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Palaeolithic, Neolithic and Early Bronze Age Civilizations


1

A Prehistoric Art Gallery

Mesolithic rock art

What can you expect to find inside a mountain cave? Bats, perhaps? Or snakes…or even a hibernating bear? But have you heard of caves filled with ancient reptiles, stags, tigers, buffaloes, hunters, dancers and kings? Well, you can find them all in the rock shelters of Bhimbetka – okay, fine, you can find pictures of them, to be precise. These caves contain one of the first ever art galleries of India!

Set amidst the dense forests of the Vindhya mountains in Madhya Pradesh, the Bhimbetka caves and rock shelters feature some of the world’s oldest petroglyphs or carved rock art, made during different time periods. This particular region of central India had been constantly inhabited by different human tribes for thousands of years – and each of these tribes added their own pictures to the stone walls, turning the caves into proper art galleries!

The rock artworks in the region range from those drawn in the Middle and earlier Stone Ages (up to 10,000 years ago) to Early Historic times (around 2,000 years ago), down to the medieval times (some 700 years ago).

The cave art in Bhimbetka was first documented in the 1950s by Dr V.S. Wakankar, one of the best-known archaeologists of India. Dr Wakankar was on a train from Bhopal to Itarasi in Madhya Pradesh, when he was struck by the oddly shaped hillocks flashing by his window. He thought they looked similar to the prehistoric art sites in Spain and France, so he quickly disembarked to check out the place. Sure enough, this region too was filled with rock shelters and caves featuring art from ancient times!

The earliest pictures from the Stone Age depict animals like wild buffaloes and deer. Art from the Mesolithic, or Middle Stone Age, shows the use of bows and arrows, simple musical instruments such as tambourines, as well as humans dancing and fighting. Hunting scenes are depicted in considerable detail too – with one picture showing a human figure tossed aside by an angry rhinoceros! The images are typically coloured in earthy red, white and yellow shades, obtained from vegetable dyes and chemicals such as charcoal and manganese oxides.


Apart from Bhimbetka, Dr Wakankar is known for uncovering 4,000 other such rock art sites in India – what a rock star!




The ethnic people living in the villages near Bhimbetka have long known of the existence of the caves with artwork. Some of them still follow cultural traditions that are quite similar to those represented in the age-old petroglyphs!




One of the largest rock shelters in Bhimbetka is the ‘Auditorium Cave’, an expansive hall-like space filled with artworks from different ages. Another shelter, called the ‘Zoo Rock’, contains many pictures of humans and animals. There are wild elephants, stags, tigers, buffaloes and even ancient lizards and chickens – all jostling for space with the humans riding in processions atop enormous elephants and horses!



As agricultural communities developed, the cave art in Bhimbetka reflected this new lifestyle, showcasing farming activities like harvesting honey and exchanging produce with other communities. The next layer of petroglyphs from the Early Historic Age shows the development of religious themes such as tree gods and yakshas (spirits) and geometrical patterns. There are even images of trishuls (tridents) and a bull with a Shiva linga, which are considered to be some of the first instances of Hindu symbolism. And all these artworks put together show the evolution of humans, from hunter-gatherer tribes to civilized societies with their own cultural beliefs!
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The Potters from the Past

Mehrgarh button seals

Several thousand years ago, a Stone Age farming village mushroomed in the north-western stretches of the Indian subcontinent. This was a significant milestone, because it meant that humans had moved past the stage of living as hunter-gatherers, and had developed the skills to farm the land and build up communities!

Around 5500–7000 BCE, the regions around Mehrgarh in present-day Pakistan were home to one of South Asia’s earliest civilizations. Known as ‘Mehrgarh culture’, this ancient settlement is believed to have been the predecessor of the Indus Valley Civilization.

Mehrgarh was pretty advanced for its time – the people living here were good not just at agriculture and farming, but they were also great at working with metal and terracotta. The excavation carried out in this region yielded a great many glazed pottery beads, along with terracotta figurines with elaborate hairdos. Some were dressed in skirts with decorated belts, with intricate necklaces and pendants! A lot of button seals were found in the location too. Button seals are small rectangular or circular seals with a knob at the back – they often resemble buttons, because they have two holes down their centre (look down at the buttons on your own shirt, you’ll see two or four holes in them!). The button seals of Mehrgarh were made of terracotta, soapstone or bone, and feature various symmetric geometric symbols like grids, concentric circles, plus signs and cross signs. Some seals even have a combination of patterns, with several of these motifs put together! It is believed that the symbols might have had special ritualistic significance.

