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A Grammar of Dravido
Harappan Writing

Introduction CIYDE AHMAD WINTERS

_Scientists have the responsibility to make scholars aware of the
decipherment methods used to assess ancient records. As a regult
we can never fully understand Harappan society or history for that
matter, without an understanding of the Indus Valley/Harappan writing.
The purpose of this monograph is to help the student of Harappan
writing/history obtain an understanding of the Harappan script and
show them how to interpret the signs.

Harappan writing is written in an aspect of Dravidian similar to
Tamil. This supports Mahadevan (1986)and Fairservis (1986:115), view
that  the Harappan language might be related to the Tamil-Kannada
tongue., Moreover Parpola (1986), has also discussed the homonymy
between Harappan signs and Dravidian words. ‘

The Harappan seals are amulets or talismans requesting son : form
of blessing for its bearer, from his personal God. These request senten-
ces were formed by a simple verb,or by the addition of introductory
elements. In the Harappan script the same sign can serve  both
as a noun and verb.

The discovery of seals in almost every room in many exacavated
Harappan buildings of archaeologists, suggest that the knowledge of
writing was probably widespread in the Indus Valley. This view is
supported by the fact that inscriptions are found on many artefacts
discovered at Harappan sites including pottery, axes and copper plates.-
{Parpola 1975)

2.The Hérappan Signs

Although 62.4 percent of the Harappan inscriptions are found on
the seals; the Harappan writing is found on many portable artefacts
from the Indus Valley. They include 272 miniature tablets, 135 copper
tablets, 29 tvory or bone rods, 11 bronze implements and 119 groups
of graffiti{Conway 1985)

Out of a totai of 419 Harappan signs there are only around 60-70

basic syllabic Haraphan signs and 10 ideographic signs. (Winters 1987).
The remainder of Harappan signs are conjuct signs: formed by the

joining of two or more basic syllabic signs.

This view is also supported by a statistical analysis of the Harappan
signs and their corresponding use in writing seal inscriptions. An ana-
lysis of the Harappan script indicates that out of the 419 Harappan
signs, 113 occur only once, 47 occur twice and 59 occur less than
5 times. This means that around 200 Harappan signs, many of ihem
ligatures,were in general use.
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This suggest that the Harappan syllsbic script may have had many
other signs used in writing inscriptions on perishable items such as
skins, leaves or wood which have now disappeared. The presence of
additional Harappan signs so far undiscovered would explain the lack
of complete agreement between all the letters in the Brahmi semi--
alphabet and the Harappan syllables. (Winters: 1987)

- The Harappan signs are found on both seals and copper plates/tab-
lets. There are around 200 copper tablets, and 4200 seals. The Harappan
seals have been found at 60 different sites :

2090 Mohenjo-daro 140 Kéllbangan
1490. Harappan 83 Chanhujo-daro

240 Lothal . 44 from 15 sites in the Near East
. ‘400 broken and therefore illegible

The copper tablets were found only at Mahenjo-Daro. There are two
major types of seals, one type is square with a short inscription above
a carved animal motiff, The second type of seal is rectangular and
.contains only an inscription. A

_ Sixty percent of the seals are carved in steatite, Ninety percent
of the seals are square, the remalning ten percent are rectangular.

The seals range in size from half-an-inch to ‘around two-and. half-
inches. The Harappans perfected a unique technique of cutting and
polishing the seals. The seals have raised boss on the back pierced
with a hole for carrying or being placed on parcels.

The Harappan seals carry messages addressed to their gods request-
ing support and assistance in obtainingdram (benevolence). (Winters,1984)

Many Harappan seals were found in a worn condition and show
signs of repair. Archaeologist have found holes on the bac¢k of the
seals that suggest that they were tied with string and hung around
the neck or from belts. Some seals may have been put in a small
cases which may have served as amulet holders, (Parapola,1975)

The Indus Valley writing is logo-syllabic. This means that the writing
contains signs illustrating both logograms ( a sign for_.a complete
word ) and syllabograms (set of phonetic syllables),

The sound values of the Harappan ‘script and open syllables are
of the CV (consonant-vowel) type and CVC type. The Harappan words
were monosyllabic,
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In. the -Harappan script there are very few ldeog_aphlc signs. The
most common ideographic signs are Q\ Min, and * Al.

