terms used by historians (sometimes drawn from different
disciplines) such as state, tribe, class, and caste are explained with their specific and complex
meaning in KEY CONCEPTS . This helps in using these terms and concepts with greater clarity and
appropriateness, and in gaining a better idea of the inherent interdisciplinary nature of history.

KEY CONCEPTS

Lineage, clan, tribe

Historians use several sociological terms and concepts while describing ancient cultures.
Kinship refers to socially and culturally recognized relationships among people, commonly
assumed to be based on natural or biological ties. These ties may be based on birth/descent (con-
lineal or agnatic. Unilineal kinship systems which recognize descent through the mother are
known as matrilineal. Multi-lineal or cognatic systems are those in which descent through both
the mother and father is recognized. In both patrilineal and matrilineal systems,

Learning about the original sources of history, and how they are interpreted, makes history truly
exciting. Familiarity with primary sources is an integral part of the appreciation and evaluation of
historical theories and arguments. The PRIMARY SOURCES boxes provide you with descriptions and
Il1ustrations of archaecological source material, interesting information about literary sources and
their authors, and many translated excerpts from original texts and inscriptions.

PRIMARY SOURCES

The analysis of ancient plant remains

The study of ancient plant remains is known as palaeobotany or archaeobotany. Botanical
remains from ancient sites often include macro-botanical remains such as seeds or grains. These
can get preserved through desiccation, waterlog- analysed under microscopes to determine what
types of plants they represent and whether these were wild or domesticated.

Plant remains can also take the form of micro-botanical remains. Tiny particles

History is full of debates on various issues. We intersperse our macro-level main narrative in the
book with a more detailed look at specific issues. FURTHER DISCUSSION boxes enrich your
understanding of the multi-layeredness of our past, and the need to be ready to move beyond
oeneralities and on-the-surface narratives, to closer, more detailed investigations.

FURTHER DISCUSSION

Female fisurines—ordinary women or gsoddesses?



At one time, scholars tended to use the ‘Mother Goddess’ label for all female figurines found at
sites. This was largely because of the belief that the worship of fertility goddesses was an
important part of agricultural societ- In the light of such problems, the term ‘Mother Goddess’
should be replaced by the longer but more neutral phrase— ‘female figurines with likely cultic
significance.” This does not mean that none of these figurines might have had a reli-

Historical knowledge is constantly growing. New discoveries can often radically change our
understanding of the past. RECENT DISCOVERIES boxes direct attention to new exciting discoveries,
the people and circumstances related to these discoveries, and how these discoveries have made an
impact on our understanding of India’s early past.

RECENT DISCOVERIES

Isampur: a centre of stone tool manufacture

Isampur (Gulbarga district, Karnataka) is a village located in the north-western part of the
Hunsgi valley, drained by a small seasonal stream known as the Kamta Halla. The palaeolithic
site lies about 2 km north-west of the village, close to large flakes, and debitage (waste
material). The main tool types were chopping tools, knives, handaxes, cleavers, and scrapers.
While unfinished tools occurred in large numbers, there were relatively few finished ones.
Hammer stones of dif-

While it is important for you to be aware of new historical research, this research is often not easily
accessible. NEW DIRECTIONS IN RESEARCH boxes bridge the gap between students and researchers
by presenting samples of interesting new research, and by explaining their methodology and results
in a clear and straight-forward way. This exposes you to new trends in history writing, and provides
a sense of the constantly changing understandings of the past.

NEW DIRECTIONS IN RESEARCH

Pictures on stone

Pictures made on granite rocks can be seen in many places in Karnataka and Andhra at sites such
as Kupgal, Piklihal, and Maski. They are difficult to date, but a rough chronology can be worked
out on the basis of style, content, and weather- are also people standing in a chain-like formation,
usually interpreted as dancers. Other less frequently occurring motifs include the elephant, tiger,
deer, buffalo, birds, footprints, and abstract designs. In general, the scenes tend to be small

Maps, Photographs, and Figures



Moving ahead from dreary text-based history writing in India, Ancient and Early Medieval India
has over 450 illustrations—maps, photographs, and sketches— that bring history alive. History
becomes an exciting exploration when we can visually situate our learning, and appreciate the
richness of our subcontinental past and culture.
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Maps are one of the most important tools for a history student. Note the use of legends and captions,
different colours for topographical and elevation details, a scale to give an idea of respective
distances, and the use of latitude and longitude coordinates to show the location of the mapped area.

Over 350 photographs of various artefacts, such as stone tools, terracottas, pottery, and coins,
excavated sites, temples, and sculptures, enliven the text.
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SEE CHAPTER 8, P. 28 FOR MORE DETAILS ON THE MAHAYANA AND HINAYANA SCHOOLS.
The first connected life story of the Buddha occurs in the Nidanakatha (1st century). The Pali
or Sri Lankan chronicles—the Dipavamsa (4th-5th century) and the Mahavamsa

[n order to help you follow a certain idea in detail, or to follow a topic dealt with in different
chapters, cross references are provided in the margins. These are indicated by a cross reference icon
with relevant page numbers.
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Photographs of Harappan sites and artefacts

Allahdino is a small (1.4 ha) unfortified village site of the Harappan civilization, about 40 km
east of Karachi. Houses made of mud-brick, often resting on stone foundations, were laid out in a
west—south-west to east—north-east orientation. A large multi-roomed building on a large mud-
brick platform in the north-eastern part of the excavated area seems to have had some special
significance. Another building was associated with three wells. The wells at

A Web supplement available on www.pearsoned.co.in/upindersingh contains additional material
such as extracts from original sources, photographs, and points for discussion. A Web supplement
icon and a short caption indicate the supplementary material available in relation to the discussion in
the text.

Diacritic marks, used extensively in academic writing, have been avoided to facilitate easy reading.
However, the conventionally used systems of transliteration for Sanskrit and Tamil have been
provided at the end of the book.

A Note on Diacritics
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Further Readings for various chapters are provided towards the end of the book. They are meant for
readers interested in acquiring more detailed information.

We hope that this book will prove to be an important contribution towards transforming the way
ancient Indian history is taught and learnt. It is our endeavour to constantly improve this book, and
we would be glad to receive suggestions from all our readers. Please write to us with your feedback
to hedfeedback@pearsoned.co.in
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The Puranas describe a universe shaped like an egg, vertically divided into the celestial worlds,
carth, and netherworlds. The earth is a flat disc, consisting of seven land masses ( varshas) arranged
In concentric circles, alternating with seas of salt water, molasses, wine, butter, curd, milk, and fresh
water. Situated in the centre of the earth is Jambudvipa, in whose southernmost part lies
Bharatavarsha, the golden Meru mountain rising from its midst. One of several explanations of the
name Bharatavarsha connects it with the Bharata people, descendants of the legendary king Bharata,
son of Dushyanta and Shakuntala. Cosmography blends with geography in the Puranas. Bharatavarsha
s said to consist of nine divisions (khandas), separated from one another by seas. But the mention of
its mountains, rivers, and places—some of which can be identified—suggests that the composers of
such texts were familiar with various areas of the Indian subcontinent, and perceived them as parts
of a larger cultural whole.

For people of other lands, the major subcontinental landmark was the Indus, or Sindhu, the mighty
river that originates in the Tibetan plateau, flowing 3,200 km south-west across fertile plains before
it merges with the Arabian Sea. The words ‘India’, ‘Hindu’, and ‘Hindustan’ originate from the name
of this river. Ancient Chinese sources refer to the land of ‘Shen-tu’, Greek texts mention ‘India’, and
Persian inscriptions describe ‘Hidu’ as one of the subject countries of the Achaemenid king Darius.
These terms initially referred only to the lower Indus valley, but their connotations expanded swiftly.
For Megasthenes, who visited the court of Chandragupta Maurya in the 4th century BCE, ‘India’
meant the entire subcontinent. Many centuries later, Arabic and Persian texts used the word
‘Hindustan’ for this vast stretch of land and ‘Hindu’ for its inhabitants.

While the idea of the Indian subcontinent forming a distinct geographic and cultural unit is a very
old one, its nation-states—India, Pakistan, Nepal, Bhutan, Bangladesh, and Sr1 Lanka—emerged only
in recent times. When exploring the ancient history of South Asia, it is necessary to ignore modern
political boundaries and to treat the Indian subcontinent and its many regions and sub-regions as a
single canvas. The history of the subcontinent is really about the historical trajectories and
interactions of these regions and sub-regions, which at certain points of time—during the peak of the
Maurya, Mughal, and British empires—attained some measure of political unity.

The Main Physiographic Zones of the Subcontinent

The Indian subcontinent has fairly well-defined geographical frontiers but enormous ecological
diversity. Its climatic patterns are similar to those prevailing in other areas on the same latitude but
are significantly modified by the Himalayas and the Western Ghats. The Himalayas block the icy
northern winds from sweeping across the Indo-Gangetic plains in winter as well as the rain-laden
monsoon winds from the south-west in summer. The barrier of the Western Ghats similarly leads to
rainfall in the western coastal strip. Most of the subcontinent gets its rains from the south-west
monsoon, except for the north-west and Sri Lanka, which rely on winter rains.

In the north, the subcontinent is bordered by the Himalayas, fairly young fold mountains. The
process of their uplift and folding is still going on, making them geologically unstable. The
Himalayas can be divided into the western, central, and eastern zones, each with their own specific
characteristics. The north-western part of the subcontinent includes the arid mountainous North-West
Frontier Province and the Baluchistan province of contemporary Pakistan. Leaving aside the fertile



river valleys, this area is not especially suited for agriculture, but the many routes running along its
valleys and passes connect the subcontinent with areas lying to its west.

Even more arid conditions prevail in the Thar desert of Rajasthan, where low hills and sand dunes
rise over the underlying low, rocky plateau. Between the desert and the north-western mountains lies
the Sindh province of southern Pakistan, the Indus providing precious water in an area of very low
rainfall. The northern course of this river lies in Tibet and Ladakh, and along with its tributaries, it
flows through the fertile plains of Indian and Pakistani Punjab. To the east of the Indus is the
shrivelled course of a once mighty river, the Ghaggar-Hakra.

The fertile northern alluvial plain of the Ganga and its tributaries is another major geographical
zone of the subcontinent. The western part of this plain is known as the doab (literally, ‘the land
between two rivers’, the Ganga and Yamuna). The middle part of the plains corresponds roughly to
the state of Bihar and the eastern part of the state of Uttar Pradesh in modern India. The eastern part
includes the delta of the Ganga and Brahmaputra, comprising of modern West Bengal, Assam, and
Bangladesh. The Vindhyan ranges separate the northern plains from peninsular India, while the
Aravalli hills divide the Thar desert from central India. The Malwa plateau, with its two major
rivers, the Narmada and Tapi, lies between the Aravallis and the central Indian mountains.

Peninsular India is an old and relatively stable geological formation, its landscape marked by
plateaux, plains, and the fertile valleys of rivers such as the Mahanadi, Krishna, Godavari, Pennar,
and Kaveri. The Deccan plateau, formed by the lava flows from very ancient volcanoes, constitutes
the dominant part of the peninsula. It is bordered by the Eastern and Western Ghats, beyond which
are the narrow Coromandal and Malabar—Konkan coastal plains. The Nilgiri, Annamalai, and
Cardamom hills lie in the extreme south of the peninsula, which is separated from the island of Sri
Lanka by the Mannar strait.

The various geographical zones of the subcontinent have never been isolated units. From very
carly times, human interaction took place through routes cutting across mountains, rivers, and
regions, dictated by geographical features and human needs. The Himalayas could be crossed at
points such as the Bolan, Gomal, and Khyber passes, and a network of overland routes connected the
subcontinent to China, central Asia, West Asia, and Europe. There was also the over 7,500 km long
subcontinental coastline, home to numerous fishing and sailing communities from times immemorial,
which linked the subcontinent to the larger Indian Ocean world and to areas such as Southeast Asia
and the Persian Gulf.

The natural landscape has always been an important part of human life, and has affected and
influenced people’s thought and action in many ways. The topography, climate, soil, and natural
resources of any land influence modes of subsistence, settlement patterns, population density, and
trade. Humans have in turn transformed the environment in many ways. Situating the human past in its
specific environmental context helps us understand the different rhythms and patterns of cultural
development and interactions in the various regions. However, as we will see further on, ecology
too has a history and the subcontinental environments of today differ in many respects from those of
the past.

Ways of Dividing the Indian Past



The English word ‘history’ comes from the Greek Aistoria (inquiry or investigation). History is
essentially a discipline that inquires into the experiences of people who lived in the past. Historians
often classify the past by dividing it into different periods. Labels are convenient, but they should be
meaningful and consistent, and it is necessary to be aware of their limitations.
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For a long time, historians divided Indian history into the Hindu, Muslim, and British periods.
However, this classification is flawed and can be questioned on several grounds. For example, is the
religious affiliation of the ruling elite the best basis for labelling a period? In that case, why is the
third period described as the British and not the Christian period? From when can we start using the
term ‘Hindu’ in the context of ancient India. How can it be applied to the reigns of the many ancient
[ndian kings who patronized Buddhism or Jainism? Did the advent of Muslim rulers create a major



rupture in the fabric of Indian society, especially when the sway of these rulers—except at the height
of the Mughal empire—did not extend over all or even most of the subcontinent?

Due to such reasons, most historians have discarded the Hindu—Muslim-British periodization of
the Indian past in favour of a more neutral classification into the ancient, early medieval, medieval,
and modern periods. The dividing lines may vary, but the ancient period can be considered as
stretching roughly from the earliest times to the 6th century CE; the early medieval from the 6th to the
13th centuries; the medieval from the 13th to the 18th centuries; and the modern from the 18th century
to the present. The current use of these terms shifts the focus away from religious labels towards
patterns of significant socio-economic changes.

The ancient or earliest parts of the human past can be further divided into prehistory and history.
The enormously long period before the invention of writing and the study of that period are known as
prehistory. The part of the past that comes affer the invention of writing, and the study of that part of
the past (i.e., of literate societies) constitute what is considered history.

A language consists of spoken symbols of communication. A script, or writing, is a system of
visual communication using signs or symbols associated with specific meanings or sounds, written
down on some surface. Human beings used languages long before they invented scripts. The
cuneiform script of Mesopotamia (ancient Iraq) was invented in ¢. 3400 BCE and Egyptian
hieroglyphics in ¢. 3100 BCE. In the Indian subcontinent, the earliest substantial evidence of writing
s associated with the Harappan civilization and dates from c¢. 2600 BCE, but recent discoveries push
back the origins of the script to the second half of the 4th millennium BCE. The ancient
Mesopotamians pressed letters onto moist clay tablets, while the ancient Egyptians wrote on papyrus
sheets made of reeds. The Harappan script is mostly found on seals and sealings. But apart from the
specimens of writing that have actually survived, it can be assumed that people must have written on
perishable material as well. Writing marked a new stage in human expression and communication. It
opened new possibilities for storing and transmitting ideas and knowledge across distance and time.
[ts impact was complex and varied. Rulers used writing to advertise and exercise power, merchants
to record business transactions, priests to preserve religious texts, and poets to give permanence to
their creative expression. We can speculate about the precise impulses that led to the invention of
writing, but all over the world (with a few exceptions) it coincided with the emergence of cities and
states. For these reasons, historians consider the beginning of writing an important watershed in the
story of ancient cultures.

