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Courtesy: Motu Village Motu is noted for its high altitude and big trees. Probably some of
the best milling in New Zealand came from Motu.
Predominant trees being; rimu, matai, and kahikatea, (white pine).



Courtesy: Motu Village
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The stone seals of the
Indus Valley civilization,
¢. 2000 ac, beautifully
carved and undeciphered,
probably served as
signatures and property

markers.

This stone seal is from the
Indus Valiey civilization
that flourished in northwest
India and what is now
Pakistan some four
millennia ago. It is one of
many such seals, bearing
slgns that are probably full
writing. No one can say for
certain, because no one
has been able to decipher
the meaning of the signs.
The Indus script is perhaps
the most intriguing of the

many scripts from all parts

of the world and almost all
periods that remain
undeciphered.

he six-inch (15-cm) steatite sculpture
shown here, known as the ‘priest-
king’, was discovered in the early
1920s on the banks of the river Indus, at
a ruin mound called Mohenjo-daro, in what

4000 years old -
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e most {amous and perfect of all ancient Buddhist monuments is the great * tope.’ or temple mound, at Sanchi in the
‘mer State of Bhopal, republic of India, dating from the 2nd century B.c. Above is one of the four superb stone
gateways, ornamented with marvellous carvings illustrating the story of the Buddha’s life.
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SILK ROAD

Historic routes and trade patterns

The high cost of traditional'land transport meant that the primary

items moving long distances over land were luxuries for the palace

and official communications for which speed was more important
than cost. The Han* dynasty and its predecessors built a network of
roads covering the north China plain, while great trunk routes also
linked the capital with the Yangtze delta, with the southeast, with
Szechwan and Yunnan, with Central Asia, and with the northern end
of the Yellow River bend. This network remained the basis for those
of later dynasties. In the Ch’ing* couriers carried many intra-
government communications along these roads at between 150 and
400km per day. The 1200km from Nanking to Peking could take as
little as three days, though more usually five to seven.

Although for commerce . these roads were far less important than
the waterways, the Han dynasty saw much trade along the famous silk
road through Central Asia to Syria. This trade, which was always
more important to Rome than to China, in whose economy it played
only a minor role, began when gifts of silk from Chinese embassies
found their way to Roman Asia. Itreached ahigh levelin thelater Han
and continued spasmodically for some time afterwards despite the
political disunity of China. There was another route, by sea via
Ceylon and Arabia, which, when political circumstances allowed,
probably carried more silk to Rome than did the more famous
overland road. Caravan trade in precious merchandise through
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Seal Secrets of the Indus

he six-inch (15-cm) steatite sculpture

shown here, known as the ‘priest-
king’, was discovered in the carly
1920s on the banks of the river Indus, at

a ruin mound called Mohenjo-daro, in what

is now Pakistan. Nothing is known about his
identity and significance, though the trefoil
designs on his garment are assumed to have
an astral meaning. The object is perhaps
4000 years old ~ predating the invasion of

| India by Alexander by nearly two millennia
—and is the most famous surviving object
from the Indus Yalley civilization.

The remains of this civilization cover

an area of Pakistan and northwest India
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approximately a quarter the size of Europe.
At its peak, between 2500 and 1900 BC, its
major cities could be compared with those
of contemporary Mesopotamia and Egypt.
They cannot boast great pyramids, statues
and hordes of gold, but their well-planned
streets and advanced drainage put to shame
all but the town planning of this century.
Yet prior to 1921, no one had even suspected
the existence of such a civilization in India.

As far back as the 1870s, though,
archaeologists had been aware of an
undeciphered script from the Indus area.
Since the 1920s scholars of many

nationalities have attempted a decipherment.

The extent of the Indus
clvilization. The map Is
based on archacological
finds showing a clear
commonality of culture.
Mohenjo-daro and Harappa,
the two chief cliles, are
highlighted.

Above left The ‘priest-king’
of the Indus civillzation,
discovered at Mohenjo-dato
In the 1920s.
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The Indus Script

he Indus seript appears not on walls,
tombs, statues, clay rablets and
papyri, but on seal stones, terracotta
sealings, pottery, copper tablets, bronze
implements and ivory and bone rods, found
scattered in the houses and streets of
Mohenjo-daro and other urban settlements.
About 3500 inscriptions are known, most
of thegm on seal stones.
; Fhe inscriptions are tantalizingly brief:
the dverage has less than four signs in a line
and five signs in a text, the longest

inscription is only 20 signs in three lines

. on the sides of two terracotta prisms.