The Harappan signs are clear and straight rectangular signs, The
script shows little evolution in shape and style. The average length
of the seal text is half a dozen signs, the longest inscription consists
of 26 signs. (Parpola,1986 : 400 )

3.Phonology

3.1, The Harappan language is a member of the Dravidian group.
It is closely related to'Tamll. N

3.2, The order of the baslc constituents in the Harappan -language
are subject (S), verb (V), object (O). The writing system is syllabic.
The Harappan signs are of two basic types consonant (C), vowellV)
and CVC, In some cases words have the ligature /a/ and /i/ pret‘lxed
to the initial consonant to form the VCV type, e.g., dga 'Mayest thou'
and 'ta become', and ile, 'ln this place'.

- 3.3 There are five Harappan vowels. The vowels have threefold
distinction of lip rounded and unrounded.

3.4, The vowel in most Indus Valley Ccv constructions is long,

especially in relation to nouns. The suffixial ‘elements on the otherhand

such as -a.-e, and -1 are primarily short vowels, in the Harappan seals

“short and long vowels occur initially, medially and in the final position.

3.5.Vowels
High 1 u U
Mid e o ee 00
low a ) aa

3.6. There are six positions of artlculatlon for obstruants : labial,
dental, alveolar, retroflex series and velar. The retroflex series compri-
sed a nasal /p/ and a lateral /1/ .The Harappan roots are monosyllabic.

3.7. There are thirteen' consonants in the Harappan script.
p't s k '
m n(n)

v y
r (1
1

The consonantal system of the Harappan language is as follows :
k-

g &
s- -8~
t- -t
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U

c mé g Co
"Bring Excellence™

LAYV

‘ u -t ta ta pd y
"Bring contimusly virtae here, thou distrlbute i

Y S gee

Po vBy pa -i afh ta’
"Create prosperity give (it) distribution and illmlnation"

Biosom ()
afo:?ﬁf/\/

ké@ véy Uss mTp Pukal Uss
"Balance blooms God's ]ustice --a shining glorious Fate",

_w.éf
A At

ti.ga tu véy Uss '
"Make virtue (my) Fate, to become illumlnated to see Balance"

AF AAN &

. ; ‘PE kumari Uss L
\God) Dispehs‘e!i_:,nad“ﬂ’a'rada'ise)‘(as my) Fate",
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'9.Mahadevan (1986a :21), has proposed that the Harappan roots
are"baaicall‘y substantive or ’ attributes in grammatical rule #3. He
speculated that the nouns (substantives)follow - the adjective (attributive
This hypothesis regarding Harappan substantives agrees with Winters
* (1987), coordinate compounds,

' 4,10. The Harappan nouns are monosyllabic. Some" of these nouns.
can also serve as verbs, e.g.“ | say 'to do, create', and [:l

pu/po. 'Eirtl;'. to go, proceed', and{ | ] ta ‘'to see”.
to experience, purity . '

, 4.11 In the Harappan language the noun is the subject of the
phrase. To give sense to the noun it is regularly suffixed by pronouns
or plural elements, ’ ‘ : :
_ 4.12 The Harappan nouns can be classified into three categories
_ as follows : '
1.Personai pronouns such as | -1-

JEUIN

1iu 4 nth-a '
"Thou bring here glowing admiration".

| 8/\8 l
| .1 &l 4ppo  thtD
“Thou increase now your servant's virtue"
. il'taye
"Thou bring (to me)Elevation"

| o Ny

ii u - sdy ta
"Thou bring here high character continually"

\
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- 2.N_o_un§ denotmg mllty, state of 'thlﬁgs, form;, etc., e.g |

- TRR

- .mip -gititie¥y ta’ '
Glowlng admlrat!on. !nudi virtue- glve ft and’ lllumlnatlon (contlnually)

R0

. Sdy miy ta
"Rectltude and llluminatlon" or Righteousness Glowlng

le The negatlve is formed by addlng a partlcle to the ve
The negatlve partlcle 1, 18- frequently used e.g., e

é \p8s ‘V'Ato'dh‘ride. to distribute"

/.. ’ . /
/ﬁ Pd - % do not divide" ,
SSeanm

.provides a basic outline of the Harappan sentence structure. "An
examination of the sentence pattern of ' Harappan syntax confirms
the view that the Harappan seal script is an aspect of Dravidian not
to dlfferent from Tamil. .

