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INTRODUCTION

THE HUMAN PAST CAN BE WRITTEN ABOUT WITH AS much brevity or elaboration as one wants. It is possible to write the story of hominin evolution on a single page or the lifecycle of Neanderthals over an entire volume. When ancient India is surveyed at great length, as it usually is, the work is no doubt valuable but it is more likely to be consulted than read. Mine is a small book about that large and fascinating subject, written to be widely read with, I hope, enjoyment.

My ancient India stretches back here nearly two million years when hominins, originally of African ancestry, journeyed across Asia to reach Tamil Nadu. Their travel and lives are as palimpsests to the historian’s eye, recoverable from the stone tools they used and the places where they lived.

By the time one reaches the end of the first thousand years of the Christian Era (that is, the first millennium CE), ancient India has a different flavour. All kinds of literature has flowered by this time, providing insights into ancient ways of thinking about society and politics, love and laughter. When writing of this period I found it necessary to sometimes bring in medieval and modern ideas to bear on what I was looking at, in part to show contrasts and continuities between what is ancient and what is not.

Notwithstanding the long time period that is my subject, this book is neither a connected history nor even a complete history of the themes that form the subjects of its chapters. All I attempt here is to provide glimpses into ancient India in order to explore a few facets of a world I find fascinating, and which are important from the contemporary perspective: food and hygiene, art and identity, environment and emotions, journeys in antiquity and in the afterlife, linking small phenomena to the larger world of the Indian subcontinent and beyond.

Who were the first painters of India? How did ideas about hygiene, such as where people should pee and shit, change over time? Who were ancient India’s ‘first couple’? How visible are dead animals vis-à-vis dead humans? Are afterlives similar to or different from historical lives? It is with the aim of exploring these perhaps eccentric but nonetheless intriguing questions that I set about writing this book. The result, I believe, is a wide and untidy spectrum through which we look at ways of seeing, and understanding how things were done in, ancient India.

The ‘India’ within the subcontinent’s name derives from the Indus, the river around which many cities of India’s first civilization, the Indus civilization, flourished. The names for their region used by the inhabitants of that time remain unknown because their script remains undeciphered. It was the Persians who first alluded to the inhabitants of lands east of the Indus river as Hindus, deriving it from ‘Sindhu’, the Sanskrit word for that river. ‘India’, over time, evolved out of this usage. It makes me smile to think that had linguistic evolution taken only a slightly different course, we might now all be known as Sindhis instead of Indians. So, ‘India’ is a relatively modern term which emerged from a usage that alluded only to a part of north-western India. It should be a sobering thought to modern Indian readers of this book that those described here as the people of ancient India did not think of themselves as Indians of any kind. This is, however, true not only for India but by analogy for other continents and regions as well. Europe, for example, derives from Europa, the name of a Phoenician princess who was seduced and abducted by Zeus and carried away to Crete. It draws attention, as the historian Norman Davies points out, to a non-European contribution – Phoenicia being situated by legend in a portion of land that now includes Asia – including contemporary Syria, Lebanon, and Israel. The point I’m making, though (and it is not a new one), is that the evolution of modern nations from roughly the middle of the nineteenth century tends to provide us with an unvarying frame for seeing the ancient world as some form of an ancient nation; whereas, in fact, every region of the ancient world was made up of a mix of largely discrete village and urban formations within loosely connected trading and, sometimes, warring principalities. So it is a good idea to keep in mind the truism that ancient India was not an ancient nation, and that the diversity within this geographical area was far clearer than the unifying elements.

The Indian subcontinent does, though, possess a geographical unity, due in part to a bulwark of mountains which wall it off from the rest of Asia in the north, and with long coastlines that frame its contours on the west and east. The overhang of the mountains stretches across the north-west from Baluchistan down to the Arakan Yoma on the eastern frontier. These do not act as complete barriers but they do insulate India from the freezing polar air masses that rule much of the climate of Central Asia.