In addition to their pottery skills, the people of Mehrgarh culture were master metal workers. The later generations of this culture developed techniques to heat up a metal ore in order to extract the metal from it. Metals, as you might know, are not found lying around as shiny nuggets – they are typically contained in natural rocks, which have to be mined, purified and heated, so that the metal can be extracted from them.

Copper was one of the first metals to be extracted like that, which led to the time around the mid-fifth millennium (around 4500 BCE) being named the Chalcolithic Age or the Copper Age. During this time, the metal was used mainly for making decorative ornaments, while everyday tools and weapons were still made of stone. Metals like copper are typically too soft to be used as weapons and tools – they would have to be combined with other metals to make them harder. The Chalcolithic humans had just about figured out how to extract metals from the ores and were yet to learn about mixing substances to make metals stronger.


The people in Mehrgarh also seem to have been some of the world’s first dentists! Archaeologists and scientists have found human teeth here that appear to have been drilled in using stone-tipped wooden drills. The decayed matter in the teeth was then removed, and the cavity was packed with material like bitumen or resin. The researchers also think that the patients were probably given opium or some kind of numbing medicine. Clearly, fixing rotten teeth has always been a painful process!




The archaeologists working in the ruins have recovered a corroded copper amulet, or charm, made all those years ago! The Mehrgarh amulet is circular, with six spokes, and is thought to be the world’s oldest object made using a rather clever technique called ‘lost-wax casting’. This process involves creating a wax model, covering it with clay and baking it, till the clay hardens and the wax is melted. The wax is then removed from the hardened clay mould, and hot copper is poured into it. When the metal cools and solidifies, the clay mould is broken, leaving behind a perfect duplicate of the wax model. This method is still being used to make jewellery, turbine blades, firearms, golf clubs and even robotic systems!




[image: image]

The button seals of Mehrgarh
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An Urban Utopia

The Dholavira signboard

Around 5,000 years ago, the north-west region of the Indian subcontinent was home to an urban civilization that was very, very advanced for its time (or for any time, honestly). Its hallmarks were well-planned cities with paved roads, an excellent water system and even a properly functioning sewer system…something that many parts of the world lack even now!

The Indus Valley or Harappan Civilization was India’s first urban civilization, with the residents living as a complex society in planned cities, the largest of which were Harappa and Mohenjo-daro. The civilization existed mainly in the regions around the River Indus, stretching eastwards up to the River Yamuna, and down south to the Gulf of Khambhat (Gujarat).

The Indus Valley cities largely comprised baked clay and red sand houses, complete with underground water supplies and sewers. Each house had its own toilet and bathroom, with brick-lined drains connecting them to a giant central underground sewage system. In fact, the people of this civilization were among the first inventors of the flush toilet – the waste from the houses was ‘flushed’ away into common drains!

What’s more, the social structure of this civilization was pretty advanced too. Like our modern societies, the Indus Valley people had a fully functioning government, a strong trading system and elaborate art forms. They even had a script/symbol system, made up of around 400 signs and symbols!

One of the best examples of the Indus Valley script was found recently in Dholavira, a village near present-day Kachchh in Gujarat. This rural region had once been a prominent city, with all the features of the Indus Valley civilization – fortified city walls, a central citadel (raised city centre) with halls and granaries, and storm water channels (stone-lined waterways that collected rainwater, which was then stored in tanks and reservoirs).

By the northern entrance of the citadel, a big wooden signboard had been set out, consisting of 10 characters constructed out of gypsum bricks. At some point, the board probably toppled over and fell to the ground, where it lay unattended.


The Indus Valley Civilization belonged to the Bronze Age, when bronze began to be heavily used. It was made by mixing small amounts of tin and arsenic with copper – the addition of these impurities made the metal stronger.