However, in a situation where relatively few people knew how to read or write, writing gave a
certain power and privilege to those who knew it and denied it to those who did not. Further, the
invention of writing did not mean the end of oral transmission. The spoken word has always held a
special significance in many cultural traditions, and this significance continued even after
manuscripts of texts came to be made. Oral versions of many written texts continued to circulate and
often had a far greater outreach and impact.

The beginning of writing is also an important watershed in the study of the past because written
evidence becomes available to the historian. Nevertheless, 1t must be remembered that such
evidence covers only a very small portion of the human past. The past before writing (prehistory)
and the history of non-literate people who did not leave behind written sources are also extremely
important and have to be recovered. And even when written sources are available, archaeological
sources continue to be important for historians.



In the Indian subcontinent, the story of writing is a bit complicated. Although the Harappans were
a literate people, their script has not yet been deciphered. So historians cannot use the written
material they left behind to reconstruct their history. Another mystery is: what happened to writing
after the decline of the Harappan civilization in ¢. 1900 BCE? While it is possible that people
continued to write, although on perishable material, there are hardly any surviving specimens of
writing between c. 1900 BCE till we come to the 4th century BCE. The oldest script in the
subcontinent is the Harappan script, but the oldest deciphered script is Brahmi, known from about
the 4th century BCE, and the two scripts seem to be quite different.

For these reasons, it is not easy to draw the dividing line between history and prehistory in India
and the term protohistory is useful. This word carries different meanings. In the European context, it
1s sometimes used to refer to people who did not themselves have writing, but who are mentioned in
the written records of a contemporary literate group. In the Indian subcontinent, the Harappan
civilization—a literate culture with an undeciphered script—is included in protohistory. This term
can also include the period c. 1500—-500 BCE, for which there i1s an orally transmitted literature (the
Vedas), but no evidence of writing. Archaeologists often use the word protohistory for the long
period between the beginning of food production and the advent of iron technology. This would
include neolithic and chalcolithic cultures in different parts of the subcontinent.

The subcontinent is a huge geographical area, and the transition to literacy did not take place
everywhere at the same time. For instance, areas outside the literate Harappan zone were inhabited
by non-literate people. Going by the earliest surviving samples of deciphered writing, the beginning
of the historical period in north India would have to be placed in the 4th century BCE. However, it
can be presumed that this writing had a history on perishable material, one that must go back to at
least the 6th century BCE. Lists of historical kings and philosophers of this century are available for
parts of north India. Considering all these factors, there is a good case for placing the beginning of
the historical period in north India in the 6th century BCE. The evidence of 4th century BCE Brahmi
inscriptions from Anuradhapura in Sri Lanka, 2nd century BCE Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions, and the
political history reflected in Sangam literature suggest that the transition to the historical period in
South India occurred some time between the 4th and 2nd centuries BCE. Of course, if the Harappan
script is deciphered some day, the dates for the beginning of the historical period in northern India
will have to be pushed back to the 3rd millennium BCE, or even earlier.

Changing Interpretations of Early Indian History

The historiography (the scholarly activity of constructing and writing history) of ancient and early
medieval India reveals many significant changes over time; these can be understood against the
background of the political and intellectual contexts in which they emerged and flourished. The
various ‘schools’ of history writing are often presented and understood in terms of one school
making way for the other in a neat, forward progression. The reality is, however, much more
complex. There was considerable variety within the various schools; some of them co-existed (and
still do so) in dialogue or conflict with each other, and there are many examples of writings that go
against the grain and do not easily fit into the dominant historiographical trends of their time.
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The 18th and 19th centuries were dominated by the writings of European scholars, usually
referred to as the Orientalists or Indologists, although they often described themselves as
‘antiquarians’. Many of them were employees of the East India Company and later, the British



Government of India. The founding of the Asiatic Society of Bengal in 1784 provided an institutional
focus for scholars working in a number of related fields such as textual study, epigraphy,
numismatics, and history. A major contribution of the Indologists lay in their efforts to collect, edit,
and translate ancient Indian texts. In this, they depended heavily on information provided by ‘native
informants’, whose contribution was rarely acknowledged. Indology soon spread beyond the
confines of the British empire and became a subject of study in European universities.

Apart from the study of ancient texts, the 19th century also witnessed important developments in
the field of epigraphy, numismatics, archaeology, and the study of art and architecture. The
decipherment of the Ashokan Brahmi and Kharoshthi scripts were major breakthroughs. The
analysis of coins contributed to the construction of a framework of political history. Officers of the
Geological Survey discovered prehistoric stone tools and laid the basis of Indian prehistory. The
Archaeological Survey of India was established in 1871, and over the succeeding decades, this
Institution made an important contribution towards unearthing and analysing the material remains of
[ndia’s past.

The contributions and breakthroughs of the 18th and 19th centuries were rooted in a colonial
context, and this is evident in certain features of Indological writing. The Brahmanical perspective of
ancient Sanskrit texts was often uncritically taken as reflecting the Indian past. Social and religious
institutions and traditions were critiqued from a Western viewpoint. Indian society was presented as
static and its political systems unwaveringly despotic over the centuries. Race, religion, and
ethnicity were often confused with each other and there was a tendency to exaggerate the impact of
foreign influence on ancient India. This is the time when the classification of the Indian past into the
Hindu, Muslim, and British periods took root.

R. C. MAJUMDAR (1888-1980), A LEADING HISTORIAN OF THE NATIONALIST SCHOOL

Indian scholars of the late 19th and first half of the 20th centuries made major contributions
towards constructing a connected narrative of ancient India. Writing against the background of an
emergent, and later increasingly strong, national movement, these historians are generally referred to
as Nationalist historians. They were responsible for meticulously weaving together data from texts,
Inscriptions, coins, and other material remains to amplify the contours of the ancient Indian past.



Especially important contributions were made in the field of political history. South India was
brought into the narrative and the study of regional polities progressed.

The nationalist tinge in the writings of these scholars can be seen in their insistence on the
indigenous roots of all major cultural developments. It is also reflected in their search for golden
ages, which led to their exalting the age of the Vedas and the Gupta empire. Non-monarchical
polities were discovered and were celebrated to counter the idea that India had never known
anything but despotic rule. The periodization of the Indian past into the Hindu, Muslim, and British
periods was, however, retained. It coalesced with a communal tendency to valorize the ‘Hindu
period’ and to project the advent of the Turks and Islam as a calamity and tragedy.

The 1950s saw the emergence of Marxist historiography, which went on to play an extremely
influential role in the construction of the history of ancient and early medieval India. In the long run,
the major achievement of Marxist historians was to shift the focus from an event-centred history
dominated by political narrative to the delineation of social and economic structures and processes,
especially those related to class stratification and agrarian relations. Marxist historiography also
contributed towards uncovering the history of non-elite groups, some of whom had suffered centuries
of subordination and marginalization.

While making these valuable interventions and contributions, Marxist writings often tended to
work with unilinear historical models derived from Western historical and anthropological writings.
Texts were sometimes read uncritically, with insufficient attention paid to their problematic
chronology and peculiarities of genre. Archaeological data was included, but the basic framework of
the historical narrative remained text centric. Initially, the focus on class meant less attention to other
bases of social stratification such as caste and gender. Religion and culture were often sidelined or
mechanically presented as reflections of socio-economic structures.
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EXCERPTS FROM ORIENTALIST, NATIONALIST, AND MARXIST WRITINGS ON ANCIENT
INDIA

Despite their important differences, the major historiographical schools also shared some
similarities, for instance, in their emphasis on Brahmanical Sanskrit texts and their tendency to
marginalize archaeological evidence. Certain tenets of all these schools continue to thrive in the
present. Some of the fundamental premises and methods of Orientalist historiography continue to
hold their ground and histories of Third World countries such as India remain Eurocentric in many
respects. Appeals to the ancient and early medieval past are still often dictated by nationalist or
communalist agendas. Marxist historiography continues to be an influential force in early Indian
historiography.
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D. D. KOSAMBI (1907-66), A PIONEER OF MARXIST HISTORIOGRAPHY

A few other aspects of the large volume of historical research of the last 50 years or so can be
identified and cited here. New theoretical perspectives, scientific techniques, and a continuing
orowth in the volume of archaeological data have been transforming our understanding of the early
[ndian past, especially with regard to subsistence practices, technology, and human interaction with
the environment. Palaco-environmental studies have directed attention to the changing ecology of the
different regions and its impact on human life; these important issues are likely to increasingly
engage the attention of scholars. Investigations of archival material have begun to reveal in
unprecedented detail the complex stories of the people, institutions, and ideas involved in the
construction of archaeological knowledge. Such studies also reflect the need to break the
disciplinary divides between the ‘ancient’ and the ‘modern’ (and all that lies in between) by
Inquiring into issues such as the modern histories of ancient sites and monuments.

The research of a small group of historians (mostly women) working on gender relations has
radically altered the frontiers of early Indian social history. The focus on gender has involved much
more than simply inserting women into history. Breaking away from the traditional ‘position of
women’ mould, it has asked new questions, broken the artificial divide between the private and
political domains, and revealed the power hierarchies within the family and the household. The most
important achievement of this line of research is that it has demonstrated the close relationship
between gender and hierarchies based on class, caste, and political power.

A significant feature of recent historiography of the early medieval period is the detailed study of
the changing profiles and configurations of regions and sub-regions. Based on careful empirical
examination of epigraphic and textual sources, these studies have identified changes in political,
economic, and social structures, with a special focus on agrarian relations and the legitimation of
political power. In doing so, they have revealed the varied historical textures and trajectories in
different parts of the Indian subcontinent in early medieval times.

A critical understanding of historiography, one which recognizes the contributions and limitations
of past and present ideological and theoretical frameworks, is essential in order to understand where
the history of ancient and early medieval India stands today. However, the major advances of the



future are likely to be the result of questioning and thinking beyond the boundaries of existing
historiographical positions and methodologies.

New Histories, Unwritten Histories

History is not one but many stories, only a few of which have as yet been written. The challenges to
build on the advances that have already been achieved so far are many. Currently, there are two
parallel images of ancient South Asia—one based on literary sources, the other on archaeology.
Texts and archaeology generate different sorts of historical narratives and suggest different rhythms
of cultural continuity, transition, and change. Historians generally use archaeological evidence
selectively as a corroborative source when it matches hypotheses based on their interpretation of
texts. Archaeologists, for their part, have not adequately explored the historical implications of the
available archaeological data. Correlations between literature and archaeology tend to be simplistic
and devoid of careful reflection on methodology. We need to seriously consider whether, given their
inherent differences, textual and archaeological evidence can be integrated, or whether we should
simply aim at juxtaposition.

The old tradition of extracting supposedly self-evident ‘facts’ from literary sources needs to be
replaced by an approach that is more sensitive to their genre, texture, and cadence. However, in
view of the information and insights offered by rapidly growing archaeological data, historical
narratives can no longer afford to remain text-centric. A more sophisticated approach towards
textual study has to be accompanied by a proper incorporation of archaeological evidence. This will
lead towards a more nuanced image of ancient India. It will reveal the complexities and diversities
of cultural processes in the various regions, and will incorporate the ordinary and everyday into our
understanding of the ancient past.

Histories of early India should ideally represent the various regions and communities of the
subcontinent in all their diversity. However, while the heartlands of great empires and kingdoms are
well represented, many regions—for instance the North-East—are not. Such regions have to be
brought into the ambit of history. Bringing more people into history also requires further initiatives
towards uncovering the past of groups who have been subordinated and marginalized for centuries,
such as the labouring poor, lower castes, and tribal communities. This is not easy, given the fact that
a great proportion of the source material available to historians has been created by elite groups and
therefore reflects their ideas and interests. Nevertheless, the past of people who have been hidden
from history has to be uncovered and written, and these histories must become an integral part of the
narrative of the ancient Indian past. Explorations of gender, the family, and the household need to be
pushed further and have to become part of larger social histories. Issues and institutions such as the
family, class, varna, and jati need to be viewed from long-term perspectives, showing how the
different bases of social identity intersected and changed over time.

India’s varied and complex cultural traditions are also in need of urgent attention. Interestingly,
while these continue to be the focus of intensive research among scholars working in South Asian
studies, religious studies, and art history departments abroad, they have in recent decades remained
somewhat marginal to mainstream historical writing in India. Indian historians have often tended to
reat religious cults and traditions primarily as ideologies reflecting social and political power
structures of the time. It must be recognized that the many different strands of religious thought and



practice are an important aspect of history in their own right and need thorough investigation. This
also applies to the history of ideas and the aesthetic dimensions of the Indian past reflected in
literature, art, and architecture.

Our understanding of the history of the subcontinent tends to be far too insular, and much greater
attention needs to be paid to its relationships with other areas, especially East Asia and Southeast
Asia. Apart from examining trade networks, there is a need to try to explore and understand the
complexities of the cultural transactions between the different parts of Asia. These transactions are
reflected not only in textual evidence, but also in a rich and exciting storehouse of material evidence
in the form of inscriptions, sculpture, and architecture.

There is a close relationship between history and identity; the past has, therefore, always been a
contested terrain. In contemporary India, the ancient past is invoked in different ways in political
discourse, including propaganda with chauvinistic or divisive agendas. There are debates over the
state’s right to project and propagate certain interpretations of the past through school textbooks.
Communities frequently take offence at things written about them in historians’ scholarly writings. In
such a charged and intolerant atmosphere, there are several dangers—of the deliberate manipulation
and distortion of the past to achieve political ends, of historical hypotheses being judged on the basis
of their political implications rather than their academic merit, and of historians being criticized for
writing objective history. The need for defining and enlarging a liberal academic space which
nurtures level-headed dialogue and debate has perhaps never been greater.