Does this entity, the subcontinent, have a definable character other than its geography? The idea that large parts of it made up something resembling a political realm initially becomes visible in the first edict of Emperor Ashoka in the third century BCE. The word used for the region there is Jambudvipa/Jambudipa, within the limits of which the emperor claims to have made people mingle with the gods. Since Ashoka’s empire encompassed Afghanistan, Jambudvipa presumably included lands towards the north-west that went beyond the Indian subcontinent. He also provided his subjects with a sense of the territorial length and breadth of the empire by describing people at his borders, as well as the larger world of rulers beyond, with whom he had had some interaction.

Another kind of conceptualization figures in Kautilya’s Arthashastra (late centuries BCE), where the earth and its rulership is described as what the would-be conqueror – to whom the work is addressed – should aim for. The ‘earth to be subdued’, Kautilya argues, does not entail conquest of the whole world as we understand it: the world that the conqueror needs to control is merely the region lying between the Himalayas and the sea. This idea of India in antiquity is, to put it another way, pretty similar to the geographical entity that is the Indian subcontinent.

Moving now beyond geography and political ideas about geographical horizons, it would be worth our while to get, at the outset, a picture of what constitutes the ‘ancientness’ of the subcontinent, or what it is that makes the ancient distinctive from the medieval and modern.

The timeline, for one, is extraordinarily long. If what we call ‘ancient history’ is seen in relation to what we call ‘medieval history’ and ‘modern history’, the period covered by the term ‘ancient history’ would run to more than 99 per cent of all of human history, leaving only 1 per cent as the period covered by medieval and modern history. Ancient history is, given our present state of knowledge, seen to start roughly three million years ago in Africa, the cradle of humankind. For India, this same stretch of what we call ancient history starts about 1.5 million years back, when hominins make their first appearance; and for purposes of taxonomic convenience, in this book it includes what is often described as the early medieval (seventh century CE onwards and ending in roughly 1000 CE). The medieval phase of our history begins where ancient history ends, at the end of the first millennium CE, while modern India is even more compressed and is deemed to start from the eighteenth century.

To put the matter in another perspective: there is in geology a concept of ‘deep time’ which is used to describe the incredibly long history of the whole earth. Were we to adapt this geological concept to historical needs and think of a ‘deep time’ as applying to people instead of rocks, then what we might call ‘deep history’ would be approximately the same thing as the knowable ancient past. Three million years of human history may still seem an eyelid flutter within the vast 4.5 billion years of planetary history, but it is colossal when seen in relation to the thousand years or so that make up the medieval and modern periods. The immensity of deep history is, in this sense, different from more recent history – from, that is, the short chronology of medieval and modern times.

Beyond these notions of the past as varying periods of time we have the landscapes of antiquity. The first aspect worth noting here is evolution – the evolution of biological and cultural forms that we take for granted now, but which have roots reaching back into a dark part of deep time. The biological evolution of the human form – the ability to walk on two legs, the tendency to use the right hand, and human speech – all determined the nature of what followed: for instance, the ability to make tools, grow food, build homes. These elements of permanence then take shape as the first hamlets and villages, communication skills and writing, and travel and trade across long distances. And then we have the first artists, the first priests, the first currencies, the first graves, the first wars, and the first slaves.

In several regions these developments happened in broadly the same time period. Bronze Age civilizations appear in Egypt and Mesopotamia by the fourth millennium BCE, followed a little later by the Indus civilization. The ideas and spiritual energy of new philosophies and religions in India in the sixth century BCE roughly coincide with great philosophy and poetry in Ionia and Greece. The list is endless. The early history of humankind is the story of us becoming human.

These ‘firsts’ simultaneously show how extremely slow the spread of technological and cultural innovation was in ancient times. The beginnings of farming at Mehrgarh near the Bolan Pass in Baluchistan, for instance, go back to the eighth millennium BCE, but it took another couple of thousand years for villages of farmers to appear in other parts of Baluchistan. The same can be said of iron technology. The third millennium BCE Harappan metalsmiths were the first to produce smelted iron. Societies that primarily depended on iron technology rather than copper and stone (as in the case of the Harappans), however, emerged only a few hundred years later in Gangetic India. Compare this with the kind of scaling seen in our own times, where the first computer, the ENIAC, was invented in the USA in 1943, and then within some fifty years advanced versions of the device came to be commonly used in establishments and homes across the world. So, an awareness of what constitutes ancientness involves an appreciation of the entirely different scale and chronology of the development and spread of technology.