5.2. A feature common to the -talismanic messages contained on
the Harappan seals is the terseness of expression, which allows consi-
derable grammatical licence, sometimes even ignoring the normal

. rules of Dravidian syntax :

PR DT

’ . Papa tiiti -i e say min -ta
' "Indeed give abundant virtue
" give it, (and) propriety glowing" it
Indeed abundant purity give (and) increase propriety glowngng") & (i
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5.3 The Harappan seals are amulets or talismans requesting some
form of blessing for its bearer from his personal god, the imparative
mood is used in the sentences. Request sentences are formed by simple
verbs or by the addition of introductory elements.

5.4.The inscriptions are primarily written in the second person
since they are request sentences. Like Tamil cave inscriptions, the
Harappan. sentences are substantive sentences composed of a topic
and a comment.

5.5. The order of the Harappan sentence is VOS. The Harappan
sentence has a noun,phrase (NP), verb phrase {(VP) and article {Art}, -

As a result the pronominal suffix stood. independemly. The pronomi-

nal suffixes were a later development in the Dravidian languagz: o
more

&&Many Harappan expressions are formed by ]oinlng two
Harappan bases to make compound signs. These compound signs are

N compound phrases, The base(s) of these -signs represent either a noun
.or a verb. Often, the same Harappan sign can have the value both

as 8 noun and verb,

5.7.There are three Harappan compound signs : coordinate
compounds, subordinate compounds and synthetic compounds. (Winters
'1987). The coordinate Harappan compounds have two parallel elements,.
The replication of the same element without change denotes plurali~
zation, Thus the effect is reduplication.

5.8.Most Harappan compound sigps/ are subordinate compounds. ‘
In tbis type of compound the base is formed by a noun or verb

5.9. Below is an example of/the Harappan VOS sentence pattern.
The inscription is read. from right to left, top to bottom. ’ ‘ :

JIlon '1 '
X D(l

Pap& tatde .:ay s8y mipg-ta

v'r NP Vp Art. NP VP
, ! } Vo |

papa tatd i i s8y  sdv  pipta

T_his inscription can be interpreted as. follows : fi‘_lndeed give. abundant
virtue and propriety glowing". ' - S '
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6.Grammatical Rules Generally

6.1. No examination of the grammar of the Harappan script can

take place in isolation from - the research of numerous scholars that
have worked on the interpretation of Harappan writing over the past
20 years. Mahadevan (1986a), Parpola (1979) and Konorozov (1965),
have. been concerned with a structural analysis of the Harappan script

and texts. Any decipherment of the Indus Valley script should be in-

accordance with many of their findings. The insight of these scholars
helped in our interpretation of the Harappan writing system.

~ 6.2. The Harappan script is read from right to left.

6.3. These signs are of two types CV and CVC. In the CV con-
structions the vowel is usually long in relation to the consonants.
In the CVC class the vowel is short. The suffixial elements on the
othertiand such as-e» -i» ~u .and -ta are primarily short vowels. The
Harappan writing is monosyllabic. (Fairservis 1986 : 121) A

6.4. A few Harappan signs can be read ideographically, since a
- few signs represent pictograins and/or logograms which can be inter-
. preted as the object it represents, but most signs are read phonetically.

The monosyllabic hature of the inscriptions flts the logosyllabic nature
of the Harappan script. )

6.5. The plctograms or logograms are given a phonetic value. Once

this is done, the resulting words are assigned a sipgular or homophonic

value,
* 6.6 The most common logograms are "' X mig 'fishillumination,
glitter i al 'man{ *servant'. Parpola (1975) has suggested that

? is also a pictogram and calls it a 'pointed end' *koti/kStu and .

assigns it the homophonic meaning kotu/kBtu ' to give, giving'. This
I most interesting, because it coincides with the actual meaning of

this sign ‘{F ta 'to give',
Harappan Particles

6.7.There are four particles used in the Harappan writing. They
include the interrogative ”7 (y) e 'what, which, and three demonstra-

tives : i 'this' close to the speaker’, u u .'this, that' at a
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‘certain distance from -the spenker’ nn:k) a‘ 'tha; remote - or belng

outside of the speakers:view.The grammatital examples used in this
paper. are taken from among the seals illustrated fn S.R. Rao,Lothal

and the Indus Cfvilizetions, - “FojuH. . Mickey, Firther Excavations - at
Mohenjor'aro, John Marsheli, Hohenjodm and the -Jadue - Civilization
and M.S.: Vul. Excavations at Harappe., ‘

| 68, The l i ai;nlaﬂgamedtomanyliarwsigm.m

lw Is tho causal plrﬂcb 4 uunuy it meens ‘sivé e or 'to

T e e

Papl tﬁtﬁ-sl Sa!ydy-h -u.WMlet {7)

.-a) (and) creste rectltude and glovtng proprlety . ‘In thh oentenoe

i s mdedzo thesﬁ'nuw ww 'abundant vlrtue' l.e..