Aside fromits role in current identity politics, ancient history is often considered distant, difficult
to relate to, even irrelevant to our times and concerns. However, if we look carefully enough, we
will in fact find that the roots of some of the social practices, institutions, and ideas of the present lie
in the remote past. But even more interesting than the things that are familiar are those that are
startlingly different. The most important thing that history can do is to teach us to think historically. It
can make us realize that human experiences are diverse and complex; and it can make us aware of
the many entangled threads of continuity and change that connect the present to the past. No less
important is the fact that the story of the past contains much that is interesting and exciting. That in
itself is enough justification for reading and writing history.
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A 12TH CENTURY MANUSCRIPT OF THE PRAJNAPARAMITA

[n 1148 CE, rary and scholarly ambitions, began writing a bKalhana, a man with liteook. Kalhana
belonged to a well-connected Brahmana family of Kashmir. His father Chanpaka was at one time
closely associated with the royal court, but by the time Kalhana was born, the family had fallen out
of favour. Kalhana worked hard for two years, recording local traditions and examining manuscripts,
chronicles, inscriptions, coins, and monuments. He drew on his family members’ political
experience and his personal observation of events that were unfolding in his own lifetime. The book
was completed in 1150 CE and was titled Rajatarangini (River of Kings). Consisting of eight



cantos, each called a taranga (wave), it gave a connected account of the kings of Kashmir from the
carly ones of legend to the historical rulers of the 12th century.

Kalhana is often described as India’s first historian. He asserts in the Rajatarangini that a person
who recounts the events of the past must do so like a judge, without bias or prejudice. However, his
book does not always distinguish between fact and legend, and often explains events by citing fate. It
1s not surprising that there are differences in perspective between a 12th century historian such as
Kalhana and historians of more recent times. Moreover, Kalhana considered himself primarily a
oifted and skilful poet, one who could make pictures of the past come vividly alive. He described the
natural beauty of Kashmir with pride and feeling, wove lively character sketches, and gave dramatic
descriptions of political events.

The past, like the present, is complex and can be looked at from many perspectives. There can never
be a single, final, perfect history. There can never be a complete or exact picture of what happened
in the past; the task of the historian is to bring us as close as possible to such a picture. Historical
analysis involves carefully examining the available sources of information, searching for fresh
evidence, and devising creative, innovative ways of interpreting historical data. It involves asking
new questions and searching for new answers to old ones. Debate and disagreement are an important
part of the growth of all forms of knowledge, and history is no exception.

All historical interpretations are ultimately based on evidence derived from the sources of history,
conventionally divided into two categories—Iiterary and archaeological. From a historian’s point of
view, literary sources include all texts—Ilong or short, written or oral; archaeological sources
include all tangible, material remains. But these distinctions are not absolute. All remains of the past,
including literary manuscripts, are actually material in nature. And certain kinds of archaeological
sources which have writing on them—inscriptions, coins, and inscribed images—can be considered
both material objects and texts.

The ways in which historians have used different kinds of sources to construct the history of
ancient and early medieval India will become clear as you read this book. This chapter gives a
broad overview of the major sources, highlighting their general features, and the important issues
that have to be kept in mind while using them as windows to the past.

Reading Ancient Texts from a Historical Point of View

All literary works are connected to the historical contexts in which they are produced and in which
they circulate. However, an ancient text does not necessarily offer a simple or direct reflection of the
society of its time. It constitutes a complex representation of that society and a refracted image of the
past. Information has to be teased out with care, skill, and ingenuity to make historical inferences.
Many early religious texts were not primarily meant to be read but to be recited, heard, and
performed. They were passed on orally from one generation to the next, even after they were
available in the form of written manuscripts.

PRIMARY SOURCES

Ancient palm leaf manuscripts



Paper was invented in China in the 3rd century BCE. New techniques led to its increasing use and
by the 4th century, paper had replaced bamboo strips as standard material for writing in that
country. Wood block printing probably began during the rule of the Sui dynasty (581-618 CE) and
became popular during the Tang period (618-907 CE). In India, on the other hand, traditional
writing materials and methods continued to be used for many centuries. Ancient Indian
manuscripts were often made with palm leaves. Here 1s a description of how such manuscripts
(known as talapatra in Sanskrit, olai in Tamil) were usually made:

The leaf used was either from the talipot palm (Corypha umbraculifera; tali in both Sanskrit
and Tamil) or palmyra palm (Borassus flabelliformis, Sanskrit tala, Tamil panai). The talipot
leaf 1s larger, thinner, and more flexible and durable than that of the palmyra. Talipot leaves may
measure about 90 x 8—9 cm, and the palmyra ones about 50 x 3—4 cm. The selected leaves were
cut to the right shape and size. They were then pierced in one, two, or three places (on the left,
middle, and right top). A string was woven through these holes, and then wound around the
leaves. One end of the string was knotted or was tied to a small object (e.g., a shell, wooden peg,
or button) to prevent it from slipping out of the holes. The cover of the palm leaf manuscript was
made of wood, dry palm petioles, or in rare cases, ivory.

The writer engraved letters on the leaf with a stylus (a pointed, pen-like object). The leaf was
then smeared with soot or powdered charcoal mixed with vegetable juice, so that the black
mixture filled the grooves and the writing was easy to read. The letters ran parallel to the length
of the leaves. In some cases where the leaf was very long or when the text was in verse, the
words were written in two or three columns. If there was a commentary, it was usually written
above, below, or sometimes around the text. Page numbers were often given in the right margin.



Palm leaf manuscripts had to be stored very carefully as they were vulnerable to many natural
hazards such as heat, insects, water, fungus, dust, and fire as well as the danger of destruction by
human hands. Scribes kept the manuscript tradition alive by repeatedly making copies of old
manuscripts. This vibrant tradition started declining around the 19th century with the coming of
the printing press.

There are special techniques for treating and preserving old palm leaf manuscripts. First, the
manuscript is fumigated or treated with insecticides (e.g., thymol, chloromate solution,
formaldehyde, phosphene gas, or ethylene oxide). The leaves are then cleaned using solvents
such as water, detergents, or ethyl alcohol. Next, any split, broken, or damaged portions are
repaired. This can be done using special, thin paper and a water soluble mixture including small
quantities of polyvinyl acetate and methyl cellulose. Once the repairs are complete, the leaves
are oiled to make them flexible and polished gently with a soft, dry cloth. They can then be
restrung and the covers attached. The repaired manuscript has to be stored carefully so that it is
protected from any fresh damage.

The discovery, preservation, and care of ancient manuscripts are crucial parts of the preservation
of the historical heritage. There are thousands of old manuscripts in various parts of the
subcontinent whose contents have not yet been studied or published. It is impossible to estimate
just how many have been destroyed and how many are waiting to be discovered.

A text can be read in many different ways from a historical point of view, but certain important
Issues have to be addressed while doing so. Foremost among these are its age and authorship.
Ancient texts are much older than their surviving manuscripts, and have had a life of their own. They
have grown and changed over time and this process of growth and change—the period of
composition—could in some cases have lasted for hundreds of years before they were compiled or
oiven a more or less final shape. A text can be used as a source of historical information for the
period during which it was composed, but if the composition stretched over a long period of time, it
becomes essential to identify its different chronological layers and the various additions or
Interpolations made over time. This is not easy and requires a very careful analysis of language,



style, and content. Certain texts have been analysed in this manner, resulting in the publication of
critical editions accompanied by a critical apparatus. A critical edition is prepared after a careful
study of different manuscripts of a text and identifies its original core. The critical apparatus directs
attention to variations across manuscripts and different commentarial interpretations.

Many early texts were the work of not one, but many authors. Even if many of these authors must
remain anonymous, it is important to identify their background and the perspectives and biases they
reflect, such as those of class, religion, and gender. Other questions that can be asked about these
texts include: Where were they composed and in which geographical area did they circulate? Who
transmitted them and how did they go about doing so? Who was their target audience? What was the
place of these texts within prevailing social and political power structures and cultural traditions?

Analysing a text from the historical point of view does not mean mechanically plucking out self-
evident ‘facts’. The information a text provides has to be carefully understood within the framework
of the particular genre or type of literature it represents. In the case of poetry or drama, the analysis
requires sensitivity to the literary conventions of the time and the writer’s style and imagination. In
other cases, a text may represent an ideal, not an actual situation and it cannot be read as a
description of what was actually happening at the time. Ancient texts often contain myths, and
although myths can tell us indirectly about history, the two should not be confused with each other.
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FIGURE 1.1 THE PERIOD OF COMPOSITION OF SOME IMPORTANT ANCIENT INDIAN TEXTS

THE CLASSIFICATION OF LITERARY SOURCES.: LANGUAGE, GENRE, AND CONTENT

Ancient and early medieval Indian texts can be divided into categories on the basis of language,
genre, content, age, and the tradition or class of literature to which they belonged. Linguists and
philologists (scholars who study old languages) have divided the languages of the world into
different families. Languages belonging to the same family have certain structural similarities and
share a significant number of similar, related words (or cognates). For instance, Hindi, Punjabi,
Marathi, Bengali, Assamese, Gujarati, Sindhi, Oriya, Nepali, and Kashmiri belong to the Indo-
European family. So do Persian, Greek, Latin, German, French, Dutch, Italian, Spanish, Armenian,
and many other languages of Europe and Asia. Languages of the Dravidian family—Tamil,



Malayalam, Telugu, Kannada, and Tulu— are today largely spoken in South India. Exceptions
include Brahui, which is spoken in the Baluchistan area of Pakistan, Gondi in central India and
Malto in the Rajmahal hills of eastern India. Santali, Khasi, Mundari, and some other languages of
castern India belong to the Austro-Asiatic family. Certain languages of the North-East, such as
Manipuri, Bodo, Garo, and Lushai belong to the Tibeto-Burmese family. Andamanese, one of the
languages spoken in the Andaman Islands, is not apparently related to any of the known language
families.

The oldest surviving texts in the Indian subcontinent—the Vedas—are in Sanskrit. Sanskrit
belongs to the Indo-Iranian branch of the Indo-European family of languages, as do ancient Pali and
Prakrit. There were various dialects of Prakrit—e.g., Maharashtri, Shauraseni, and Magadhi.
Apabhramsha is a term used for the further development of Prakrit up to the end of the 1st
millennium CE. Among the Dravidian languages, Tamil has the oldest literature, followed by
Kannada. Many of the other Indian regional languages and dialects we are familiar with today took
shape between c¢. 1000 and 1500. The various languages were not closed, separate worlds, but
overlapping and interacting ones.
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FIGURE 1.2 LANGUAGES SPOKEN IN INDIA TODAY

Languages have histories and change with the times. The pre-classical Sanskrit of the Rig Veda is
different from the classical Sanskrit of Kalidasa’s poetry. The term ‘classical Sanskrit’ refers to the



language whose rules were codified by the 5th/4th century BCE grammarian Panini in his
Ashtadhyayi. Another important Sanskrit grammar is Patanjali’s Mahabhashya (2nd century BCE).
The oldest surviving Prakrit grammar is Vararuchi’s Prakritaprakasha, whose date 1s debated. The
ancient Tamil of the Sangam poems is different from modern Tamil. The 7olkappiyam is the oldest
surviving Tamil grammar; parts of it go back to the early centuries CE. Such grammatical texts tell us
about the structure of ancient languages and they also contain incidental historical references to their
time.

Ancient Indian texts are sometimes divided into religious and non-religious (or ‘secular’) texts.
Although this is a handy distinction, there are a few things worth keeping in mind. The English word
‘religion’ attaches great importance to belief, and suggests fixed, rigid, mutually exclusive
boundaries and distinct religious identities. No ancient Indian word has such a meaning. The Sanskrif
dharma or the Pali dhamma, for instance, had a broader reference to a path that people should
follow or an exemplary way of life. They included many different kinds of things—codes of conduct,
social practices, forms and objects of worship, ritual activity, traditions, and philosophical ideas.
Ancient societies did not make the kind of distinction between the religious and the secular domains
with which we are familiar in modern times. Therefore, we should not be surprised to find an
interweaving of what appear to be religious and non-religious themes and content in ancient texts.

Some of the major literary sources for the history of ancient and early medieval India are
discussed in the following sections. As the volume of texts is considerable, these should only be
considered a representative sample. The idea is to give a brief introduction to their range, with a
special focus on texts frequently used and cited by historians. Most of these works were not
historical texts, i.e., they were not written with the conscious aim of maintaining an account of what
happened in the past. But, as we shall see in the course of this book, texts of any kind can be used as
sources of history.

THE VEDAS

[n the Hindu tradition, the Vedas have the status of shruti (literally, ‘that which has been heard’).
They are thought to embody an eternal, self-existent truth realized by the rishis (seers) in a state of
meditation or revealed to them by the gods. The category of smriti (literally, ‘remembered’) texts
includes the Vedanga, Puranas, epics, Dharmashastra, and Nitishastra.

The word Veda comes from the root vid (literally, ‘to know’) and means ‘knowledge’. There are
four Vedas—Rig, Sama, Yajur, and Atharva. The Rig Veda contains the world’s oldest surviving
poetry, some of it of extraordinary beauty and philosophical depth. Each Veda has four parts, the last
three of which sometimes blend into each other—the Samhita, Brahmana, Aranyaka, and Upanishad.

The Rig Veda Samhita is a collection of 1,028 hymns (suktas) arranged in 10 books (Mandalas).
The Sama Veda consists of 1,810 verses, mostly borrowed from the Rig Veda, arranged according to
the needs of musical notation. The original melodies are, however, lost. The Yajur Veda deals with
the details of the performance of rituals. The Atharva Veda is the latest Veda and contains hymns
(some from the Rig Veda), but also spells and charms which reflect aspects of popular beliefs and
practices. The Brahmanas (this term should not be confused with the Brahmana varna or caste) are
prose explanations of the Samhita portions and give details and explanations of sacrificial rituals
and their outcome. The Aranyakas (forest books) interpret sacrificial rituals in a symbolic and



philosophical way. There are 108 Upanishads, among which 13 are considered the principal ones.
The Upanishads contain a great variety of philosophical ideas about sacrifice, the body, and the
universe, but are most closely associated with the concepts of atman and brahman. Within the
Vedic corpus as a whole, Books 2—7 (known as the family books) of the Rig Veda Samhita are
considered the oldest; the later portions of this Samhita, along with all the other Vedic texts,
comprise later Vedic literature.

There are several recensions (shakhas) of the Vedas, associated with different schools
(charanas) of Vedic study and interpretation. (The terms shakha and charana are often used
interchangeably.) The Shakala shakha is the only surviving recension of the Rig Veda. The texts of
the Yajur Veda are divided into those of the Shukla (White) school and Krishna (Black) school. The
recensions of the Shukla (also known as Vajasaneya) Yajur Veda are the Madhyandina and Kanva.
The Black school is represented by the Kathaka, Kapishthala, Maitrayani, and Taittiriya recensions.
The main difference between the texts of the two schools is that the Samhitas of the White school
contain only the mantras (prayers and sacrificial formulae), while in the texts of the Black school the
mantras are accompanied by a commentary describing and discussing various aspects of the
sacrificial rituals. The Kauthuma, Ranayaniya, and Jaiminiya (or Talavakara) are recensions of the
Sama Veda, and the Shaunaka and Paippalada of the Atharva Veda. References in inscriptions
mention other recensions of the Vedas that once existed but are now lost.