[image: image]

The symbols on the signboard



And so it had lain for thousands of years, until it was discovered quite recently, during excavations carried out in the 1990s. The wooden bits of the board had disintegrated – but the gypsum tiles were still intact and still lay in the same pattern in which they had been set by the original makers!

The Indus Valley script, however, remains a mystery. The samples recovered so far (from pottery and seals) have been short, making it hard to make sense of the symbols. The Dholavira signboard, with 10 symbols, is one of the longest sets of symbols that has been recovered to date. But efforts to decipher the script system are still going on – so we may figure out what the signboard actually means one day – fingers crossed!


Along with flush toilets, an underground drainage system and a rainwater harvesting system, the people of the Indus Valley Civilization also invented step wells, water transport, measuring rulers, weights and scales!
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The People of the Plains

Swastika motifs on Painted Grey Ware

Over 3,000 years ago, in the vast plains of north India, there lived a group of people who turned forests to farmlands, invented new agricultural methods, domesticated cattle and horses, and developed a whole new culture that still flourishes in the region!

These resourceful people, called the Aryans, settled down in the fertile Gangetic plains of north and eastern India. They were excellent agriculturalists and metalsmiths who used strong metals and alloys to make weapons, ploughs and axes. The tools were used to clear the dense forests of the Gangetic plains and make them fit for human habitation.

Unlike the earlier urban civilizations of the Indian subcontinent, these settlers typically lived in smaller, rural communities, where they grew crops like barley and millets, raised cattle and horses, and developed crafts like pottery and textile-dyeing. They initially spoke in Indo-Aryan dialects, which gradually developed into a new language, Sanskrit. This era between 1500 BCE and around 500 BCE is now known as the Vedic Age, because the Vedas (a body of ancient Indian texts) were said to be composed during this time.

And while the Vedas themselves tell us a lot about the age, we’ve also come to understand more about the everyday life of these people from the relics they left behind. Like the remnants of pottery, for instance.

The people of this culture appear to have used a range of ceramic (clay) ware over different time periods. There were many styles in vogue, and each type of pottery is linked to a distinct phase. The ‘Black and Red Ware culture’ was characterized by striking red and black pottery. Then came the ‘Grey Ware culture’ (when the pottery was…you guessed it, mainly grey!). And finally, the ‘Painted Grey Ware’ phase came around 1200 BCE, which was known for its fine grey pottery, embellished with designs painted with black pigment.

The ceramic items were typically made using a potter’s wheel, and featured a variety of designs including criss-cross lines, dot-and-dash patterns, concentric circles, hook-shaped curves, crosses, loops and concentric semicircles. Some of the pottery was painted with more complex patterns, including sun motifs, petals, lotus flowers, fish and even swastika symbols. The swastika symbol, as you may already know, is typically made up of four hook-shaped lines, symmetrically joined together at a central point. The symbol features even in the seals and pottery relics of the Harappan age!


Some archaeologists connect the Painted Grey Ware phase to the events described in the great Indian epic, the Mahabharata. Pottery relics have been found in the locations mentioned in the Mahabharata, including Hastinapur and Mathura (in modern-day Uttar Pradesh).




The early Vedic Age was still a part of the Bronze Age, while later Vedic centuries overlapped with the Iron Age – when iron replaced bronze as the primary metal of choice. Iron ore was available fairly easily, but the metal required high temperatures to melt. Ancient humans had to learn to work with clay, copper, and then bronze, before hitting upon the sophisticated techniques required to melt iron.



It appears that the ceramic ware of the Painted Grey Ware era might have been deluxe items that were used in the households of the wealthy, or for ritualistic purposes. Some of the more common dishes during this era were large dishes with curved sides and flat bases, small curved bowls and drinking utensils (goblets). And they are very like the traditional thali plates, katori bowls and lota cups that are still in use even now!


[image: image]

The swastika symbol




The Vedic Age (Bronze and Iron Ages)
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The Vedic Big Bang Theory

Nasadiya Sukta, Rig Veda

Did you know that a certain Vedic hymn is very popular among cosmologists*?

