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Introduction

The ‘most deciphered script. as the Indus Script is referred to so often, due mainly
to a large number of decipherments available, is still evading all attemprs at its
decoding. The decades of work has helped in developing some understanding
about the Indus Civilization, but the reading of the Indus signs remains a difficulc
task.

The signs found on the seals, ivory, copper, bronze and other objects, ar times
are accompaniced with images of animals, mythical figures, geometric and other
abstract motifs, which also have distinct iconographic representation. The quality
of these productions, and uniformity in the representation of iconography or
signage indicates to a well-regulated and highly managed process, the fact that

renders a greater complexiry to the issuc.

It is not casy to artempe reading of an ancient writing, especially when there exists
a great disconnect with the present and the distant past, to which the writing
belongs. However it becomes casier if there exists knowledge about the language
used by ancient people, the understanding of the belief system and its practices,
and above all the knowledge of the dynasties and stories related.

When such means are not available it brings one to point zero, back to basics:
questioning begins why those people felt the need o write, what was the purpose
of writing?

The discovery of scals from a large number of sites, spread over to a vast arca
having morphometric coherence in iconography and inscriptions, prompred
many questions. The time span of the presence and usc of these seals is considered
to be about six centurics, it becomes an enormous puzzle if it is stated that the
writing system emerged in its fully developed form.

A large number of the seals coming from the huge digs during the nineteen
twenties and nineteen thirties, were not reported with their respective secure
stratigraphy, it may add complexity to the understanding of possible development
of signs, and relative preference of different texts over others.

If the signs were meant to communicate, and there is no reason to deny it, then
there was a requirement to have a widespread knowledge and training of those
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who were to inscribe accurately and produce the highly homogenized characters;
above all education of those who were supposed to be reading or using these.

The range of the inscriptions, their association with the iconography, and the
macerial with which these are made, is quite wide. This varicty can possibly
indicate if not equally wide range of purpose, a diversity of uses that may not be
very limited.

The questions regarding the control over production and the system of regulating
it in the ancient period, where the means of communication though sustainable,
were not at all ideal, are very important, and are required to be answered.

The interest in the writing was prompted by the publication of the resules of the
excavations by Sir John Marshal in the Mlustrated London News on 20" September
1924, where the photos of Indus scals were also part of the write up. Ever since
multiple attemprs at the decipherment of the Indus Scripe has been made. This
cnigmatic writing has generated many a good works, which have been very
behtringly reviewed, especially by Gregory Posschl (Posschl, 1996).

The study of the Indus writing has many low and high points; some of the
efforts ar collecting and providing information helped in building up the means
augmenting further studies. The first image of a seal from Harappa came out in
1875; publication of the images of the seals from Mohenjodaro was considered
great help. Since thar time the interest has continued to grow. Sir John Marshal's
Mohenjodaro (Marshal, 1931) formed the major source on the Indus seals, but
it too was a partial story; later this was in a way covered by preparation of the
concordance by Mahadevan.

As forasthe cfforts directed atthe deciphermentof the Indus scriptare concerned,
one major contribution in this direction was made by Asko Parpola. Here T am
referring to the concept and production of the three volumes of Corpus of Indus
Seals & Inscription (CISI). The compilers state that the “purposc of the corpus is
to provide a basic tool for the research of the litle understood scripr, language
and religion of the Indus Civilization and for the study of the administrative
organization and external cultural conraces with Harappa.”

Its publication in international collaboration was first proposed w 29*
International Congress of Orientalists’ meeting in Paris in 1973,

The Archacological Survey of India (ASI) and the Department of Archacology &
Muscums (DoAM) of Pakistan agreed to collaborate with University of Helsinki,
the Finish Academy of Science & Letters agreed to publish it in its Annals. An
application was submitted to the Iuternational Union of Philosophy & Human
Studies (CIPSH) for financial assistance for this project.