Vedic texts comprise a religious literature, and references to possible historical events are few.
For example, Book 7 of the Rig Veda Samhita refers to a battle of 10 kings, in which Sudas defeated
a number of adversaries who had confederated against him. Historians have tried to reconstruct
various aspects of the culture represented in the Vedas, but it is not easy to interpret this vast and
complex literature.

A major problem in using the Vedas as a source of history is the problem of dating the Rig Veda.
The dates that have been suggested for the composition of this text range from ¢. 6000 BCE to 1000
BCE. Many historians take ¢. 1500—1000 BCE as the period of composition of early Vedic literature
and c. 1000-500 BCE as that of later Vedic texts. This chronology is essentially based on the
tentative dates suggested by Max Miiller in the 19th century.

Vedic literature forms an important part of the Brahmanical tradition—texts preserved and
ransmitted by a section of Brahmana males. It reflects their religious beliefs, practices, and points of
view. As a source of history, these texts are used for information about life in parts of north-western
and northern India during the 2nd and 1st millennia BCE. But apart from the question of dates, as we
shall see later on, there are several problems in co-relating the evidence from the Vedas with
archaeology.

A number of supplementary texts known as Vedanga (literally, ‘limbs of a Veda’) aimed at helping
the proper recitation, use, and understanding of the Vedas. These include works on phonetics
(shiksha), metre (chhanda), grammar (vyakarana), etymology (nirukta), ritual (kalpa), and
astronomy (jyotisha). The broad period of composition of Vedanga literature is c. 600—200 BCE.
Yaska’s Nirukta, a work on the etymology of words in the Rig Veda, belongs to the 6th century BCE.

THE TWO SANSKRIT EPICS: THE RAMAYANA AND MAHABHARATA



The two Sanskrit epics, the Mahabharata and Ramayana, fall within the category of smriti as well
as itihasa (traditional history), although the Ramayana 1s sometimes classified as kavya (poetry).
Similarities in language and style suggest that they emerged from a common cultural milieu. The
Mahabharata refers to Valmiki and the Ramayana, and outlines the Rama story in a section called
the Ramopakhyana. The Ramayana in turn mentions the Kurus, Hastinapura, and Janamejaya,
although it does not mention the Mahabharata war. The two epics were clearly aware of each other,
at least in their later stages of development. The composition of the Mahabharata can be placed
between c¢. 400 BCE and c¢. 400 CE, and the Ramayana between the 5th/4th century BCE and the 3rd
century CE. More recently, Hiltebeitel (2001: 18-20) has suggested a shorter period of composition
for the Mahabharata, from the mid-2nd century BCE to the year zero. Nevertheless, the fact that the
different stages in the composition and development of the epics could well have spanned many
centuries, possibly even a millennium, should make it obvious why most historians no longer use the
term ‘epic age’.

The epics are magnificent texts with powerful stories that have captured the imagination of
millions of people over the centuries. To use them as historical sources, it is necessary to identify
their internal chronological layers, which is not an easy task. According to tradition, Rama lived in
the treta yuga (age) and the Mahabharata war happened later, in the dvapara yuga. However, some
historians argue that the events and characters associated with the Mahabharata reflect a slightly
carlier period than those of the Ramayana. This 1s because the setting of the Mahabharata is the
[Indo-Gangetic divide and the upper Ganga valley, while in the Ramayana, the centre of political
oravity had clearly shifted eastwards, to the middle Ganga valley. The strong women characters of
the Mahabharata suggest an earlier stage of social development, when women were less
subordinated to men compared to later times. The practice of niyoga (levirate; i.e., when a husband
deputes his conjugal rights over his wife to another man in order to produce an heir) in the
Mahabharata also suggests a social stage that is prior to that of the Ramayana, which reflects much
stricter controls over women.

The Mahabharata consists of 18 Parvas (books) and has two main recensions—a northern and
southern. The core story concerns a conflict between two sets of cousins—the Kauravas and the
Pandavas—and a great war that was fought between them at Kurukshetra. But the text also contains a
huge amount of material that has little or no connection with the main story. According to tradition, it
was composed by Vyasa, but in its present form, it is clearly not the work of a single individual. The
Mahabharata is truly an encyclopaedic work, and it boasts of this fact. A heroic story formed the
core to which many other stories, sermons, and didactic portions containing teachings, were added
over centuries. The additions include the sermon on dharma given by Bhishma as he lay dying on a
bed of arrows, and the stirring discourse of Krishna to Arjuna on the eve of the war, known as the
Bhagavad Gita.

Whether a bitter war between the Pandavas and the Kauravas ever happened cannot be proved or
disproved. It is possible that there was a small-scale conflict, transformed into a gigantic epic war
by bards and poets. Some historians and archaeologists have argued that this conflict may have
occurred in about 1000 BCE.

The Ramayana exists in the form of two main recensions—northern and southern; the northern
recension can be further divided into the north-eastern, north-western, and western. The language of
the northern recension is more elaborate and polished than that of the southern one. The epic consists



of seven Kandas (books), of which the first (Bala Kanda) and last (Uttara Kanda) are later
interpolations. The basic story is about Rama, prince of Kosala; his banishment to the forest due to
the intrigues of his wicked stepmother; the abduction of his wife Sita by Ravana, the king of Lanka;
Sita’s rescue; and Rama’s return to the capital, Ayodhya, to become king. The compact vocabulary
and style indicate that the core of the text was the work of a single individual, traditionally identified
as Valmiki. Valmiki appears in the Balakanda, where he is inspired to compose the epic, and in the
Uttarakanda, where he gives refuge to Sita who has been disowned by Rama.

Excavations at the site of Ayodhya have indicated the existence of a settlement here from the
Northern Black Polished Ware (NBPW) phase, which may go back at the earliest to ¢. 700 BCE.
However, as with the Mahabharata, the archaeological evidence does not tell us whether there is
any historical basis to the events or the characters of the Ramayana.

The popularity and dynamism of the Rama story is indicated by the fact that apart from the Valmiki
Ramayana (which seems to be the oldest version) there are numerous other tellings of the Rama
story— a Jaina version (the Paumachariu of Vimalasuri, in Prakrit), a Buddhist version (the
Dasharatha Jataka in Pali), a 12th century Tamil version by Kamban (the /ramavataram), and the
Ramcharitmanas (16th century) by Tulsidas, to name only a few. There are also innumerable oral
versions of the story. The Rama legend has enjoyed great popularity in other parts of Asia as well
and there are various tellings of the story in Tibet, Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia, and Indonesia.

PRIMARY SOURCES

Archaeology and the Mahabharata

Archaeological explorations and excavations at places mentioned in the Mahabharata—e.g.,
Hastinapura, Kurukshetra, Panipat, Tilpat, Baghpat, Mathura, and Bairat—have given evidence
of a pottery called Painted Grey Ware (PGW) which goes back to ¢. 1000 BCE. This shows
that these sites were inhabited around this time, and the nature of the remains suggests that the
people who lived here shared a pastoral-cum-agricultural lifestyle.

There is another sort of evidence from Hastinapura: The Matsya and Vayu Puranas state that
during the reign of king Nichakshu (fifth king after Parikshit, grandson of Arjuna, who became
king after the war), due to a flood in the Ganga, the capital was shifted from Hastinapura to
Kaushambi. Excavations at Hastinapura gave evidence of a flood in the Ganga, after which the
site was deserted for several centuries. However, it is not necessary that this was the same flood
mentioned in the Puranas.

There 1s a strong local tradition that the Purana Qila in New Delhi marks the place where
Indraprastha, the capital of the Pandavas, once stood. Shams Siraj Afif’s Tarikh-i-Firuz Shahi
(14th century) states that Indraprastha was the headquarters of a pargana (district). A 14th
century stone inscription found in Naraina village in west Delhi also mentions Indraprastha. The
16th century Ain-i-Akbari of Abul Fazl states that Humayun’s fort was built at the place where
Indraprastha, capital of the Pandavas, was located long ago. In fact, till the end of the 19th
century, there was a village called Indarpat inside the fort walls.



Excavations carried out at the Purana Qila between 1954 and 1971 revealed several
archaeological levels ranging from the 4th century BCE to the 19th century CE. The discovery of a
few stray pieces of PGW indicated the possibility that an older settlement was located
somewhere nearby. However, there is no way of knowing for sure whether this settlement had
any connection with the Mahabharata legend.

PURANA QILA EXCAVATIONS IN PROGRESS, 1954

Archaeology cannot really prove or disprove the historicity of epic events or characters. The
crux of the matter is that there is a qualitative difference between the nature of literary and
archaeological evidence. The epic imaginatively weaves together an event-centred narrative
about people and places. Archaeology, on the other hand, tells us about general patterns of
material culture, and cannot easily be used to corroborate textual details about individuals or
events.

PRIMARY SOURCES

The chronological layers in the Ramayana

On the basis of a careful analysis of language, style, and content, J. L. Brockington (1984) has
identified five distinct chronological and cultural stages in the development of the Ramayana.
The epic started taking shape as an oral composition during the 5th—4th centuries BCE (stage I).
The story emphasized the heroic element and its geographical horizons were limited. The
material culture and social structure represented were relatively simple, the religious ideas and
practices closer to those of the Vedas than the Puranas.

In stage 11, dated 3rd century BCE—1st century CE, there was a shift from the heroic to the
aesthetic element. The geographical awareness of the text expanded eastward into the lower
Ganga valley. References to social and economic life, such as the emphasis on the chastity of
women and the descriptions of cities and trade caravans, suggest increasing levels of class
stratification and subordination of women. The power of the king was emphasized and warfare
had become more elaborate. The story was imbued with a religious significance.

Stage III belongs to the 1st—3rd centuries CE. By then urbanization had spread to many new areas.
The division of society into four varnas was emphasized. The king was exalted as a protector of
his people and the social order. The subordination of women had increased. Vedic gods such as
Brahma and Indra were still important, but Vishnu and Shiva had appeared on the scene and were
exalted. Books I and VII were added to the epic during this period.

In stage IV (4th—12th centuries), the religious and aesthetic emphasis increased. Descriptions of
society underlined the pre-eminence of the Brahmanas and the low position of the Shudras and
out-castes. References to the inauspiciousness of widows and the practice of sati (the ritual self-



immolation of widows) reflect the increasing subordination of women. Vishnu and Shiva
emerged as supreme gods in a religious milieu marked by temple worship and pilgrimage. The
trends visible in the fourth stage were strengthened from the 12th century onwards (stage V).

Apart from these different cultural stages, Brockington also identifies corresponding changes in
the delineation of the main characters of the story. For instance, he argues that in stage I, Rama
was essentially considered an exemplary human and that it was towards the end of stage II that he
started being conceived of as divine. In stage III, Rama’s victory over Ravana came to be
presented as a victory of dharma (righteousness) over evil. Although there are references to
devotion to Rama in this stage, the divine character of Rama, his association with Vishnu, and his
description as an incarnation (avatara or pradurbhava) of Vishnu are regular features of stages
IVand V.

Brockington talks of the transformation of a heroic epic into a religious epic. However, Pollock
(1991: 52) argues that the Ramayana was pervaded by the idea of Rama’s divinity from the very
outset.

The various tellings often have different beginnings and endings, and characters and events are
moulded in different ways (see Richman, 1992). For instance, in the Paumachariu, Ravana is
presented as a tragic hero who is killed by Lakshmana, not by Rama (who embodies all the Jaina
virtues, including non-violence). Apart from written and oral versions of the story, the Ramayana
has also been the subject of art and performance—sculpture, painting, plays, dance dramas, and
television serials.

The epics can be read in many different ways from the historical point of view. While most
scholars have focused on debating the historicity of their events, some have tried to describe their
many different cultural layers. Another approach is to read such texts as a response to a specific kind
of historical context. For instance, James L. Fitzgerald (in Mittal and Thursby, 2005: 54) has argued
that the Mahabharata was a Brahmanical response to certain specific historical developments: the
increasing popularity of religious traditions such as Buddhism and Jainism, and the rise of dynasties
such as the Nandas and Mauryas, who extended support to them, were perceived by a section of the
Brahmanas as threatening the Brahmanical order. The Mahabharata was their response to this
perceived crisis.

THE PURANAS

The word ‘Purana’ means ‘old’. According to tradition, the Puranas were composed by Vyasa, but it
s clear that in the form in which they have come down to us, they were not the work of one person
nor of one age. There are 18 Mahapuranas (great Puranas), and many more Upapuranas (secondary
Puranas). The standard list of the 18 Mahapuranas includes the Vishnu, Narada, Bhagavata,
Garuda, Padma, Varaha, Matsya, Kurma, Linga, Shiva, Skanda, Agni, Brahmanda,
Brahmavaivarta, Markandeya, Bhavishya, Vamana, and Brahma. The origins of the Puranas may
have overlapped to some extent with the Vedas, but their composition stretched forward into the 4th—
5th centuries CE, and in some cases, even later.

The Puranas are supposed to have five characteristics (pancha-lakshanas), 1.e., they are supposed



to discuss five topics—the creation of the world (sarga); re-creation (pratisarga); the periods of the
various Manus (manvantaras); the genealogies of gods and rishis (vamsha); and an account of royal
dynasties (vamshanucharita), including the Suryavamshi and Chandravamshi kings, whose origin is
traced to the sun and the moon. Actually, not all Puranas deal with all these five topics, and most of
them deal with much more.

The conception of time in the Puranas is mind-boggling. There are four ages or yugas—#krita,
freta, dvapara, and kali, all consisting of thousands and thousands of years. These four yugas make
up a mahayuga, and 1,000 mahayugas constitute a kalpa. Every kalpa is divided into 14
manvantaras, each presided over by a Manu. One yuga follows the other, and the periodic
destruction of the world is followed by its re-creation. This cycle of time is connected with the
cyclical decline and revival of dharma.

The earliest parts of the Puranic genealogies are either entirely or partly mythical. The later
oenealogies of kings of the kali age (which, according to tradition, began the day Krishna died, 20
years after the Mahabharata war) have historical material. The account is given in the future tense in
the form of a prophecy, because Vyasa is supposed to have lived at the end of the dvapara yuga and
the beginning of the kali yuga, before the events he is supposed to be describing. The Bhavishya
Purana is mentioned in some Puranas as the original authority for the genealogies, but the present
versions of this text have incomplete material on the subject.