*?/// U 4?‘194

_appal - Iu.!g-tu-xsay-ta © *Much righteousness let “it shine here
virtue®, In thls imacription the coussi pcmcle -4 ;s written Anside of

Q’ e R ams

umeﬂcmncommimlclemdlnthemlptlsthe

suffix J1 -e, which is appended to the root of the

preterite, This
{1 e is ufnud 0 8 Howt:
words'tr h. : lndhwtogmmwlag

Sl R

L

ta(r)yﬂetukaveyitualanqd@, "y
(my) virtue bbomlggp\ rectitide. Manage iyourf .:::,om:'.?d;u(e".}‘“’ make

PRV ) D)D"

Veypue-ilﬁ-!puaéltuaussilpa-ita;atu-ta. “
reate pr
rity, give (me) iHumination- a flourishing condition. Come into exfstoesr?;

(a good) Fate, Gt serva
bring Virtue", ve your . nt, t.ha D“mb’ﬂoﬂ- Greatness (and)
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|
The request sentence on the Harappan seals is aimed at the -deity
represented by a zoomorphic picture on the seals, This makes for
interesting pattérns among the many Harappan seals. The Harappan
sentence pattern depends on how the inscription is read. Inscriptions
read from right to left are VOS, while inscriptions read from left
to right are SVO.For example reading from right to left we have:

PR U S

Po uss say say tiu-ta

VP! NP NP NP

VP

-

po Uss sdy say tii-ta

"Give birth to Fate, create rectitude (give continually) virtue",
Below we read a seal passage from left to right "

YT o]

Uss utata lu i i ka

S.

NP VP NP Art. Art. VP Np

Uss u- tatat -lu i i

"
Fate brings greatness in abundance, thou give (me) Balance"

e



WésUg‘(l“ o

Ta vey e ta: ippo Uss pd -ta.: "Gtve ‘me awareneu. :lve (lt) SR Fate‘
give its distribution ", '

610, Mahadevan (1986a), -in Rule #5 of his proposed grammar

of the Harappan script - noted four slgns o ) and )
which he identified as case markers. These slgna are demonstratlves
or verbs. The | l (e : I > ‘a ') i1 (pronoun

and verb) can be both- a demonstrative and verb.
&ll. There are three demonstratlves ln the Harappan scrlpt. They
‘are. U l 1, " e The U u demonstratlve base

expresses a 'person, place or thing occupylng an lntermedlate posmon
neither far or near. Below are several examples of lts use
(Marshall, plate l(.‘;ll letter C). :

m%w

U fta &1 pd -a ti 4. "Bring heré  (and) dlstribute ‘to your servant_

‘a flourlshlng condition and purity".

(Marshall, plate CV, no.61)

YU & ff

,Ta (r) ya i u.td ta. "Ye {who) binds, thou brihg’ v’irtue here" o o

u
6.12. The particle e - 'which', is also frequently used ln the

‘Harappan writing. It seems that when i\\.is used as demonstrative

it is written small, for example: (Mackay,plate LXXXvl,n0.68)

U e

Ta (r) ya e iti &l kd-ssu “Ye bind (your servant) to. that which is
pure supreme God" (Marshall, plate CV, no.Sl)




Q/’TFIHIH
Tid 45 ey k5 & tG @ "Vlttue. ‘Blossom tha tch is - oare .
that which makes (one) pure”. Ostom . that which s pie - God: 4s

Theu sign can be read ye zhe 13 eupho
tion to the root .e. : ye, v merely m ic addi-

_BAY thlrd ()aommon demonstrative is ‘ ioj ~é.3§(Mackhy,?

plate LXXXVno.l
Ul

I th :ﬁ-sw/I ti tif Uss"So much vlrtue/So much virtue (and) Fate"
{ (Mackay,plate XCV,n0.443)

CYoUs

Ita i-ssu tsga *ir'ﬂm'efdnubenow-gnamea and virtue®. -

0.14. Thia sl;n (1), is also used as the past verbal pan:icle,

when not belng used as a demonstratlve or pronoun,it is also the causal
pertidd u m earllar (Ma'shall plate CVIl,m.lzs) -

| AT
" Vey -tu td pa - . “Blounm that which is pure, do not divide (my)
purity R

- 6.15. A commn feature of the Harnpp‘n iwlpchns is suffixation.
Many of the sufflxlal elements identified by Mahadevan (1986) ‘Rule