The General Assembly of UNESCO meeting held at Nairobi in 1976 agreed to
support the Corpus as scholarly project of a confirmed international character and
of major importance (Parpola, A. 1987).

But it was not that casy to get the work started as the seals and artifaces having
script had to be photographed; the material was lying in the muscums, and
offices of the ASI, and archacology related departments respectively in India and
Pakistan, and these were to be published in 1" and 2* volumes of the CISL

Photography began in India for the volume I; at that time B K Thapar was the DG
of ASL Work was very slow, he objected to the handling of the seals on account
of these being fragile. Seeing delays the Government of Finland sought and made
an agreement of cooperation in the field of Culture with India (1984-86). The
corpus project was included in that exchange agreement (Parpola, A. 1987).

When the photographers of ASI were working on the material in India during
the years 1978 to 1983, and later the Finnish photographer during 1984-85, all
the material was not accessible, thus by the time the first volume was going to
the press some of the seals and inscribed artifacts were left out. But the printing
couldn’t be delayed any further due to the financial arrangements.

The story of the photographing of the marerial in Pakistan, despite the best efforts
of every one was not much different, however the publication of the second
volume comprising of the seals and inscriptions available in Pakistan became
possible in the year 1991 (Parpola, and Shah, 1991).

The third volume was published subsequendy in 2010, it comprised of the new
material, untraced objects, and collections outside India and Pakistan (Parpola,
Pande, and Koskikallio, 2010).

In the recent years interest has been regencrated and some good attempts at the
understanding of the nature of the signs have been made. Heared debares have
also been noticed, while the importance of the data relevant to the archacological
context has been largely recognized.

The idea of causing an occasion to discuss the issues pertaining to the Indus Scripr
and reviving the interest in its decipherment is multifaceted; the review of the
present position of the work is the one aspect, to find outr what could be the best
strategy to revamp the efforts in the desired direction, and above all to think of
and build up such an environment where the work on it can be expanded. The
call for the papers to be read in the Conference on Indus Script at Mohenjodaro
planned to be held in January 2020 was floated in the mid of the year 2019, it



generated positive response. These papers are being published provisionally on
the eve of Conference; to enable more learned interaction during the Workshap
Sessions of the Conference.

Presenters have discussed their recent work on the Indus Scripr and have broughe
focus on various aspects of the Script and Seals. Atcempts have been made o
review the recent work by the scholars that is bound to generate good discussion.
The Workshop Sessions, while discussing the work in derail may attempr to
formalize recommendations, if possible, to generate a chain of events for coming
year, aiming at sustaining the interest in the on-going work.

The papers received have discussed at length diversified topics, while looking at
the observations made by some of the recent works on the scripr, for instance
where linguistic structure have been under discussion, it led to the realization
of presence of the formal arrangement in the inscriptions, it is considered to be
the indicator of society that uses these signs having agreed grammar, or cryptic
writing known to many.

The structure of the script has been under focus of not only the linguists but
the scholars of various disciplines other than archacology and scriprure, such as
mathematics and compurer science.

Use of Seals is obviously linked with sealing purpose, archacological evidences
from Lothal (Frenez, D and M Tosi, 2005) and other sites show thar the seals
were used for sealing the tags for securing goods / storage of trade goods. Possibly
the seal impressions were for identification of the artisan, or guilds of artisans,
or workshops / manufacturers; someone thought the marks on the pottery to
be the potters’ marks. The seals might have been used as exchange tokens, sort
of ancient coinage, or some sort of receipts. Even its use to register authority has
been referred (Frenez, D, 2018). The cultic or religious role of some of these had
also been part of strong speculations.

New light is shed by Dennys Frenez on the meaning and purpose of use of clay
Scalings, he thinks thaticwas ro regulate access tothe containers and commodirics,
‘rather than authenticate the integrity of the shipped cargo!

This doesn't necessarily be taken as a remark to limit the use of the scripe to the
trade related activities, possibilities of its larger scope cannot be ruled out, given
the highly developed culture of Indus Basin in Bronze Age.