Although their details do not always match, the Puranas—especially the Vayu, Brahmanda,
Brahma, Harivamsha, Matsya, and Vishnu—do provide useful information on ancient political
history. They refer to historical dynasties such as the Haryankas, Shaishunagas, Nandas, Mauryas,
Shungas, Kanvas, and Andhras (Satavahanas). They also mention certain kings, with names ending in
the suffix ‘naga’, who ruled in northern and central India in the early centuries CE, about whom very
little else is known. The dynastic lists end with the Guptas (4th—6th centuries), indicating that most of
the Puranas were compiled at about this time. However, some are later—e.g., the Bhagavata Purana
belongs to the 10th and the Skanda Purana to the 14th century, with additions made up to the 16th
century.

The Puranas have accounts of mountains, rivers, and places, which are useful for the study of
historical geography. They also reflect the emergence of religious cults based on devotion,
especially towards the gods Vishnu and Shiva and the goddess Shakti. This devotion was expressed
through the worship of images of deities in temples, pilgrimage (tirtha), and vows (vrata). Some of
the Puranic myths such as the stories of encounters and interactions between demons (rakshasas,
asuras), gods (devas), and sages (rishis) are interpreted by historians as allegorical representations
of interactions among people belonging to different cultures. The Puranas had a very important
function in the Brahmanical tradition as vehicles of Brahmanical social and religious values. At the
same time, they also reflect the interaction of Brahmanical and non-Brahmanical cultural traditions
and the emergence and development of Hindu religious practices.

THE DHARMASHASTRA

The Sanskrit word dharma (from the root dhri, meaning ‘to maintain, support, or sustain’) is very
rich in meaning and difficult to translate. The concept of dharma is based on the idea that the
universe is governed by a certain natural law and that the moral laws guiding people’s lives should
be in consonance with that natural law.



Dharma refers to the proper, ideal conduct of a person living in society, a course of action which
leads to the fulfilment of the goals of human life. These goals, known as purusharthas, are dharma
(righteous conduct), artha (material well-being), kama (sensual pleasure), and moksha (deliverance
from the cycle of rebirth). In this scheme of things, material gain and sensual pleasure are considered
desirable goals, if pursued in accordance with dharma. The concept of dharma is closely tied up
with the idea of samsara—the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. The fruits of dharma include the
acquisition of spiritual merit (punya), and its impact is supposed to be felt not only in this life but in
future lives as well. The obligations of dharma are considered as applicable to and binding on
everybody. Therefore, dharma also means duty.

A special group of Sanskrit texts dealing specifically with dharma are collectively known as the
Dharmashastra. These texts can be subdivided into three groups. The first two are the
Dharmasutras (composed during c. 600-300 BCE) and the Smritis (c. 200 BCE-900 CE). The third
includes brief and elaborate commentaries (Tikas and Bhashyas, respectively), collections with
comments and conclusions (Nibandhas), and compendia of views from different texts (Sangrahas),
all composed between the 9th and the 19th centuries. As there is little variation in language or style
within a particular group of Dharmashastra texts, it is not always easy to assign absolute dates to
individual works.

The Dharmasutras are part of Vedanga literature as well as the Dharmashastra corpus. Vedanga
literature includes the Kalpasutras (aphorisms on ritual), which are divided into Shrautasutras,
Grihyasutras, and Dharmasutras. Sutra (literally, ‘thread’) refers to a style in which ideas are
expressed in very short, condensed statements. The Shrautasutras deal with Vedic sacrifices that
required the use of at least three fires. The Grihyasutras deal with the simpler domestic sacrifices
involving the use of only one fire. The rituals they discuss include daily sacrifices to be performed
by a householder, mainly involving oblations of ghee or offerings of flowers and fruits. They also
describe the samskaras (literally, ‘preparation’, ‘arrangement’)—rituals marking important life
stages, such as upanayana (initiation), vivaha (marriage), and antyeshti (funerary rites). The
Dharmasutras deal with dharma.

Dharmashastra recognizes three sources of dharma—shruti (i.e., the Vedas), smriti (i.e., the
Smriti texts), and sadachara or shishtachara (good custom or the practices of the learned, cultured
people). As a matter of fact, the Samhitas of the Vedas do not contain direct discussion of rules of
conduct, so the second and third sources of dharma are very important. A person’s dharma depends
on gender, age, marital status, varna, and ashrama. The four varnas are—Brahmana, Kshatriya,
Vaishya, and Shudra. The first three of these are referred to in the Brahmanical tradition as dvija
(literally, ‘twice-born’) as they alone have the right to the sacred-thread ceremony, which is
considered similar to a second birth. The ashrama system went through several stages of
development and ultimately divided the life of a dvija male into four stages—brahmacharya
(celibate studenthood), grihastha (the householder stage), vanaprastha (partial renunciation), and
sannyasa (complete renunciation). The fourth ashrama is not obligatory. The ashramas represent an
ideal scheme and it should not be imagined that people in ancient India necessarily followed it in
real life. Further, it was not supposed to apply, even as an ideal, to women or Shudras.

Apart from norms of social behaviour, Dharmashastra deals with a number of other issues
including personal, civil, and criminal law. However, the ‘laws’ of these ‘law books’ are not like the
provisions of the Indian civil or penal codes. We do not know to what extent their recommendations



were actually used or applied in early times. These texts are normative and prescriptive—they talk
about the way things should be, from the point of view of a section of Brahmana males who were the
‘dharma experts’ and also the implied subject for many of the rules.

Although the Dharmashastra texts do not directly describe the society of their time, certain
inferences about social practices can be made on their basis. Contradictions within or across texts
may indicate different opinions among experts, differences in customary practices in different areas,
or changes in social norms over time. The Brahmanical tradition had some amount of in-built
elasticity in order to come to terms with social reality.

PRIMARY SOURCES

Theory and practice in the Dharmashastra

The Dharmashastra texts reveal the tension between theory and practice within the Brahmanical
tradition. They divide society into four varnas, but also refer to the more numerous jatis (castes),
which they explain as the outcome of intervarna marriages (varna-samkara). Although they
assert that everybody must follow the dharma of their varna, they concede that in times of
emergency or acute distress, people can follow the duties of other varnas. They refer to the
dharma of different regions (desha-dharma), castes (jati-dharma), and families (kula-dharma).

Consider the following examples based on the Manava Dharmashastra, often referred to as the
Manu Smriti, a text generally assigned to between ¢. 200 BCE and 200 CE (a more recent view
places it in the 2nd—3rd centuries CE):

A. The Manu Smriti forbids marriage between a man and the daughter of his maternal uncle or paternal
aunt. Medatithi, the 10th century commentator on the text, states that such cross-cousin marriages are
against dharma. But Madhava, the 14th century commentator on the Parashara Smriti, gives detailed
arguments to show that there was nothing wrong with such marriages, citing Vedic passages and custom.

B. The Manu Smriti condemns marriage between a dvija man and a Shudra woman. But when it talks of the
division of property, it specifies the shares to be given to the sons born of a Brahmana, Kshatriya, or
Vaishya father by a Shudra woman.

C. The text states that a widow should not remarry. But it fixes the length of time a woman should wait for a
husband who is missing, and lays down the inheritance rights of sons with one mother and two fathers
(i.e., a son whose mother has married a second time).

D. Inone place, the Manu Smriti forbids the eating of meat. However, elsewhere, it includes meat among
the items to be offered to a Brahmana invited to a shraddha (ceremonies in honour of and for the
benefit of ancestors).

Example A shows that the author or authors of the Manu Smriti and the commentator Medatithi
clearly disapproved of cross-cousin marriage. But Madhava apparently lived in a part of South
India where such marriages were socially accepted, and so he defended them. Examples B and C
indicate that the authors of the Manu Smriti disapproved of marriage between a dvija male and
Shudra female, and did not approve of women, including widows, remarrying. But as such things
did happen they had to regulate prevailing practice by laying down some rules. Example D



similarly shows that the authors of the Manu Smriti did not approve of meat eating among
Brahmanas, but had to acknowledge the prevalence of non-vegetarianism.

The authors of the Dharmashastra texts had to confront and try to regulate a wide variety of
social practices. This, to a large extent, accounts for the variations in their opinions and
prescriptions.

BUDDHIST LITERATURE

Early Buddhist literature is generally divided into canonical and non-canonical texts. Canonical texts
are the books which lay down the basic tenets and principles of a religion or sect. The various
Buddhist schools classify their canonical literature in different ways, some into 9 or 12 Angas,
others into 3 Pitakas.

There are Pali, Chinese, and Tibetan versions of the Tipitaka (The Three Baskets/ Collections).
The Pali Tipitaka of the Theravada school is the oldest of them all. Pali was a literary language
which developed out of a mixture of dialects, particularly those spoken in the Magadha area of
castern India. The Tipitaka consists of three books—the Sutta, Vinaya, and Abhidhamma. In the
Buddhist context, sutta (from the Sanskrit sutra) refers to texts that are supposed to contain what the
Buddha himself said. The Sutta Pitaka contains the Buddha’s discourses on various doctrinal issues
in dialogue form. With the exception of a few suttas, the authority of this work was accepted by all
Buddhist schools. The Vinaya Pitaka has rules for monks and nuns of the sangha (monastic order). If
includes the Patimokkha—a list of transgressions against monastic discipline and atonements for
these. The Abhidhamma Pitaka is a later work, and contains a thorough study and systemization of
the teachings of the Sutta Pitaka through lists, summaries, and questions and answers.

The three Pitakas are divided into books known as the Nikayas (analogous but not identical to the
Agamas of the Buddhist Sanskrit tradition). For instance, the Sutta Pitaka consists of five Nikayas—
the Digha, Majjhima, Samyutta, Anguttara, and Khuddaka Nikayas. The Jatakas—stories of the
previous births of the Buddha—are one of the 15 books of the Khuddaka Nikaya, and their
composition can be placed between the 3rd century BCE and the 2nd century CE. The Khuddaka
Nikaya also contains the Dhammapada (a collection of verses dealing mainly with ethical sayings),
and the Theragatha and Therigatha (songs of Buddhist monks and nuns). The Therigatha, which
describes women’s experience of renunciation, is especially important because it is one of the very
few surviving ancient Indian texts composed by or attributed to women.

According to Buddhist tradition, the Sutta and Vinaya Pitakas were recited at the first council of
monks at Rajagriha immediately after the Buddha’s death, and 100 years later at the second council
at Vaishali. But their composition must have extended over several centuries, up to the time of the
third council convened in the 3rd century BCE during the reign of Ashoka. The composition of the
basic core of the Pali Tipitaka can therefore be placed between the 5th and 3rd centuries BCE. The
canon 1s supposed to have been written down in the first century BCE in Sri Lanka under the
patronage of a king named Vattagamani, by which time it must have undergone further modifications.

Non-canonical Buddhist literature in Pali includes the Milindapanha (1st century BCE—1st century
CE) which consists of a dialogue on various philosophical issues between king Milinda—no doubt
the Indo-Greek Menander—and the monk Nagasena. The Nettigandha or Nettipakarana (The Book



of Guidance) belongs to the same period and gives a connected account of the teaching of the
Buddha. Commentaries on the 7ipitaka include a 5th century work by Buddhaghosha. The first
connected life story of the Buddha occurs in the Nidanakatha (1st century). The Pali or Sri Lankan
chronicles—the Dipavamsa (4th—5th centuries) and the Mahavamsa (5th century)—contain a
historical-cum-mythical account of the Buddha’s life, the Buddhist councils, the Maurya emperor
Ashoka, the kings of Sri Lanka, and the arrival of Buddhism on that island.

Apart from texts in Pali, there are several Buddhist works in Sanskrit, and in a mixture of Prakrit
and Sanskrit that is often referred to as Buddhist Sanskrit or Buddhist hybrid Sanskrit. The trend
towards the use of Sanskrit intensified in the Mahayana schools, but some non-Mahayana texts were
also composed in Sanskrit or mixed Prakrit-Sanskrit. For instance, the canon of the Sarvastivada
school 1s in Sanskrit. The Mahavastu, which has some Mahayana elements, gives a hagiography
(sacred biography) of the Buddha and describes the emergence of the monastic order in mixed
Sanskrit—Prakrit. The Lalitavistara (1st-2nd centuries), a hagiography of the Buddha associated
with the Sarvastivada school but strongly tinged with Mahayana elements, is in Sanskrit and mixed
Prakrit-Sanskrit.
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SEE CHAPTER 8, PP. 440—41 FOR DETAILS OF THE MAHAYANA AND HINAYANA SCHOOLS

PRIMARY SOURCES

Songs of Buddhist nuns
Ubbiri’s song

Ubbiri was a woman of Shravasti, who attained nibbana (enlightenment) as an upasika, i.e., lay-
woman. The turning point in her life was an encounter with the Buddha, which took place while

she was lamenting the death of her daughter Jiva. The following song is in the form of a dialogue
between the Buddha and Ubbiri.

[Buddha:]

Mother, you cry out ‘O Jiva’ in the woods.
Come to yourself, Ubbiri.

Eighty-four thousand daughters

all with the name ‘Jiva’

have burned in the funeral fire.

For which one do you grieve?

[Ubbiri: ]
I had an arrow hidden in my heart



and he took it out —

that grief for my daughter.

The arrow is out,

the heart healed of hunger.

I take refuge in the Buddha-sage,
the Dharma, the Sangha.

Mitta's song

Mitta was a Sakya woman of Kapilavastu. The first verse of her song speaks of the observances
she followed as a laywoman, the second of her life after she became a nun.

To be reborn among the gods
I fasted and fasted

every two weeks,

day eight, fourteen, fifteen
and a special day.

Now with a shaved head
and Buddhist robes

I eat one meal a day.

I don’t long to be a god.
There is no fear in my heart.

Source Murcott, 1991: 81, 21

www.pearsoned.co.in/upindersingh
EXTRACTS FROM BUDDHIST TEXTS
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Sanskrit Buddhist texts include Ashvaghosha’s Buddhacharita (1st/2nd century) and the Avadana
texts. The latter contain stories of noteworthy deeds with a moral; they include the Avadanashataka
(2nd century) and the Divyavadana (4th century) which have stories connected with the Buddha and
the Maurya emperor Ashoka. The 1st century Ashtasahasrika-prajnaparamita and Saddharma-
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pundarika offer accounts of the various Buddhas, bodhisattvas (future Buddhas), and Mahayana
doctrines. Later works of Mahayana thinkers such as Nagarjuna, Vasubandhu, Asanga, Aryadeva,
Buddhapalita, and Dignaga are all in Sanskrit.

Buddhist texts are important sources for the history of Buddhism, its doctrines, monastic order,
and royal patrons such as Ashoka, revealing many other facets of the polity, society, and economy of
their times as well. They offer a non-Brahmanical window into ancient India; however, the
Brahmanical perspective is replaced by a Buddhist one.

