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Introduction

!e origin of the Indus script has been a source of considerable discussion ever since 
the discovery and excavation of the Indus cities of Mohenjo-daro and Harappa in 
the 1920s to 1930s (Marshall 1931; Vats 1940). When the Indus civilization was 
discovered the only other early civilizations known to have writing in the Old World 
were the ancient Sumerians along the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers in southern 
Mesopotamia (Nissen 1993), the ancient Egyptians along the Nile (Baines 2004) 
and the ancient Chinese along the Huang He (Yellow) River in north central China 
(Haicheng 2015). !e oracle bone inscriptions at the site of Yinxu in Anyang were 
being discovered around the same time that Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa were being 
excavated (Bagley 1999, 127). Although at "rst some scholars thought that there 
might be some in#uence from Mesopotamian writing systems, in the "rst major 
report on the excavations at Mohenjo Daro in 1931, Gadd clearly states that there 
was no connection between the Indus script and the writing of Sumer or for that 
matter Egypt (Gadd 1931, 411). Surveys and test excavations in Baluchistan (Stein 
1929; Hargreaves and Sewell 1929 (reprint 1981); Stein 1931) and Sindh (Majumdar 
1934; Stein 1942) had recovered pottery that appeared to be older than that found 
at Mohenjo Daro, but little attention was paid to the presence of potter’s marks or 
gra$ti on these di%erent types of pottery. It was not until the 1950s, a&er surveys 
of the 'uetta Valley, Zhob and Loralai Districts, that Fairservis proposed that the 
earlier gra$ti on pottery found in the regions of Baluchistan and the wider Indo-
Iranian region might have some in#uence on later Indus writing systems (Fairservis 
1959). B. B. Lal was among the "rst to argue that the origins of the Indus script were 
local and that the script continued to be used into the Late Harappan as seen on 
OCP pottery and on later Megalithic pottery (Lal 1975). However, many scholars 
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were not convinced with the scattered evidence of earlier writing and even a&er the 
discovery of Early Harappan writing Rehman Dheri and other sites (see discussion 
below), some scholars still assumed that the script appeared relatively fully formed 
around 2500 BCE (Possehl 1990; Possehl 1996). 

At present, however, on the basis of numerous excavations and analyses of earlier 
survey materials there is increasing evidence that the Indus script did in fact evolve 
in the Indus and Ghaggar-Hakra River Valleys and Baluchistan (Figure 1) beginning 
in the Early Harappan Period, between 4000 and 2600 BCE (Table 1)(Kenoyer 
2006). It is possible that Kutch and Gujarat also played an important role in terms 
of speci"c regional styles of graphic symbols, but more research needs to be done in 
these regions to determine the chronology and continuity of speci"c symbols. As will 
be discussed below in more detail, the regional and chronological changes in types of 
symbols and how there were used suggest that there were signi"cant changes in the 
writing system over time (Kenoyer and Meadow 1997; Kenoyer and Meadow 2008; 
Kenoyer and Meadow 2010). Since the script has not yet been deciphered it is not 

Figure 1. Map of the Indus
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possible to understand the details of these changes, but comparisons can be made with 
the evolution of proto-cuneiform and cuneiform to determine some of the general 
processes of change (Damerow 2006,7). During the Harappa Phase, circa 2600-1900 
BCE, the Indus script was used throughout the Indus and even adopted for use in 
the Gulf region, which suggests that it was used to write names and commodities in 
many regional dialects and even di%erent languages (Kenoyer and Meadow 2010). 
!e question of whether it was simply a system of notation rather than a writing 
system has been e%ectively addressed in other publications (Vidale 2007; Parpola 
2008). Today, most scholars implicitly or explicitly agree that the Indus script was a 
distinctive and unique writing system indigenous to northwestern South Asia or the 
greater Indus Valley region (Parpola 1994; Possehl 1996; Wells 1998; Kenoyer and 
Meadow 2010; Yadav et al. 2012; Mahadevan and Bhaskar 2018; Rao 2018). 
 
Table 1. Chronology of the Indus Tradition (Possehl 1994; Meadow and Kenoyer 
2005; Kenoyer 2015). 

Early Food Producing Era (Neolithic)   ca. 7000 to 5500 BCE
  Mehrgarh, Period IIa - Ceramic  6000-5500 BCE
  Mehrgarh, Period 1, Aceramic  7000-6000 BCE

Regionalization Era (Chalcolithic/Bronze Age)
  Early Harappan Phase ca.   5500 to 2600 BCE
  Harappa: Period 2, Kot Diji Phase  2800-2600 BCE 
  Harappa: Period 1,A &B, Ravi Phase  >3700-2800 BCE
  = Mehrgarh, Period  IV to V  3500-3000 BCE

  Mehrgarh, Period III    4400--3500 BCE
  Mehrgarh, Period IIb   5500-4400 BCE

Integration Era (Indus Civilization) (Bronze Age)
  Harappan Phase   2600 to 1900 BCE
  Harappa: Period 3C, Final  2200-1900 BCE
  =Nausharo, Period  IV   2100-2000 BCE
  Harappa: Period 3B, Middle  2450-2200 BCE
  =Nausharo, Period III 
  Harappa: Period 3A, Initial  2600-2450 BCE
  =Nausharo, Period II 