The Vedas are a set of four ancient collections of sacred literature, and they are considered to be India’s oldest texts. They are also among the oldest scriptures in the world. According to some historians, the earliest Vedic text, the Rig Veda, was composed between 1500 BCE and 1200 BCE (that’s at least 3,500 years ago) – this was about the time the Indus Valley Civilization was declining in India, giving rise to the new Vedic Age.

The Vedas were originally recorded in Vedic Sanskrit, a language that would eventually evolve into classical Sanskrit (basically a refined version, with a lot more grammar!). Initially, these religious works were recorded in the oral tradition – this meant that the knowledge of the Vedas was shared orally from one generation to another. Students listened to their teachers recite the verses and then memorized them. Some of the Vedic texts contain chants, hymns and descriptions of rituals and ceremonies to appease the gods associated with different natural phenomena, like rain, fire, dawn, storms, thunder and lightning. Many texts also dive deep into mind-boggling metaphysical topics like the nature of reality, creation and self-realization (which means enlightenment, and knowledge of the true nature of self).

The Nasadiya Sukta is a set of verses from the Rig Veda that talks about complex cosmological theories. The text is pretty much one long, philosophical discussion in which the composers wonder about the origins of the universe. The text describes how, in the beginning, there was neither existence nor non-existence; no air or space; no day or light. Then a ‘primal seed’ that contained all the energy burst forth, spreading it upwards and downwards.

Now this is really interesting because a lot of the ideas mentioned in this verse are similar to the current theories about the origins of the universe, particularly the Big Bang Theory. Just as the Vedic verses mention the ‘primal seed’, the Big Bang Theory also proposes that the universe and all the energy in it might have suddenly expanded from a single point of infinite pressure and density!


The Rig Veda contains detailed information about a variety of rituals to appease Indra, the god of war, and Agni, the god of fire. The Atharva Veda includes prayers, procedures and incantations for daily life, and is named after the priest Atharavan, the author of this section. The Yajur Veda has information about ritualistic sacrifice, and the Sama Veda is a collection of prayers and chants.




The Vedas are based on shruti – meaning ‘that which is heard’. They are typically rhythmic and employ mnemonic usage. The chanting of the verses emphasizes articulation, rhythm, rhyming, pronunciation and pitch in order to help learners remember the texts. Students of the Vedas were adept at reciting them forwards and backwards, and used memory techniques like head nods and hand gestures so they didn’t forget their lines midway!



Today, the Nasadiya Sukta is popularly known as the ‘Hymn of Creation’ and is frequently mentioned in astronomy textbooks as a great example of sceptical questioning and scientific reasoning. This means that the composers of the verses did not simply state facts and rules, or offer straightforward creation stories, but put forward theories and possibilities, so that readers could draw their own conclusions about how the universe might have come into existence.


[image: image]

An extract from the text
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The Grammar of Sounds

Panini’s Ashtadhyayi

Back in ancient India, there once lived a great grammarian who studied the speech and sounds of the Sanskrit language quite obsessively.

Oh, and he made up a whole bunch of grammar rules that could be applied not just to his own language, but also to the ones spoken by…wait for it…machines and computers!

This Vedic scholar was Panini, and he is best known for his Sanskrit grammar book called Ashtadhyayi.

There are very few historical records of Panini (though there are plenty of legendary accounts). He is thought to have lived sometime between the sixth and the fifth centuries BCE. Some records mention that his mother’s name was Dakshi, and that he had a brother named Pingala, who was also a famous mathematical scholar. Panini was most likely a teacher at the ancient Takshashila university – considered to be one of the best centres of learning of the time – in the northwest region of the Indian subcontinent.

Panini’s chief work, the Ashtadhyayi, defines Sanskrit letters, their phonetic sounds, the different combinations of letters that could form words, the different ways in which the words could form sentences and how these sentences could be put together to form the spoken language. Basically, grammar! The Ashtadhyayi is believed to have been composed during the time Vedic Sanskrit was changing. Panini regulated the rules of the language, leading to the development of classical Sanskrit.

The Ashtadhyayi is considered to be a descriptive grammar text – it focuses on how the language is actually spoken and provides several logical rules that can be used to produce words, sentences and texts. So armed with Panini’s rules, you can essentially make up any number of new words, as long as you follow the production rules. Pretty cool, right?