JAINA LITERATURE

The sacred books of the Jainas are collectively known as the Siddhanta or Agama. The language of
the earliest texts is an eastern dialect of Prakrit known as Ardha-Magadhi. The Jaina monastic order
came to be divided into the Shvetambara and Digambara schools, perhaps in about the 3rd century
ce. The Shvetambara canon includes the 12 Angas, 12 Uvamgas (Upangas), 10 Painnas (Prakirnas),
6 Cheya Suttas (Cheda Sutras), 4 Mula Suttas (Mula Sutras), and a number of individual texts such as
the Nandi Sutta (Nandi Sutra) and Anugodara (Anuyogadvara). There is some overlap in the
content of the canonical literature of the two schools. For instance, the Digambaras accept and give
prime importance to the Angas, and some of the texts they club together as the Angabahyas have
corresponding Shvetambara texts.

According to Shvetambara tradition, the Angas were compiled at a council held at Pataliputra.
The compilation of the entire canon is supposed to have taken place in the 5th or 6th century at a
council held in Valabhi in Gujarat, presided over by Devarddhi Kshamashramana. Some of the
material in the canon may go back to the 5th or 4th century BCE, but changes and additions continued
to be made till the 5th—6th centuries CE. In order to use such texts as historical sources, a clearer
identification of their internal chronology is required.

The non-canonical Jaina works are partly in Prakrit dialects, especially Maharashtri, and partly in
Sanskrit, which started being used in the early centuries CE. Commentaries on the canonical works
include the Nijjuttis (Niryuktis), Bhashyas, and Churnis in Maharashtri and Prakrit; the early
medieval Tikas, Vrittis, and Avachurnis are in Sanskrit. The genealogical lists in the Jaina Pattavalis
and the Theravalis contain very precise chronological details about the Jaina saints, but they
sometimes contradict each other.

The Jaina Puranas (the Shvetambaras call them Charitas) are hagiographies of the Jaina saints
known as tirthankaras (literally ‘ford makers’), but they contain other material as well. The Adi
Purana (9th century) narrates the life of the first tirthankara Rishabha, also known as Adinatha. The
8th century Harivamsha Purana gives a Jaina version of the stories of the Kauravas, Pandavas,
Krishna, Balarama, and others. The Trishashtilakshana Mahapurana by Jinasena and Gunabhadra
(9th century) has life stories of various Jaina saints, kings, and heroes. It also has sections on topics
such as life-cycle rituals, the interpretation of dreams, town planning, the duties of a warrior, and
how a king should rule. The Parishishtaparvan (12th century) by Hemachandra gives a history of the
carliest Jaina teachers and also mentions certain details of political history. A number of Prabandhas
(12th century onwards) from Gujarat offer semi-historical accounts of saints and historical
characters. Jaina texts also include hymn literature and lyrical poetry. The vast Jaina didactic story
(katha) literature in Sanskrit, Prakrit, and Apabhramsha can offer historians clues on the everyday
life of their time. The Jaina texts 1n the Kannada laneuage are discussed further on in this chapter.
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EXTRACTS FROM JAINA TEXTS

Jaina literature offers information regarding the history and doctrines of Jainism, the doctrines of
rival schools, the life stories of the saints, and the life of monks and nuns in the sangha. The texts can
also be used for information on other aspects of the cultural history of their times. Jaina texts have
not, however, been studied or used as extensively by historians as Buddhist sources.

SANGAM LITERATURE AND LATER TAMIL WORKS

The earliest literature of South India is represented by a group of texts in old Tamil, often
collectively referred to as Sangam literature. A tradition recorded in post-7th century texts speaks of
three Sangams or literary gatherings in ancient times. The first is supposed to have been held in
Madurai for 4,440 years, the second at Kapatapuram for 3,700 years, and the third in Madurai for
1,850 years. Although the details of this legend obviously cannot be considered historical, the
similarity of language and style within the Sangam corpus suggests the possibility that they were the
product of some sort of literary gathering. The case for the historicity of at least the third Sangam is
that some of the kings and poets associated with it are historical figures. On the other hand, there is a
possibility that the legend of the Sangams may have been based on a very different event—the
establishment of the Jaina sangha in Madurai in about the 5th century. In view of the controversy
surrounding the tradition of the three Sangams, some scholars prefer to use the term ‘early classical
Tamil literature’ rather than ‘Sangam literature’.

The Sangam corpus includes six of the eight anthologies of poems included in the Ettutokai (The
Eight Collections), and nine of the ten pattus (songs) of the Pattuppattu (The Ten Songs). The style
and certain historical references in the poems suggest that they were composed between the 3rd
century BCE and the 3rd century CE. They were compiled into anthologies in about the mid-8th
century. A few centuries later, these anthologies were collected into the super-anthologies (i.e.,
anthologies of anthologies) called the Ettutokai and the Pattuppattu. The earliest parts of the first
two books of the Tolkappiyam can also be included in Sangam literature. The Tolkappiyam is
essentially a work on grammar, but it also includes a discussion of phonology, semantics, syntax, and
literary conventions.

There are two kinds of Sangam poems—akam and puram. Akam poems had love as their theme,
while puram poems were mostly about war. A. K. Ramanujan (1999) describes puram poetry as
‘public poetry’ which dealt with all kinds of themes other than love, such as good and evil,
community and kingdom. The poems were modelled on the bardic songs of older times and were
orally transmitted for an indefinite period before they were written down. The anthologies include a
total of 2,381 poems ascribed to 473 poets, 30 of whom were women. The poets came from cities
and villages and had varied social and professional backgrounds. They included teachers,
merchants, carpenters, astrologers, goldsmiths, blacksmiths, soldiers, ministers, and kings. Due to
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their varied themes and authorship, Sangam poems offer a good idea of everyday life in the time
when they were composed.

A number of Tamil didactic works were written in the post-5th century period. The most famous of
these 1s Tiruvalluvar’s Tirukkural, a work on ethics, polity, and love (5th— 6th centuries). Of the
several Tamil epics, two of the best known are the Silappadikaram and Manimekalai. The former is
a little earlier that the latter, but both were composed in about the 5th—6th centuries CE.

&
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POEMS FROM THE SANGAM CORPUS

Early medieval Tamil literature includes the inspired and intense devotional poetry of the
Vaishnava saints (Alvars) and Shaiva saints (Nayanars or Nayanmars) and their hagiographies.
Vaishnava poetry took off with the compositions of Peyalvar, Puttalvar, and Poikaialvar. In the 10th
century, Nathamuni collected the Alvar hymns into the canon known as the Nalayira Divya
Prabandham. The Alvarvaipavam is a sacred biography of the Vaishnava saints. Shaiva devotional
literature began with the compositions of Tirumular and Karaikal Ammaiyar. The hymns of the
Nayanmar saints were compiled in the 10th century by Nambi Andar Nambi and this compilation
formed the core of the Shaiva canon, the Tirumurai. Nambi also wrote a work called the
Tiruttondar Tiruvantati about the saints. In the 12th century, the accounts of the Shaiva saints were
collected in a text called the Periyapuranam. All these texts provide valuable insights into the
religious and social history of early medieval South India.

New genres of Tamil poetry emerged in early medieval times, many in praise of kings and gods.
The Kalampakams were poetic compositions in which the last line, word, foot, or syllable of the
preceding poem formed the beginning of the succeeding one. Kovai were poems in which the verses
are arranged in a thematic sequence. Compositions in this genre included: the Pantikkovai, a 6th/7th
century work written in honour of the Pandya king Netumaran; Manikkavachakar’s Tirukkovaiyar
(9th century) in praise of the god Shiva; and Poyyamolip Pulavar’s Tanchaivanan Kovai (13th
century) about Tanchaivanan, a minister and general of a Pandya king. Ula literature comprised songs
in praise of gods, sung when the image of the deity was taken out in procession. Tutu poetry
consisted of poems in which a message is delivered to a god, lover, or someone else. The moral
aphorisms and sayings of Avvaiyar (9th/10th century), the second of three poetesses by this name,
are still popular among Tamil-speaking people today.

PRIMARY SOURCES

The stories of the two Tamil epics


http://www.pearsoned.co.in/upindersingh

Although the northern epics were certainly known in early historical South India, the origins of
Tamil epic narratives seem to lie in late Sangam compositions such as the Kalittokai and
Paripatal rather than in northern influence.

The Silappadikaram (The Song of the Anklet) by Ilankovatikal (prince ascetic) consists of 30
cantos arranged in three books. The outline of the story is as follows: Kovalan (the son of a
wealthy merchant) and Kannaki are a young, happily married couple living in Puhar. Kovalan
falls in love with a beautiful courtesan named Madhavi and abandons his wife. He eventually
returns home after quarrelling with Madhavi. Kannaki welcomes him back and offers him her
golden anklet to raise some money. They travel to Madurai, capital of the Pandya king,
accompanied by a Jaina nun named Kavundi. Kovalan goes off to sell his wife’s anklet. He is
accused of stealing the queen’s anklet, which looks just like Kannaki’s, and is executed. Kannaki
1s devastated. She proves her husband’s innocence by bursting open her other anklet—it contains
a ruby, whereas the queen’s was filled with pearls. The king, who had executed a man unjustly,
dies of remorse; his wife dies of grief. Kannaki tears off her left breast and hurls it onto the city
in fury. Madurai is engulfed in flames. Kannaki joins her husband in heaven; on earth she comes
to be worshipped as the ideal wife.

Zvelebil points out that the epic’s complex treatment of guilt and evil is one of its strengths. So
are its multi-layered characters with human flaws and frailties, which evolve as the story
progresses. The anklet has an important symbolism— Kannaki wears her anklets in the beginning
of the story, when she is happy; she removes them after she is abandoned by Kovalan. The anklet
is the cause of Kovalan’s tragic end and the symbol of truth which ultimately proves his
innocence. When Kannaki is united with her husband in heaven, she again wears both her anklets.
Although the epic no doubt catered to an elite, educated audience, it tells us a great deal about
the lives of ordinary people of the time.

The Manimekalai (The Jewel Belt) of Sattanar consists of 30 cantos and a preamble. The outline
of the story is as follows: Prince Udayakumara is in love with Manimekalai, who 1s not
interested in him because she wants to renounce the world and become a Buddhist nun. In order
to escape the attentions of the prince, Manimekalai assumes the form of a woman named Kaya-
Chandikai. She distributes food to the needy people of Madurai, using a magic alms-bowl. The
husband of the real Kaya-Chandikai sees Manimekalai with the prince and kills him in a fit of
jealousy. Manimekalai is put in prison, where she survives many ordeals to which she is
subjected. Realizing that she is a saintly person, the queen begs forgiveness and sets her free.
Manimekalai eventually reaches Kanchi, where a famine is raging and feeds the poor with her
magic alms-bowl. She ultimately fulfils her heart’s desire by joining the Buddhist sangha.

The Manimekalai is often considered somewhat inferior to the Silappadikaram in terms of its
formal literary features. While the Silappadikaram has a Jaina flavour, the Manimekalai has a
strong, strident Buddhist tone. Its characters are either good or bad, with few shades of grey, and
the narrative is marked by many more miracles and supernatural interventions.

SOURCE Zvelebil, 1974: 131-35, 14042



Of the many Tamil renderings of the Rama legend, the most famous is Kamban’s Iramavataram.
Tamil versions of the Mahabharata story were also written, of which some fragments survive.
Several Tamil lexicons and grammatical works belong to the early medieval period.

EARLY KANNADA AND TELUGU LITERATURE

The earliest Kannada inscriptions date from the 5th/6th century onwards, but the oldest surviving
piece of literature in this language is the Kavirajamarga (The Royal Road of the Poets), a 9th
century work on poetics. A well-developed tradition of prose and poetry must have existed for some
time, as this work mentions many earlier writers and their works which have not survived.

Karnataka was a stronghold of Jainism and a significant part of early medieval Kannada literature
had Jaina themes. The best known poets of the 10th century were Pampa, Ponna, and Ranna, all of
whom wrote Jaina Puranas. Pampa, author of the Adi Purana (an account of the life of the first
tirthankara Rishabha or Adinatha), also wrote the Vikramarjunavijaya, based on the Mahabharata
story. Ponna wrote both in Sanskrit and in Kannada, and was given the title of Ubhaya-kavi-
chakravarti (imperial poet in both languages). Chavunda Raya, a general and minister under the
Ganga kings, wrote the Trishashtilakshana Mahapurana, an account of the 24 Jaina saints, in
continuous prose. In the 12th century, Nagachandra or Abhinava Pampa wrote the
Ramachandracharitra Purana, one of many Jaina versions of the Rama story. The interesting
Kannada works of the 12th century include Neminatha’s Lilavati, in mixed verse and prose, which
tells the love story of a Kadamba prince and a beautiful princess.

Place names in inscriptions from the 2nd century CE suggest the antiquity of Telugu, while
epigraphs of the 5th—6th centuries CE reflect the shaping of the classical form of the language. Early
medieval inscriptions used verse and are marked by a literary flavour and style. Although there may
have been older works, the earliest surviving work of Telugu literature is Nannaya’s 11th century
rendering of the first two-and-a-half books of the Mahabharata in mixed verse and prose. This work
was written at the request of the eastern Chalukya king Rajarajanarendra. Nannaya laid the
foundations of Telugu poetic style, and Telugu tradition gave him the epithet Vaganushasanundu
(maker of speech). His style is marked by the use of a variety of Sanskrit and regional metres, and a
combination of lengthy Sanskrit compounds with Telugu words.

Tikkana, a minister associated with the court of Manumasiddhi, a ruler based in the Nellore area,
added 15 Parvas to Nannaya’s Mahabharata and set new trends in narrative style. He also
composed a work called the Uttararamayanamu. Another writer who seems to have lived in about
this period was Nanne Choda—author of the Kumara-sambha-vamu—who describes himself as a
ruler of a small principality called Orayuru. Telugu literature reached a level of maturity in the 14th
century during the Kakatiya period and its highest point of achievement during the reign of the
Vijayanagara king Krishnadevaraya (1509—29 CE).

OTHER ANCIENT TEXTS, BIOGRAPHIES, AND HISTORIES

Early Indian literature includes a number of masterpieces of poetry and drama which can be read and
appreciated for their sheer beauty and fine literary qualities. Such texts are used by historians as
sources of information about the times in which they were composed. The earliest Sanskrit poets and



playwrights include Ashvaghosha and Bhasa. Ashvaghosha was the author of the Buddhacharita
(which he describes as a mahakavya), Sariputraprakarana, and Saundarananda. Bhasa wrote
several dramas including the Pancharatra, Dutavakya, Balacharita, and Svapna-Vasavadatta. One
of the most celebrated names among Sanskrit writers of the 1st millennium is that of Kalidasa (4th—
Sth centuries), author of the dramas Abhijnana-Shakuntala, Malavikagnimitra, Vikramorvashiya,
and poetic works such as the Raghuvamsha, Kumarasambhava, and Meghaduta. The major early
medieval poets and writers include Bharavi, Rajashekhara, and the poetess Vijayanka.