The possibility of the numerical value depiction in text (Fuls, 2015) has been
viewed with due indulgence by Dr. Andreas, by attracting the information



made available by modern technologies. He has been working on the Interactive
Concordance of Indus Texts (ICIT); it is made available through a web-interface
(Wells 2015).

The work on Indus Seals and the marerial associared with these coming from the
Middle Eastern context has broken new grounds. Earlier Parpola also discussed
the sequence of the inscriptions on the Gudf Type seals, which were available o
him, as well as Indus inscription found on other artifacts in the Gulf. Steffen
Terp Laursen's paper provide ‘an informed update on recent advances in the
investigation of the Dilmun Culture (Kuwair, Saudi Arabia and Bahrain)
and beyond.” His involvement with the subject is long; he has worked on the
spread of Indus Seal technology westward (Laursen, 2016). He has assigned an
interpretation to certain Indus signs, used in the Gulf Type scals. He is of the view
that the last Indus inscription in Dilman probably dates from 2000-1950 BC,
and the Indus weight were under use there cill at least 1800 BC.

Another work is also touching the Indus weighe system; Bryan Wells has it with
reference to the usage of “Fish” sign. The weights used in the Indus system have
been largely praised for it being well defined, having and variety of weighr types.
A very gainful insight becomes available through an interesting discussion (Wells
et al. 2018) that has been initiated in a paper by Bryan Wells; his submission to
the Conference refers to the instances of possible correlation of the weights and
particular seals.

Some of the recent papers have contributed greatly to substantiating the idea of
the use of a developed language(s) in Indus Civilization, capable of conveying
complex information. A team of scholars working on the structure of language,
with staristical approach, and the positional assessment of the characters / signs
observed that the use of signs is highly uniform; there was the feeling thar the
grammar of the writing is standardized: an ordered text, where the placement of
signs show flexibility similar o linguistic writing,

Itis observed that the ‘machine learning can predict missing signs with more than
75% accuracy suggesting that the rules are not writer dependent but are defined
in absolute terms.

One of the contributors commented on a set of positions taken with respect o
the Indus signs, which stated, ‘Generic models suggesting that the Indus seript
may be a random scribble or, are purcly numeric or, a writing in one of the later
scripts. This observation can notbe agreed upon, it can be refuted by the statistical
patterns of sign usage ( Yadav e al 2010).
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It is possible to use the compurational and statistical linguistics to go for wide
range of explorations in the format, structure and sequencing of the scripr,
especially processing huge data. Such work has been quite gainfully undertaken,
and rationalized conclusions obtained (Yadav ez 2l 2010; Yadav and Vahia,
2011a,b; Bortero, 2004; Coe, 1992;).

The inscriptions comprising number of signs, mostly are described as formal,
as many of the signs require a number of strokes to inscribe, thus these cannot
be evolutionary in nature. The study in the structure of the Indus writing, by
machine assisted computations have yielded concrete information on some
of the aspects, the positional placement and pairing of signs, the frequency of
some particular sign appearing at the end and other at the beginning of the texts,
scquencing and segmentation cte. That further confirms the writing to be well
arranged and formal. The model developed by computing the probabilities of the
signs following cach other can help in reading the illegible, or the damaged or
missing texts ( Yadav ez al 2010).

The enquiring in to sequencing among the signs has helped in observing the
flexibility in use of signs, in the Indus texts. Thus the results of quantification
takes one to be able to make comparison with the ‘linguistic and non-linguistic
domains such as English, Sanskrit, Old Tamil, Sumerian, DNA, Protein, and
Fortran' (Rao er al. 2009), and the results found the Indus scripe closer to the
linguistic systems.

M N Vahia; Rajesh P N Rao & Nisha Yadav contributing to this volume are of
the view that the nature of majority of the objects where the inscriptions appear
are formal, suggesting ‘a specificity which adds significantly to the knowledge.’ It
may be taken as the ‘writing was a highly coordinated activity with the centralized
teaching centers which trained the writers to provide the standardized exchange

of information.