‘?f ‘?’ Eagrees ‘with our- findings. The Hareppens: used

non-finite verbal  forms - (particles and imperatives) rather than finite
verbal forms. The most common 1mperatlve sufflx ln the Harappan

inscriptions is [ﬁ -ta €8y




: Té-é agatﬂ "Mayest thou glve abundant virtue . i

et ‘*/'

annal—lu-:b-iu-i

noal w ) ﬂy -ta. ','Mucx: ridnw tt Mng

ﬁ;\ 'Hl Hu,
~~~~~~ Tyt

Papa. W @ say say mIn ~t8. %pd oot give sbiifidant F i et

Ka tats -ta, " besto\von(me) (reamess!" L

c.re.Q Kan:igm:ha:mbem-ne.qe.or

-ka 'to be, to do,’ etc., This is also the ‘tiaperative or infinitive, This
form m in clasﬂcal Temil and Malayalam,

C.l‘l mmewfmm.mmmmm

./ 52 yNgm. Is the mnmnve of the verb 'to

i aevie? # i A
lt 18 added tomofquamy mmmmmm leally
aka, means 'may it that thou will do'. This point is sed several

times in Vus'. +sign nnnuql. For exnmple (Vats' no. 10818,

:Aka 'ca "Mayest thou glve (Veda)" or Vey ka ts, 'Blouon Pgrfecuon"

Banil

EUE

Ak ‘vey ti -ge & sapal -ssu ed. "Mayutthw~ﬂommtm and
righteousness. on your servant: and: that which is pm,. (Vats, no, 3170)

The g w/du sign ts also med 8s & sumir.a.ﬁ-. A

.v{( TR T
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I &t dﬁ“'ﬂ'n mntto beeamcpute".

. Pharal 537 :
mmmmwmmmmemmu.

Ammqlx was ) a thh ilmmpluﬂumx.

"This sign is Mrictedmusetomutmltneemsumjunathls

sign ‘was popular in classical dialects for pluralizing. the- -neuter
mpmmdltmahousedhyttharappam,e.g.. ,

&1&

2 nag on. Brightly Shinuing®,. . e
" &i9.Sometimes  the plwal js formed by redupucm 8
L_l_.JJI taw"aumdantvlrtue.‘r

| &30, “Ji other cases the suffix \-{ 1u.kls ued o form the

. <@ uryRY

aam-m-m-iu-daey-ta ‘ﬁuchﬂyltmnen.mtltslude.sﬁng'

nere virtue!®, |
' %21, Another ‘common plural eleme'nt in the Harsppen scrlpt is
7 / 73-3 ge This suffix is usuaily joined to nasal Hareppan algns

L, ‘such as /Q* min  an &\@ _',ni-ni "eminance';

U TREU S

I-~po'sa uas -1 pu min ga Uss., "Give (me) a flouﬁshing conditlon,

~ bring. thou (good) Fate to give bir
(my) Fate (erful) ; glve birth to light (Hiuhtlwarion ) ° makg

0y S gy
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9”7%%4

A vey pa pa mi -mi ge Ko.  "Come into exlstence prosperlty, indeed
much eminance (for me oh) God"

SO
[ 2< |
Ta vey ~ga appal tii: ta. "Give (me) much aweareness, righteousness,
bring (me) purity". Or, Ta vey -ga annal me ta. "Give (me) much

awareness, righteousness, bring (me) excellence”.

70

6.22.The Harappan seals are written in the second person. Thus,
only one pronoun affix l 1 wthou, you“ls malnly used .in Harappan
inscriptions, .

6.23. In Rule #8, of Mahradevan's grammar he discussed his so
called circumgraph which he read as a plural marker or number. Our

v v
findings suggest ' that the circumgraph sign \ : is not‘ a plural

marker or number. This sign represents the multlﬂle use of the slgn
1 as a pronoun 'thou, you' and the verb 'to give!. A substantive is
placed between the four vertical i signs forming the circumgraph.

Reading from right to left preceeding the . substantlve sign we
have i-i 'thou give', after the substantive the first i is the pronoun
'thou, you', followed by the causal particle i 'let, gIve it or permit',
at the termination of the substantive e.g.,

X

ii appal i-i. "Thou give Righteousness. Thou give it now".
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