Ancient dramas on historical themes are of special interest to historians, although it is necessary
to remember that they were plays and not historical accounts. Vishakhadatta’s Mudrarakshasa
(7th/8th century) revolves around the manoeuvres of Chanakya to win over Rakshasa, a minister of
the Nandas, to Chandragupta’s side. His Devichandragupta centres on an incident set in the reign of
the Gupta king Ramagupta. Narrative literature such as the Panchatantra (5th—6th centuries) and the
Kathasaritsagara (Ocean of Streams of Stories, 11th century) are collections of popular folk tales
that ordinary people may have known, listened to, and enjoyed.

There is a vast body of ancient and early medieval technical literature on varied subjects such as
orammar, mathematics, statecraft, astronomy, medicine, architecture, poetics, dramaturgy, and
philosophy. Reference has already been made to grammatical texts such as Panini’s Ashtadhyayi and
Patanjali’s Mahabhashya. Kautilya’s Arthashastra is a major work on statecraft. Aryabhata’s
Aryabhatiya and Varahamihira’s Brihatsamhita are important astronomical texts. Other technical
treatises include the Kamasutra (on sensual pleasure), the Charaka Samhita and Sushruta Samhita
(on medicine), the Natyashastra (on theatre and the performing arts), and the Shilpashastras (on
architecture and sculpture). Apart from indicating the level of expertise and knowledge in their
respective fields, such treatises also provide various kinds of useful historical information.

Philosophical texts and commentaries reflect the ideas and intellectual debates of their times.
Apart from the Buddhist and Jaina texts which have already been mentioned, there is a voluminous
darshana (literally, ‘a way of looking at things’) literature belonging to the Samkhya, Yoga, Nyaya,
Vaisheshika, Purva Mimamsa, and Uttara Mimamsa schools. These also mention the
philosophical ideas of schools whose texts have not survived, such as the materialist Charvaka or
Lokayata school.

=

SEE CHAPTER 8, PP. 42628 FOR A DISCUSSION OF THESE SCHOOLS

Summaries of ancient literary sources tend to miss out on unusual texts that do not fall within any
of the main categories. These include a Sanskrit work on agriculture called the Krishi-Parashara,
composed in Bengal some time between the 6th and 11th centuries CE. The early medieval literature
of this region also includes the Dakar Bachan and the Khanar Bachan in old Bengali. These contain
aphorisms and wise sayings, mostly concerning agriculture, but also other issues such as family life,
Illness, and astrology.



The courts of early medieval kings attracted writers and poets, some of whom wrote biographical
compositions in praise of their royal patrons. The famous Sanskrit biographies include Banabhatta’s
Harshacharita (7th century) about king Harshavardhana. Vakpati wrote the Prakrit Gaudavaha (8th
century) about Yashovarman of Kanavj. Bilhana’s Vikramankadevacharita (12th century) is woven
around the Chalukya kings, especially Vikramaditya VI.

Royal biographies in Tamil include the anonymous Nandikkalambakkam (9th century), a long
poem about the events of the reign of the Pallava king Nandivarman III. An 11th century work, the
Kalinkattupparani by Cheyankontar, is based on the war between the Chola king Kulottunga and
Anantavarman Chodaganga, the ruler of Kalinga. The poet describes and praises the heroism of the
Chola king and his army commander, presenting the war as a divine conflict between the principles
of good and evil.

The Prithvirajaraso by Chand Bardai is an epic poem in the early Braj-bhasha dialect, woven
around the Rajput king Prithviraja Chauhan. Sandhyakara Nandi’s Ramacharita is a Sanskrit work
with double meaning, simultaneously narrating the story of the Ramayana and of Ramapala, an
11th/12th century king of Bengal. The 12th century Kumarapalacharita by Hemachandra is a long
poem in Sanskrit and Prakrit, which tells the story of the Chaulukya kings of Gujarat and
simultaneously illustrates the rules of Sanskrit and Prakrit grammar. The establishment of the Delhi
Sultanate in the 11th century gave rise to a series of Persian chronicles narrating the history of
various dynasties. The aim of ancient and early medieval biographers and chroniclers was as much
to display their literary skills as to produce a work that would flatter their royal patrons. This has to
be kept in mind when using their works as sources of history.

PRIMARY SOURCES

Banabhatta and his royal biography

Banabhatta’s Harshacharita is the oldest surviving biography in India. Apart from painting a
glowing picture of his patron Harsha of the Pushyabhuti dynasty, the writer also speaks about
himself. The early part of Bana’s pedigree is mythical and narrates the origins of the Vatsyayana
branch of the Bhargava Brahmanas, to which he belonged. The later part is historical.

Bana was born in Pritikuta, a Brahmana village in the Kanyakubja area, famed for the learning
and stature of its residents. His mother Rajadevi died when he was a small child, and he was
brought up by his father who died when he was 14. Bana was taught by an illustrious teacher
named Bharchu. In his youth, he set out on a series of travels, accompanied by his half-brothers
and a colourful entourage including poets, philosophers, artists, actors, monks, ascetics, a
gambler, singer, snake-doctor, goldsmith, and dancing girl. It is no wonder that he acquired a bit
of a reputation.

The story goes that one day Bana received a letter summoning him to present himself in Harsha’s
court. The audience started off badly. The king had apparently believed the gossip about Bana’s
wayward ways and treated him with scant regard. Bana was quick to defend himself, arguing that
although he may have been a bit wild in his youth, he came from a respectable Brahmana family



and was currently living a blameless married life. Within a few days, he became a court
favourite and many lavish presents and honours were showered on him. Bana went on to write
the Harshacharita, a eulogistic biography of his patron, as well as a prose romance called the
Kadambari.

Bana describes the Harshacharita as an akhyayika, a genre of texts related to the itihasa
tradition. The episodes in the biography are selected and narrated from a literary and aesthetic
perspective. Its descriptions are vivid and literary, and sometimes show a touch of humour. The
work displays Bana’s skills as a master of Sanskrit prose. Typical of the genre of royal
biographies are long, elegant passages eulogizing the king. Consider, for example, the following
sentence:

He (i.e., Harsha) was embraced by the goddess of Royal Prosperity, who took him in her arms,
and, seizing him by all the royal marks on all his limbs, forced him, however reluctant, to mount
the throne—and this though he had taken a vow of austerity and did not swerve from his vow,
hard like grasping the edge of a sword; clinging closely to duty through fear of stumbling in the
uneven path of kings, and attended with all her heart by Truth who had been abandoned by all
other kings, but had obtained his promise of protection, and waited on reverentially by the
reflected images of a fair handmaid standing near, which fell on his toe-nails, as if they were the
ten directions of space impersonate.

According to some scholars, the Harshacharita is incomplete because it ends after Harsha’s
rescue of his sister Rajyashri from the flames of the pyre on which she sought to end her life, and
his accession to the thrones of Thanesar and Kanauj. However, V. S. Pathak argues that the work
1s complete as it has all the five well-defined thematic stages of a beginning, effort, the hope of
achieving the end, certainty of success, and a conclusion. Rajyashri was Harsha’s sister, but her
name also means royal glory, and Harsha’s rescuing her symbolically represents his successful
acquisition of royal glory. Although Bana paints Harsha as an ideal, exemplary ruler, traces of a
less perfect picture can be found in the nuances of the narrative. For instance, there are hints of a
fratricidal struggle for the throne behind the portrayal of the deep brotherly love between Harsha
and Rajyavardhana.

SOURCE Cowell and Thomas, 1993: 57; Pathak, 1966: 30-32

This chapter opened with mention of the Rajatarangini, the 12th century historical chronicle of
Kashmir by Kalhana. Kalhana refers to earlier historians and chronicles. Apart from the Nilamata
Purana, he mentions 11 works of earlier scholars, none of which have survived.

THE NATURE OF ANCIENT INDIAN HISTORICAL TRADITIONS

As we have seen, the literary sources for ancient and early medieval India include a large volume
and variety of texts. Is there any evidence of an interest in preserving the memory of the past, of a
historical tradition, in these texts? Romila Thapar (2000) has made a useful distinction between
‘embedded’ and ‘externalized’ forms of history. Embedded history is where the historical



consciousness has to be prised out, as in myth, epic, and genealogy. Externalized history reflects a
more evident and self-conscious historical consciousness, reflected for instance in chronicles and
biographies. Thapar points out that the embedded forms of historical consciousness tended to be
connected with lineage-based societies and the externalized ones to state societies.

Apart from lists of teachers, later Vedic texts contain certain types of compositions that reflect a
historical consciousness. These include the dana-stutis, gathas, narashamsis, and akhyanas. The
dana-stutis are hymns praising the generosity and exploits of kings. The gathas are songs in praise
of kings, sung on the occasion of certain sacrifices. Narashamsis were used in rituals and are
preserved in texts such as the Brahmanas and Grihyasutras. Akhyanas are narrative hymns in
dialogue form, referring to mythical and possibly historical events. It is interesting to note that all
these types of compositions were directly connected with the performance of sacrifices (yajnas).

The king-lists in the Puranas and epics represent more substantial evidence of an ancient Indian
historical tradition. As mentioned earlier, the epics are known as itihasa, and are supposed to record
things that actually happened (whether they did happen in the way in which they are described is
another issue). Bards known as sutas and magadhas played an important role in maintaining these
historical traditions. The poets and bards of the ancient Tamil land who eulogized their royal patrons
can also be seen as creators and transmitters of a historical tradition. The Buddhist Dipavamsa and
Mahavamsa, which offer a mythico-historical account of how Buddhism travelled to Sri Lanka,
represent a historical tradition as well. Mention may also be made of sacred biographies in the
Buddhist, Jaina, and Hindu traditions.

Notwithstanding their eulogistic nature, royal biographies too reflect a historical tradition.
Mention can also be made of royal inscriptions, many of which have a prashasti (panegyric)
containing the king’s genealogy and references to his exploits, usually with a view to shower praise
on him. The Arthashastra and the Chinese pilgrim Xuanzang mention royal archives preserving
official records in every Indian city, while Al-Biruni’s 11th century Tahqiq-i-Hind refers to the
archives of the Shahi kings of Kabul. Unfortunately, no such ancient archives survive.

While there is evidence of different kinds of historical traditions in ancient and early medieval
[ndia, these traditions were very different from our modern notions of history. The intellectuals of
every age and society select the aspects of the past they consider important, and interpret and present
them in their own way. Since ancient and modern societies differ from each other in so many
respects, it is not surprising to find major differences in their ways of looking at the past. Modern
historians distinguish between myth and history, ancient texts do not. The historical traditions of
ancient India were connected with religious, ritualistic, and court contexts. History in our times is an
academic discipline based on research, linked to modern institutions such as universities and
research institutes. The ways in which the past was understood and represented in ancient texts are
very different from the methods, techniques, and goals of historical research today.

THE ACCOUNTS OF FOREIGN WRITERS

As mentioned earlier, the subcontinent was never an isolated geographical area. Since early times,
traders, travellers, pilgrims, settlers, soldiers, goods, and ideas moved to and fro across its frontiers,
covering vast distances over land and water. It is therefore not surprising that there are many
references to India in foreign texts. Such texts reveal how people from other lands viewed India and
its people, what they noticed and found worthy of description. Historians have to distinguish



between statements based on hearsay and those grounded in personal experience, between
perceptive observations and cases where the writer got things completely wrong. An example of a
very unreliable account is the /ndica of Ktesias (4th century BCE), which is full of bizarre stories
about India and Indians, collected by the author while living in Persia as a royal physician.

The earliest references to India in Greek texts date from the 5th century BCE and their frequency
increases thereafter. One of the most famous works is the Indica of Megasthenes, ambassador of
Seleucus Nikator to the court of Chandragupta Maurya. The book is lost, but later Greek works
preserve paraphrases of some of its sections. The many Greek and Latin texts of the 2nd century BCE
to the 2nd century CE referring to India include the works of Arrian, Strabo, and Pliny the Elder, and
the anonymous Periplus Maris Erythraei (Periplus of the Erythraecan Sea). These texts are
especially important for the history of Indian Ocean trade.

PRIMARY SOURCES

Al-Biruni on the writing of the Hindus

The tongue communicates the thought of the speaker to the hearer. Its action has therefore, as it
were, a momentary life only, and it would have been impossible to deliver by oral tradition the
accounts of the events of the past to later generations, more particularly if they are separated
from them by long periods of time. This has become possible only by a new discovery of the
human mind, by the art of writing, which spreads news over space as the winds spread, and over
time as the spirits of the deceased spread. Praise therefore be unto Him who has arranged
creation and created everything for the best!

The Hindus are not in the habit of writing on hides, like the Greeks in ancient times. Socrates, on
being asked why he did not compose books, gave this reply: ‘I do not transfer knowledge from
the living hearts of men to the dead hides of sheep.” Muslims, too, used in the early times of Islam
to write on hides, e.g., the treaty between the Prophet and the Jews of Khaibar and his letter to
Kisra. The copies of the Koran were written on the hides of gazelles, as are still nowadays the
copies of the Torah.... The kirtas (or charta) 1s made in Egypt, being cut out of the papyrus
stalk.... It was in China that paper was first manufactured. Chinese prisoners introduced the
fabrication of paper into Samarkand and thereupon it was made in various places, so as to meet
the existing want.

The Hindus have in the south of their country a slender tree like the date and coconut palms,
bearing edible fruits and leaves of the length of one yard, and as broad as three fingers one put
beside the other. They call these leaves tari and write on them. They bind a book of these leaves
together by a cord on which they are arranged, the cord going through all the leaves by a whole
in the middle of each.

In central and northern India people use the bark of the fuz tree, one kind of which is used as a
cover for bows....



As for the writing or alphabet of the Hindus, we have already mentioned that it once had been
lost and forgotten; that nobody cared for it, and that in consequence people became illiterate,
sunken into gross ignorance, and entirely estranged from science. But then Vyasa, the son of
Parashara, rediscovered their alphabet of fifty letters by an inspiration of God. A letter is called
an akshara.

Some people say that originally the number of their letters was less, and that it increased only by
degrees. This is possible, or I should even say necessary....

The great number of the letters of the Hindu alphabet is explained, firstly, by the fact that they
express every letter by a separate sign if it is followed by vowel or a diphthong or a hamza
(visarga), or a small extension of the sound beyond the measure of the vowel; and, secondly, by
the fact that they have consonants which are not found together in any other language, though they
may be found scattered through different languages—sounds of such a nature that our tongues, not
being familiar with them, can scarcely pronounce them, and that our ears are frequently not able
to distinguish between many a cognate pair of them.