The Ashtadhyayi contains almost 4,000 sutras, which are much like scientific formulae. The sutras are divided into eight chapters, which are again divided into four quarter-chapters or padas. In his book, Panini first explains his meta-rules – these are basically rules that instruct how other rules should be used. Then he gives the logical rules and formulae that can be used to make up new words from basic root letters/sounds, called Dhatu. For instance, we could take the root sound कृ (kr) and add suffixes to form कर्म (karm – work); कर (kar – do); कार (kaar – compose), कर्मठ (karmat – clever) and several other words! And once you have the words ready, Panini also tells you just how these words and phrases can be used to form meaningful sentences (this is called transformational grammar).


The Ashtadhyayi has a number of supporting texts that are used alongside the main one. These include the Shiva Sutras (phonemes or root sounds set in a special order), Dhatupada (lists of verbal roots) and Ganapatha (nouns), and Linganusaasana (methods to decide the gender of an object). According to legend, Panini composed the Shiva Sutras after listening to the sounds of the damru (that’s Shiva’s drum!).




It is said that Panini died after being attacked by a lion. And he was such a keen grammarian that he actually continued to decode the grammar of the lion’s roar, even as it was attacking him!



And guess what, Panini’s grammar rules can be applied not just to Sanskrit, but even to computer languages! Programming languages such as Java, C++ and others widely use transformations and meta-language – which essentially means Panini had actually come up with a structure for computer programming thousands of years ago. Much like a computer, Panini too input words/sounds and applied some logical algorithms to them, resulting in the generation of new words!
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The Ancient Graffiti Artists of Adichanallur

Inscriptions on a burial urn

Here’s an interesting fact from south India. Thousands of years ago, coastal Tamil Nadu was a meeting point for several races, with people from Europe, Far East and Africa, all travelling to this corner of the country. Some of them even stayed on forever…for their remains are still buried in ancient burial grounds here.

In the regions near Adichanallur village in southern Tamil Nadu, there once existed a large Iron Age burial ground, containing skeletal remains of diverse racial origins.

According to archaeologists, these skeletal remains might have belonged to travellers to the region. Close to Adichanallur lay Korkai, a bustling seaport of the Pandyan kingdom that was an important trading centre around 2,500 years ago. (You’ll meet the Pandyas later in the book.) This busy port drew scores of foreign traders and travellers.


Adichanallur is said to be one of the largest three-tiered cemeteries in the history of human civilization. In a three-tiered cemetery, three urns can be fitted in the same spot, one on top of the other.




Korkai, the Pandyan kingdom’s chief port, is no longer situated by the sea. This is possibly because the seas in the region have receded over the last 2,000 years.



The dead at Adichanallur were buried in huge urns, along with their jewellery, weapons and other personal belongings. The urns were then buried in deep circular pits cut into the ground rock, leaving space above them for future burials.

The earliest urns at this burial site were typically red pottery, while the later ones were red-and-black ware. Some of the later urns are inscribed with either the potter’s details, or the identity of the deceased person buried in the urn, in a script that has been identified as a basic form of the Tamil-Brahmi script. Many of the urns also have a wide variety of graffiti marks on them – these include ladders, stars, and bows and arrows. There’s even a cryptic image of a dancer holding aloft her anklet, while a deer with an upturned tail, a crane with a fish in its mouth, and a crouching alligator feature in the backdrop!


The Tamil-Brahmi script, also known as Damili or Tamili, originated from the Brahmi script, which is considered to be the earliest writing system in India (apart from the lost Indus script). The ancient Brahmi script split into the Northern and Southern Brahmi scripts. The southern branch gave rise to Vatteluthu (the predecessor of modern Tamil and Malayalam) and Old Kannada (the predecessor of modern Kannada and Telugu). The Northern Brahmi script, meanwhile, developed into the Gupta script, which again split into three more branches. One branch, called the Nagari script, gave rise to the written forms of several languages, including Hindi, Marathi, Gujarati, Haryanvi, Konkani and Sindhi. Another branch, called the Sharada, ultimately developed into the Kashmiri and Gurmukhi scripts. A third branch, called the Siddham script, developed into the written forms of Bangla, Asamiya and Odia.