A group of scholars believed that the presence of developed language of Harappa
was just an abstract idea, it was not ‘a true writing code.” These critics were of the
view that there was no plausible evidence to support the literate nature of the
Indus society (Farmer et al. 2004). The thought floated by these that a highly
codified system of ‘use of Iconography of the Indus stamp seals, linked with a wide
array of signs looscly signifying mysterious religious or clan references’ was refuted
by one of contributors ro this volume, thought that this kind of interpretation
‘simply made no sensc’ (Vidale 2007).



Massimo Vidale believes that by keeping the speculations at very low ebb one can
say that the Indus system was ‘a standardized information technology whose signs
conveyed meanings in forms of phonemes and / or ideograms, like was happening
at the same time in Egypt, Mesopotamia, on the Iranian Plateau.”

The scals and the script on these have a greater level of similarities and at times
one tends to believe thar there is a duplication of the seals, to a larger degree. It
prompted the idea that there mighe have been a very restricted production of
these items and that too was limited to a small number of production centers.

If the production was under taken byalarge number of artisansacwidely distributed
workshops, whar ensured the awe-inspiring accuracy of the productions?

Analyses of the production, cutting and carving of the seals have remained under
focus; it prompted many interesting papersin the past. The work carried out by Dr.
Greg Jamison is particularly of interest; he has committed considerable number
of years to the study of the production methodology of these seals (Jamison,
2017). In his most recent attempe at analyzing the stylistic scal groups, which
contain those scals that have shared inscribed characters; he has found evidence
of morphometric coherence as well as variations.

The seals falling in the identified stylistic groups from one site, and those from
multiple sites & regions were also analyzed. To see, among other things, if
it is possible also, to find our that the seal production was limited to a sericdy
controlled small number of centers and sites, or it was widespread and was done
in multiple workshops by a larger number of engravers. Admittedly che sample
size is not that large, but these resules are preliminary and show efficacy of the
pilot study.

He discusses his findings in a very interesting way, his line of argumentation
is convincing. It paves the way for further work to strengthen or refute these
provisional interpretations.

Even though the photographs of good resolurion are a grear help in such studics,
there is possibility of finding more information if the seals themselves are analyzed,
it can add few more indicarors such as ‘investigation of tool marks, raw marerials
and other signatures of production.’

Dr. Konasukawa has studied the chronology sequence of the seals from Ghaggar
Basin (Konasukawa, 2013), by comparing these with the seals from the Harappa
excavations, and made certain interpretations, it shall help deepen our knowledge
of the chronological context of the seals and the rext.
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The work carried out by Asko Parpola has been available for a long time; it has
been brought under the review of most of the scholars in the field. He and his
team has gone to lengths to try to achieve a break through. He is published
extensively; his recent write-up on the crocodile cult practices and its correlation
with the representations of crocodile with in the Indus writings is very interesting,
He has once again brought it up for discussion, having raised new questions. It
may generate adiscussion towards further speculation upon the cultic practices in
ancient socictics, through its present day concepts. It may help in understanding
certain belief system of the Indus cultures.

The potentials of the Bronze Age site of Lakhanjodaro are slowly coming to the
light; various artifacts with inscriptions were unearthed from this site, these are
discussed by Prof. Qasid Mallah, in his submission. The new material from this
site is bound to ferch good attention,

Dr. Kenoyer's involvement in the Indus Civilization goes back to several decades.
Through his years of work in Harappa he has gained an insight that is rare, he has
directed rescarch on the Script also, his contribution to this volume is of pivoral
importance. It is going to pave way for the greater understanding on the scripr,
its evolution and development and possibly help sct the direction of the future
studies.