The Hindus write from the left to the right like the Greeks. They do not write on the basis of a
line, above which the heads of the letters rise whilst their tails go down below, as in Arabic
writing. On the contrary, their ground-line is above, a straight line above every single character,
and from this line the letter hangs down and is written under it. Any sign above the line 1s nothing
but a grammatical mark to denote the pronunciation of the character above which it stands....

After describing these characteristics of ‘Hindu’ writing, Al-Biruni goes on to acknowledge the
existence of many different scripts in the land of Hind—Siddhamatrika, the most widely known
and used in Kashmir, Varanasi, and the country around Kanauj; Nagara in Malwa; Ardhanagari in
Bhatiya and some parts of Sindh; Malwari in Sindh; Karnata in Karnatadesha; Andhri in
Andhradesha; Dirwari in Dravidadesha; Lari in Latadesha (in Gujarat); Gauri (i.e., Gaudi) in
Purvadesha, i.e., the eastern country; and the Bhaikshuki, used in Udunpur in Purvadesha,
described as the writing of the Buddha.

SOURCE Sachau, 1964: 170-73

Many Chinese monks made long and arduous overland journeys to India, crossing mountains,
plateaux, and deserts, in order to collect authentic manuscripts of Buddhist texts, meet Indian monks,
and visit places of Buddhist learning and pilgrimage. The best known among those who wrote
accounts of their Indian travels are Faxian (Fa Hien) and Xuanzang (Hiuen Tsang). Faxian’s travels
extended from 399 to 414 CE and were confined to northern India. Xuanzang left his home in 629 CE
and spent over 10 years travelling the length and breadth of the country. Yijing, another 7th century
Chinese traveller, lived for 10 years in the great monastery of Nalanda. The accounts written by
these pilgrims throw light on the history of Buddhism and various other aspects of their time.

The rapid political expansion of the Arabs, the unity given to them by Islam, the spread of urban
centres, and the patronage of the Caliphs had important and far-reaching impact on intellectual ideas



and technology in Asia and Europe. Al-Mamun, the 9th century Abbasid Caliph, established an
academy called the Beyt-al-Hikma (House of Wisdom) in Baghdad. Scholars of this academy busied
themselves with an ambitious project of translating Greek, Persian, and Sanskrit texts on philosophy
and science into Arabic. The flexibility of Arabic lent itself to the creation of a very precise
scientific and technical vocabulary. Moreover, since this was a spoken language, the knowledge of
ancient texts became theoretically available to anybody in the swiftly expanding Arab-speaking
world. Within the span of a few centuries, the learning and accomplishments of different cultures
spread far beyond their original geographical frontiers. There was also a dissemination of elements
of popular culture. For instance, the Arabic Kalila-wa-Dimma collected fables from various places,
including India.

Arab scholars initially relied heavily on Greek works, but men such as Jaihani, Gardizi, and Al-
Biruni developed their own independent critical points of view. Abu Ri-han or Al-Biruni, a native of
Khwarizm or Khiva (in modern Turkmenistan), was one of the greatest intellectuals of early
medieval times. Only 40 of the 180 books he wrote have survived. Al-Biruni travelled to India to
satisfy his curiosity about the land and its people, and to study their ancient texts in their original
language. His Tahqiq-i-Hind covers a large number of topics including Indian scripts, sciences,
seography, astronomy, astrology, philosophy, literature, beliefs, customs, religions, festivals, rituals,
social organization, and laws. Apart from the historical value of his descriptions of 11th century
[ndia, Al-Biruni helped modern historians identify the initial year of the Gupta era. The Tahqiq-i-
Hind states that the Gupta era began 241 years after the beginning of the Shaka era. Since the Shaka
era began in 78 CE, this places the beginning of the Gupta era in 319-20 CE.

Several Arabic geographical and travel accounts were written in the early medieval period. Some
of these, such as the account of the traveller Sulaiman, refer to India. This is not surprising
considering that both Arabs and Indians were actively involved in Indian Ocean trade. Such works
throw light on trade and aspects of Indian political history.

Persian was the language of royal courts and high culture in central and West Asia in early
medieval times, and a number of Persian texts refer to India. The anonymous Chachnama describes
how a Brahmana named Chach usurped the throne of Sindh in the mid-7th century and narrates the
Arab conquest of that region by Muhammad bin Qasim. The Shahnama of Firdausi, a classic of
Persian poetry, and the Gulistan by the famous poet Saadi, refer incidentally to aspects of Indian
trade.

Archaeology and the Early Indian Past

We turn now from texts to archaeology. Archaeology—the study of the human past though material
remains—is closely connected with history. Material remains range from vestiges of grand palaces
and temples to the small, discarded products of everyday human activity such as pieces of broken
pottery. They include different things such as structures, artefacts, bones, seeds, pollen, seals, coins,
sculptures, and inscriptions.

Historians, anthropologists, and archacologists understand ‘culture’ as something that includes all
patterns of people’s learnt behaviour, the ways of thinking and doing things that they learn from the
social group of which they are a part. Archaeologists also use the word culture in a more specific,
technical sort of way connected with certain other important terms—artefact, industry, and



assemblage. An artefact is any portable object made or altered by human hands (e.g., pottery, tools).
Similar artefacts made of the same material found at a site comprise an industry (e.g., a microlith
industry, blade and burin industry). All the industries found at a site form its assemblage. If similar
assemblages are found at several sites, these sites are said to belong to the same archaeological
culture.

Material evidence is a key to understanding human behaviour and experience. It is not enough to
describe a stone tool or pot; the challenge is to get the stone tool or pot to tell their stories about the
people who made and used them. As the products of craft traditions and part of the lifestyles of
people, artefacts are rooted in specific cultural contexts. So, the narrow technical meaning of
‘culture’ in archaeology can be stretched to correspond to the wider meaning mentioned earlier. The
rhythms and patterns of time based on material culture are generally slower and longer than those of
historical events, and archaeological cultures do not coincide with the rise and fall of dynasties or
kingdoms.

Field archaeology deals with the exploration and excavation of sites. Sites are places where
material remains of past human activity can be identified. In the plains, in areas where mud and brick
were used for making houses, archaeological sites occupied by people for a very long time are often
visible as mounds. Mounds get formed over the centuries due to the rebuilding of structures and the
accumulation of rubbish, windblown sand, and other sediments.

Sites are often discovered by sheer accident. They can also be discovered by using clues in
literature, by regional or village surveys, or with the help of aerial photography. Sites buried
underground can be detected by simple methods like inserting metal probes or rods into the ground.
There are also the more sophisticated remote-sensing techniques such as LANDSAT imagery.
Scanners of LANDSAT satellites create digital images of the earth’s surface and can help i1dentify
features such as ancient river courses, canals, embankments, and buried settlements.

Archaeological evidence does not necessarily provide a complete picture of the material culture
of ancient people. Artefacts found in the archaeological record generally consist of things that have
been thrown away, lost, forgotten, hidden, or left behind (intentionally or unintentionally) by people
when they moved elsewhere. Furthermore, not all material traits survive. Archaeological
reconstruction depends on the amount and kind of material that is preserved, and this in turn depends
on the objects themselves and on environmental factors, particularly soil and climate. Inorganic
materials like stone, clay, and metal objects are most likely to survive in the archaeological record.
Stone age people must have used tools of wood and bone as well, but it is the stone tools that have
survived in large numbers. Tropical regions, with heavy rains, acidic soils, warm climates, and
dense vegetation are not favourable for preservation. These things have to be kept in mind when
assessing archaeological evidence. Sites can get destroyed by the forces of nature (e.g., floods,
tectonic movements, volcanic eruptions), but they are more often destroyed by people when they
clear land for farming or build houses, factories, roads, and dams.

Sites can be explored by carefully examining what lies on the surface or they can be excavated,
l.e., dug. Sites are not excavated just to see what they contain, but rather to uncover their
stratigraphic sequence. The basic principle of stratigraphy is that if there are different layers, strata,
or levels at a site, the lower ones are older. Of course, if a site gets disturbed, this principle does not
apply. It is very important to know the stratigraphic context of artefacts, i.e., the precise level at
which they were found, and what other kinds of things were found along with them.



Excavations can be horizontal (where a large surface area is exposed) or vertical (where the
digging involves a small surface area), and are accompanied by careful recording, mapping,
photographing, labelling, and preserving of artefacts. Recording is very important because
excavation is destructive—some features of the upper layers have to be destroyed as archaeologists
move from one layer to the next. Equally important is the publication of results, otherwise no one
except the excavators will know what was discovered at the site.

These days, an important trend within field archaeology is to try to understand sites within their
larger landscape and context. Archaeologists are also increasingly moving towards non-destructive
methods of investigation, such as remote-sensing and regional surveys. Regional surveys are
conducted by walking over carefully selected sections of an area, observing the distribution and
nature of surface features and finds. These are recorded and the surface finds collected. A great deal
of valuable archaeological information can be gathered in this way.

THE HASTINAPURA MOUND

TABLE 1.1 THE CULTURAL SEQUENCE AT HASTINAPURA



PERIOD | DATE CULTURAL TRAITS
Pottery—very different from earlier periods; coarse to medium-grained red ware; glazed
Late wares with floral designs. Structures made of broken bricks from remains of earlier periods;
v 11th— four structural sub-periods identified. Many types of iron objects including nails, arrowheads,
15th spearheads, hoes, knife blades, etc. A stone image of Parvati and Rishabhadeva. Terracottas of
centuries | poor workmanship. Bangles of glass, ivory, shell, bone, etc. Acoin of Balban (1266—87) from
the middle level.
Site
deserted
Early Pottery—red ware, some with stamped designs; black-on-red painted pottery found in the
upper levels. Houses mostly made of burnt bricks (142 x 9 x 2'; inches); squarish bricks (11
2nd )
century x 11 x4 1nc.hes)'used for floors. 'Several housc? plan's were. recopstructed and sevc?n structural
sub-phases identified. Copper objects. Iron objects including nails, an axe/adze, sickle, and
v BCE~— late ) ) . : )
3rd pan. A fine and varied range.of moulded terl.racotta figurines (including mar%y of the hl.lmped
century bull), wheels, carts, and votive tanks and a fine headless figure of the Bodhisattva Maitreya.
CE Well-made rings and beads. Inscribed potsherds and a seal. Coins of the rulers of Mathura, the
Yaudheyas, and imitation coins of the Kushana king Vasudeva.

Site Evidence of a massive fire

deserted
Early 6th Pottery—Northerr.l Black Pc?lished War? (NBPW), coarse grey ware, uns'lippe':d red ware.
century— Houses of rpud—bncks and klln—b.urnt bricks (17.5 x 10 x .2.7 1nch§s). Brick-lined drains.

1 carly 3rd Terracotta ring wells. Copper objects. Iron arrowhead, chisel and sickle. Punch-marked and
uninscribed cast coins. Human and animal figurines (many of elephants) made of terracotta.

century . . .
BCE Beads of etched carnelian and crystalline quartz. Rings made of copper, chalcedony, gold, and
horn.

Site Evidence of a flood in the Ganga

deserted
Pottery—Painted Grey Ware (PGW), black-slipped ware, and ordinary red and red-slipped
ware. House walls of mud, mud-brick, reed, and mud plaster; one fragmentary burnt brick.

c. 1100— ) ) .

I 200 BCE Copper artefacts. Iron slag in the uppermost levels. Chert and jasper weights. Glass bangles.
Terracotta objects including animal figurines. Bone needles. Charred grains of rice. Bones of
horse, pig, cattle, etc.

Site

deserted -

I I;;%-O Pottery—fragments of Ochre Coloured Pottery (OCP). No structures found, maybe

BCE because a very limited area was excavated. Habitation seems to have been sporadic

Natural

Soil -

NOTE The mound of Hastinapura in Meerut district, Uttar Pradesh, was excavated in 195052
(see Lal, 1954-55). Its cultural sequence extended over an enormously long stretch of time, with four
breaks in occupation. The earliest settlement belonged to the period before c. 1200 BCE and the
latest level to the early 15th century CE. This table gives a brief synopsis of some of the main
features of the various levels known as Periods I-V. Read the table from bottom to top, starting from



the lowest and earliest level, Period 1. Note the range of evidence and the remarkable snapshot it
ogives of the life of people who lived at this site over the centuries. The cultural sequence at
Hastinapura is a very important reference point for other sites in the upper Ganga valley.

BANGARAN ISLAND, LAKSHADWEEP: MARINE ARCHAEOLOGIST AT WORK

While archaeologists generally work on land, marine or underwater archaeology is a rapidly
orowing area of study. In most other countries, marine archaeology deals mainly with shipwrecks.
But in India, there are instances of entire cities that have been submerged by the sea. Marine
archaeology involves many specialists such as oceanographers, geologists, geophysicists, and diver-
photographers. It also requires the use of special equipment and scientific instruments. For instance,
an echo-sounding system registers a rise when a boat passes over an underwater object. A side scan
electronic system gives a view of the sea floor. Underwater metal detectors held by divers give a
signal if they sense any kind of metal object between 3 and 4 m away. In recent times, exciting
underwater discoveries have been made off the coast of Dwarka and Bet Dwarka in Gujarat. At
Dwarka, there are remains of a submerged port-city, including fortification walls and stone anchors,
perhaps going back to c. 1500 BCE.

ANCIENT SHIP ANCHOR

SCIENTIFIC TECHNIQUES IN ARCHAEOLOGY



Archaeologists increasingly rely on various scientific techniques in order to obtain precise
information about the lives of past communities. These are especially useful in dating archaeological
material. Many dating methods are based directly or indirectly on the principle of radioactive decay.
Carbon-14 or radiocarbon dating 1s the best known of these, but others include
thermoluminescence, potassium-argon, electron spin resonance, uranium series, and fission-track
dating.

The word archaeometry refers to a range of scientific techniques and analyses involving the use
of measurement to analyse ancient objects or materials. The chemical analysis of pottery and metal
artefacts can give clues about how they were produced. A comparison of the chemical composition
of metal artefacts and ores can help identify the source of ores. Chemical analysis of soil can be used
to determine the degree of human presence and activity at a site. For instance, the decomposition of
animal excreta increases the nitrogen content of the soil. At the chalcolithic site of Inamgaon in
Mabharashtra, the soil in the courtyards had higher nitrogen content than that inside the house. This
shows that people tied their animals in their courtyards.

Palaeontology is the study of the remains of dead organisms over enormous spans of time. Within
this discipline, molecular biology and DNA studies have been used to understand hominid evolution,
to answer questions about what ancient people looked like, and to plot patterns of migration. Bones
provide a great deal of information. The distribution of faunal remains (animal bones) at a site can
indicate which areas were used for butchering, cooking, eating, bone tool making, and refuse
dumping. Faunal analysis gives information about 