[image: image]

Some of the inscriptions found on the burial urns




The Mahajanapadas
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A Handful of Ancient Coins

Punch-marked coins of the Mahajanapadas

Once upon a time – sometime in the early eras of human civilization – there was no concept of buying or selling. Instead, people simply bartered and exchanged things, depending on their wants. But this was not always a terribly efficient system, because there was no common measure of value. For instance, one person might have several sacks of millets, and another might have just a couple of iron ploughs – how on earth could they exchange the goods equally without a common unit?

Enter the concept of money – a uniform currency system that could solve this conundrum! In India, the earliest forms of money were punch-marked coins, which were circulated across the ‘16 great states’ of the northern Gangetic plains.

Around the sixth century BCE, large swathes of northern India came under the rule of 16 prominent states called the Mahajanapadas, or the ‘Great Human Settlements’. These provinces – Kashi, Kosala, Anga, Magadha, Vajji/Vriji, Malla, Chedi, Vatsa/Vamsa, Kuru, Panchala, Matsya/Machcha, Surasena, Assaka, Avanti, Gandhara and Kamboja, were characterized by fortified urban settlements, distinctive black luxury pottery known as the Northern Polished Black Ware, and by their extensive use of punch-marked coins and cast-copper coins.


The first set of punch-marked coins featured just a couple of symbols, but this number gradually rose, and coins from later time periods displayed about six symbols. Around 450 such symbols have now been identified, with geometric, astronomical and mythological themes, including a blazing sun, plants, animals and human figures. The Nandipada symbol (the taurine symbol associated with Shiva and his bull, Nandi) was also frequently used.



Punch-marked coins were typically made of silver, and went by several names. Literary works of the time refer to these coins as puranas, dharshanas, karshapanas or panas. They did not feature dates, or the names of states or rulers – instead, they had a variety of symbols punched onto their surfaces, which were specific to particular kingdoms. For instance, Panchala coins were punched with the swastika symbol, and coins from the Surasena Mahajanapada featured a strange animal with a lion’s face and a fish’s tail.


The silver for the coins most probably came from Afghanistan. The metal was first melted in a crucible known as musha. It was then purified with alkalis, beaten into sheets and finally cut into pieces with clippers. The pieces were measured and adjusted for weight and then stamped with the symbols.



While the coins were irregular in size, the ancient coin-makers ensured that each had a precisely prescribed weight, based on a unit called ratti (a fraction of a gram). The karshapana, equalling 32 rattis, has been the most commonly unearthed coin. The coins have typically been excavated in huge piles – which means that the residents of the Mahajanapadas were some of the first people in India to literally hoard wealth!


[image: image]

Coins of the Nanda dynasty of Magadha




9

Digging up a Stupa

Jain Ayagapatas

At first glance, the Kankali Tila near Mathura, in Uttar Pradesh, looks pretty nondescript – it is just an oddly shaped mound of earthwork. But there’s a lot more to it than meets the eye. For under it once lay a dazzling array of Jain relics and artefacts, including entire temples!

Archaeological excavations have shown that Mathura had been an important urban region since the Vedic Age. From the sixth century BCE onwards, the city was also a prominent centre for Jainism.

Jainism is said to have originated between the seventh and the fifth centuries BCE, when opposition to orthodox Vedic rituals led to the development of the Shramana movement. This school of thought advocated a simple and ascetic lifestyle to attain spiritual liberation, and it led to the birth of Jainism and Buddhism. Jain legends, however, trace the beginning of the religion to the first spiritual teacher or Tirthankara, Rishabhadeva, who lived several thousand years ago. Practitioners of Jainism believe that Mahavira, who lived in the sixth century BCE, is the 24th and last Tirthankara.


Ancient Mathura lay at the crossroads of caravan routes along the Gangetic plains and was well connected to the other great cities of its time, including Pataliputra (Patna), Gandhara (Kandahar, Afghanistan), Avanti (Ujjain, Madhya Pradesh) and Brighukaccha (Bharuch, Gujarat).



The Kankali Tila appears to be one of the earlier monuments of Jainism, with excavations in the region unearthing decorative railings, gateways, pillars and even a stupa (a hemispherical
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