In addition to the signs, many seal stones are
incised with an outline of animals, which are
often recognizable — rhinoceroses, elephants,
tigers, buffaloes, for instance —and also
include a one-horned animal, a ‘unicorn’,
and some unidentified anthropomorphic
figures that may be gods and goddesses.
Some scholars have suggested that these
figures are precursors of the Hindu deities.

Deciphering the Indus Script
Any attempt to decipher the Indus script has

to begin with two considerations. Do the

*f*\

signs themselves yield to analysis, in the way
that Kober, Ventris and others established
patterns in Linear B? And can we guess the
language underlying the signs (Greek in the
case of Linear B)?

To begin with the signs themselves, we
might look for resemblances with the scripts
of other cultures, as Ventris compared
Linear B with the Cypriot script. Caution
is necessary, because such resemblances can
occur accidentally. In fact there is no
resemblance at all between the Indus signs
and the signs of ancient Iran, Sumer and
Egypt. There is, however, a striking
resemblance between 40-50 Indus signs and
signs from — of all unexpected places —
Easter Island.

Sir John Marshall, who excavated
Mohenjo-daro, speculated that the cross-
legged figure surrounded by animals (below)
was ‘proto-Shiva’ — Shiva being one of the
most important gods in the (later) Hindu
pantheon. The presence of stars and a fig
branch in the headdress of the second figure,
and the adjacent fish signs, may also be
connected — but any ‘decipherment’ can

at best be tentative.
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These signs from Easter
Island (right) are of
unkrown age, possibly

a mere two centuries old.
is it concelvable that the
Indus signs (left) were
transmitted over 3500
years and across 13,000
miles of ocean from the
Indus to an Isolated Island
In the Paclfic? A few
scholars In the 1930s
seriously thought so,
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Sign Number and Direction of Writing
Can we establish how many Indus signs
there are? To attempt this means to decide
whether the following three signs are

variants of the same sign or different signs:

AL

N INNIRN:

Scholars disagree on such details, but
nevertheless agree that there are about 400
signs in all (plus or minus 25 signs). This is
too many signs for an alphabet or syllabary
(such as Linear B), and so the Indus script is
likely to be a ‘mixed’ script like the scripts
of Mesopotamia and Egypt.

Which way was it written, from left to
right or right to left? We can be nearly sure
that it was usually written from right to left,
because we come across ‘overflow’ of signs
on the next line, always on the left, cramping
of signs for lack of space towards the left,
and signs written on the top, left and bottom

edges of a seal, leaving the right edge blank.

The Language of the Indus Script

What did the Indus Valley dwellers sound
like? There are three possibilities. First, their
language might have died out altogether.
Second, it may be related to Sanskrit, the
classical language of India. Third, it may be
related to Dravidian, the family of languages
that preceded Sanskrit and which are now
spoken in south India and, intriguingly, in ’
the mountain valleys and plateaux of
Baluchistan and Afghanistan not far from
the Indus Valley (the language is known as
Brahui). The Dravidian hypothesis seems the
most likely of the last two, because Sanskrit
descends from the language of the Aryans
who invaded India, probably in two waves
between 1900 and 1700 BC, and conquered
the pre-existent Indus Valley civilization.

The Aryans never penetrated to south India,
thus allowing the region to preserve its own
languages, which (it is postulated) are
related to that of the Indus dwellers.

If the Dravidian hypothesis is correct,
it might be possible to match words from
the old form of Tamil, a Dravidian language
spoken in today’s Madras, with suitable
Indus signs. A very common Indus sign is
the fish. The old Tamil word for fish is ‘min’.
But ‘min’ has another meaning too — ‘star’
or ‘planet’. Could the fish sign be a rebus
signifying an astral name? The occurrence

of fish signs with stars and anthropomorphic

images (see seal on previous page) supports
this interpretation, as does Indus Valley
pottery in which fishes and stars are

adjacent:

The fish also sometimes appears with six
strokes before it in the script, indicating
‘(constellation) of six stars’, i.e. the Pleiades,
known as ‘aru-min’ in the most ancient
Dravidian texts.

We are still a very long way from
a decipherment of the Indus script. Asko
Parpola, the leading scholar and would-be
Ventris of the Indus scripe, wrote in 1994:
‘Many of the signs of the Indus script are
so simplified and schematic that it is very
difficult to understand their pictorial
meaning unambiguously and objectively.
Another drawback is the scantiness of the
material . . . It looks most unlikely that the’
Indus script will ever be deciphered fully,
unless radically different source material

becomes available.’
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