Keeping in view the present conference’s primary concern, and in order to
provide some good relevant material to the interested public and scholars his
recent contribution to the Shanghai Archacological Forum (SAF) in December
2019, which is scheduled to be published later by the SAF, has been included in
the present volume, for ready reference.

Arta Muhammad Bhanbhro, a local scholar did attempr ar the decipherment,
results of his work (Bhanbhro, 2012) might have not convinced many, but
these generated a great deal of interest in the younger generation of the scholars.
Unfortunately due to the limiting factors, associated with advanced age, his
participation in the Conference is not possible.

The papers submitted to this Conference are published provisionally, as the time
in berween deadline fixed for the submission of full papers and acrual happening
of the conference was very short, it was not possible to consider bringing out an
edited volume, however the publication of the compilation of these papers was a
race against time, which might have caused certain lapses, however its meeting the
time line have been made possible by the team assisting the Conference, for which
they deserve compliments,
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Origin and Development of the Indus
Script: Insights from Harappa and

other sites

Jonathan Mark Kenoyer

Origin and Development of the Indus Script: Insights from
Harappa and other sites

Introduction

The origin of the Indus script has been a source of considerable discussion ever since
the discovery and excavation of the Indus cities of Mohenjo-daro and Harappa in
the 1920s to 1930s (Marshall 1931; Vats 1940). When the Indus civilization was
discovered the only other early civilizations known to have writing in the Old World
were the ancient Sumerians along the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers in southern
Mesopotamia (Nissen 1993), the ancient Egyptians along the Nile (Baines 2004)
and the ancient Chinese along the Huang He (Yellow) River in north central China
(Haicheng 2015). The oracle bone inscriptions at the site of Yinxu in Anyang were
being discovered around the same time that Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa were being
excavated (Bagley 1999, 127). Although at first some scholars thought that there
might be some influence from Mesopotamian writing systems, in the first major
report on the excavations at Mohenjo Daro in 1931, Gadd clearly states that there
was no connection between the Indus seript and the writing of Sumer or for that
matter Egypr (Gadd 1931, 411). Surveys and test excavations in Baluchistan (Stein
1929; Hargreaves and Sewell 1929 (reprine 1981); Stein 1931) and Sindh (Majumdar
1934; Stcin 1942) had recovered pottery that appeared to be older than that found
at Mohenjo Daro, but little attention was paid to the presence of potter’s marks or
graffiti on these different types of pottery. It was not until the 1950s, after surveys
of the Quetta Valley, Zhob and Loralai Districts, that Fairservis proposed that the
carlier graffiti on pottery found in the regions of Baluchistan and the wider Indo-
Iranian region might have some influence on later Indus writing systems (Fairservis
1959). B. B. Lal was among the first to arguc that the origins of the Indus script were
local and that the script continued to be used into the Late Harappan as scen on
OCP pottery and on later Megalithic pottery (Lal 1975). However, many scholars
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Figure 1. Map of the Indus

were not convinced with the scattered evidence of earlier writing and even after the
discovery of Early Harappan writing Rehman Dheri and other sites (see discussion
below), some scholars still assumed that the script appeared relatively fully formed
around 2500 BCE (Posschl 1990; Possehl 1996).

At present, however, on the basis of numerous excavations and analyses of earlier
survey materials there is increasing evidence that the Indus scripe did in fact evolve
in the Indus and Ghaggar-Hakra River Valleys and Baluchistan (Figure 1) beginning
in the Farly Harappan Period, between 4000 and 2600 BCE (Table 1)(Kenoyer
2006). It is possible that Kutch and Gujarar also played an important role in terms
of specific regional styles of graphic symbols, but more research needs to be done in
these regions to determine the chronology and continuiry of specific symbols. As will
be discussed below in more detail, the regional and chronological changes in types of
symbols and how there were used suggest that there were significant changes in the
writing system over time (Kenoyer and Meadow 1997; Kenoyer and Meadow 2008;
Kenoyer and Meadow 2010). Since the script has not yet been deciphered it is not