The other peculiar feature of ancient India is that for much of its length there is a lack of historically recognizable women and men. For many millennia till the emergence of states in the sixth century BCE, the interpretable record of human life shows just that – human life, not individual lives. Most of what we know about bygone cultures comes from a welter of ruins and traces of the garbage that people generated – pottery, used and discarded; chewed animal bones, charred seeds; clay figures, necklaces of gold and rare stones; and a few skeletal remains that escaped before becoming dust.

In this jungle of wondrous archaeological information, what can often not be identified are the names of states and the voices of their rulers. It is not that they did not exist, but, as in the case of the Harappan civilization, either the lack of a deciphered script or the absence of what we recognize as the conventional paraphernalia of rulership makes specific identification next to impossible. This contrasts with the medieval and modern centuries, over which it is possible, for example, to list the sultans of India, followed by the Mughals, the British viceroys, and so on.

The effort to uncover and recover traces of the vast worlds that have vanished is therefore yet another feature that distinguishes the work of historians who study the ancient past from those who study the world after it. Such historians usually require special techniques, a lot of specialist imagination, and specialized inputs from other disciplines. Thumbing through the pages of an excavation report gives a sense of this difference. If you read, for instance, a tome called Excavations at Inamgaon, you can see that what got dug out by field archaeologists acquired greater meaning because it was examined by those who specialized in geology, zoology, palynology, and chemistry.

There is also something about the texture and tonality of ancient India that is very alien, as seen captured in L.P. Hartley’s memorable reflection: ‘The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.’ I hope to capture some of the allure of that world within the chapters of this book. No government record today would describe a devastating cloudburst in the poetic way that the Junagadh rock inscription of Skandagupta does in 456 CE, such matters now being dealt with in the straightforward language of weather reports. Religion was not seen as a separate and somewhat watertight compartment, for it formed part of the general paraphernalia of a person’s identity. Merchants and traders, and administrative and military officials, whose seals have been found at Vaishali in the fourth and fifth centuries CE, do not just mention their personal names and titles; they take care to add representations of a personal deity to seal their documents, they insert benedictory formulae as reverence to Ananta (the snake on which Vishnu floated) and Amba (Durga, presumably), Pashupati and Bhagavata. The administrators and commercial people of the ancient world speak in civil and quasi-poetic ways that make their language sound quite different from the modern bureaucratese that assails us now. On the subject of religion, too, there is something distinctive about the candour of early Buddhism’s attitude, when outlining its rules of monastic discipline, about the possibility of sexual abuse of novices by monks. The explicitness of what is described is inconceivable in contemporary Indian religious discourse.

But enough on what is distinctive and different; for there is also much about ancient India that is familiar – because it has come down to us. There are continuities. Elements of these, from ancient ideologues to what people then ate, can be encountered in the places we now inhabit. The food habits of ancient people, with rice of various varieties enjoyed across large parts of India, are as familiar to us as their glass bangles and beads. The template for a civilized society often mentioned even now is that of the Indus civilization, whose use of bricks is similar to ours and whose sense of waste disposal was better than ours. The adjective used when India’s politicians play power games is ancient: they are seen as Kautilyan, after the crafty Polonius, who is supposed to have advised Ashoka’s grandfather Chandragupta Maurya. Early India is known to have inaugurated the brutal social system which continues to outcaste large chunks of its own people. Consequently, the resistance of excluded Dalits today is often described by them as a revolt against the ancient law code of Manu. In a different vein, Indians, when seeking to spice up their sex lives, evoke traditional Indian knowledge as manifested in the sexual advice and coital positions outlined in clinical detail and with infectious enthusiasm in the Kamasutra.

Fragments of this considerable canvas continue to both captivate and nauseate us in a living and palpable way. Readers will encounter several of them in their journey through ancient India in this book.
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