THE HARAPPAN SCRIPT

Of the writing systems of the ancient world which still await deciphering, the Indus script is
surely the most important.

Although the issue is still debated, with scholars denying it any real linguistic value but rather
considering it just a recording tool, the accurate cataloguing and study of the around 4000
samples of writing which survive to our days allowed the tentative decipherment of a few

sequences of interlocking signs.

The Indus script has been shown to be logo-syllabic, and - yet with some discordant opinions
- belonging to the Dravidian family. The core area of its development was the greater Indus
Valley, in modern Pakistan and northwestern India, where the Harappan (or Indus) civilization
flourished between ca. 2550-1900 BC. Remnants of this civilization have however been
discovered as far south as Mumbai and as far north as the Himalayas, while on an east-west

axis it extended from the Baluchistan’s Arabian sea coast to beyond New Delhi.

The preponderant direction of writing was from right to left, with very rare attestations of
boustrophedon (“the way the ox turn [in ploughing]” — that is, at the end of a first line to be

read right to left, the following one should be read in the opposite direction).

The Indus script cannot be directly derived form any other known script. Its forerunners may
be seen in the thousands of potter’s marks of the Early Harappan period (ca. 3600-2600 BC),
the majority of which are believed to be numerals. Although in the mature Indus script the
lower numerals were still marked in the same way, resemblances between such simple linear
signs cannot be given much weight, and the importance of early potter’s marks has to be seen

in the fact that they trained people in the use of incised (and painted) symbols.

The complexity of the Indus script can be seen in the following list of its signs, also showing
their principal graphic variants (from A. Parpola, Deciphering the Indus script, Cambridge
University Press 1994: fig. 5.1). (MdE)
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