Localization Era (Bronze Age)
  Late Harappan Phase   ca. 1900 to 1300 BCE
  Harappa: Periods 4 and 5   1900- 1700 BCE
  = Mehrgarh Period VIII   2000-1700 BCE
 Jhukar, Rangpur, Cemetery H Phases
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Stages of Indus Writing Development

Based on the current archaeological evidence the development of writing in the 
Indus region can be divided into four major stages that can be correlated to the major 
chronological Phases at Harappa and other sites (Table 2). During the Regionalization 
Era, Early Harappan Phase there are two stages of script development. !e "rst 
stage, which dates to around 4000-2800 BCE, sees the widespread and regionally 
diverse use of pre-"ring potter’s marks as well as post-"ring gra$ti. !ese single and 
sometimes multiple graphic symbols may represent a form of proto-writing similar 
to that seen in other world regions. !ese symbols continued to be used throughout 
the later periods in some sites, indicating that they re#ect a parallel use of symbols 
that did not cease to function even with the introduction of a more complex writing 
system. !e fact that they continued to function does not preclude the possibility 
that they also provided some form of stimulus to the development of speci"c signs 
that became incorporated into the writing system. During this "rst stage, geometric 
button seals were produced using terracotta, bone and eventually carved steatite and 
"red and glazed steatite (Kenoyer 2009). !ere is considerable regional variation in 
the types and designs of button seals during this early phase and to date no seals with 
what could be identi"ed as script have been reported. 

!e second stage of development during the Early Harappan Phase, dating from 
around 2800-2600 BCE sees the continuation of pre-"ring potter’s marks, and the 
"rst use of pre-"ring inscriptions that include multiple graphic symbols (Kenoyer 
2006). Post-"ring gra$ti also continue to be used but there are more examples of 
the use of one or more symbols that are de"nitely found in the later Indus script. 
For the "rst time, there is evidence for the use of script on seals that were impressed 
into clay, as well as script combined with motifs on carved bone pendants as seen at 
the site of Rehman Dheri (Kenoyer 2020). !is second stage has been referred to as 
Early Indus script since it develops during the last part of the Early Harappan or Early 
Indus period. 

!e third phase of writing development is sub-divided into three phases that will 
be discussed in more detail below. !is is the more commonly known Indus Script 
that is seen inscribed on pottery, seals and a wide range of other items (see Table 2). 
!e fourth and "nal phase of Indus script is during what is commonly referred to as 
the Late Harappan Phase. !ere is no evidence for the use of writing on seals and 
geometric seals become widespread once again. Some evidence for gra$ti on pottery 
is reported from Late Harappan and post-Harappan sites during this time period, but 
there is no regional pattern of writing use and the dating of some sherds with gra$ti 
is problematic. However, during this transition phase there is evidence for the use of 
post-"ring gra$ti on non-Indus pottery in peninsular India broadly associated with 
Megalithic cultures that extend into the southern and central Deccan Plateau (Lal 
1962; Lal 1975). 
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Table 2: Chronology of Indus Script and Seal types from Harappa and other 
major Indus Sites - modi!ed from (Kenoyer 2020)

Harappa - Period 1- 3700-2800 BCE
Seals: 
-Button seal with geometric design, no clear evidence for script

Positive script
-Inscribed pottery – post-"ring gra$ti, one to three signs, pre-"ring potter’s marks
-Pre-"ring potter’s marks, include some signs that later become incorporated in Early 
Indus Script

Period 2 – 2800-2600 BCE
Seals: inverse script
-Square steatite seal – animal motif facing le&, irregular carving, irregular script 
placement (1 or 2 signs), seal boss is circular or square
-Steatite button seal – symbol, no script, seal boss is circular or square
-Sealing – square seal with script, plant motif and ladder motif
 
Pendant or Ornament with Script
-Carved ivory pendant (Rehman Dheri) with motifs and script signs

Positive script
-Inscribed pottery – post-"ring gra$ti, pre-"ring script?, one to three signs

Period 3A – 2600-2450 BCE
Seals: inverse script
-Square steatite seal – angular carving of animal predominantly facing right, linear 
script placement (1 to 3 signs), curved script above animal motif, one script sometimes 
below animal head, seal boss is square

Positive script
-Inscribed pottery – post-"ring gra$ti, pre-"ring script (1 to 3 signs)

Period 3B – 2450 -2200 BCE
Seals: inverse script
-Square steatite seal  – animal motif predominantly facing le&, linear but irregular 
script above animal motif, seal boss is circular, domed with single or double groove
-Square steatite seal – only with script, linear regular script size
-Steatite button seal – symbol, no script

Positive script
-Incised steatite tablets -  regular and irregular script, motifs and symbols
-Molded faience tablet - script, motifs and symbols
-Molded terracotta tablet - seal impression with animal motif and script

-Inscribed pottery - post-"ring gra$ti, pre-"ring script (1 to several signs, sometimes 
in more than one line)
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Period 3C – 2200-1900 BCE

Seals – inverse script
-Square steatite, copper and silver seals  – animal motif facing le&, bold, rigid, regular 
script, seal boss is circular, domed with single, double or triple groove
-Long rectangular steatite seal – no animal motif, bold, rigid, regular script
-Terracotta seal – regular script
-Faience button seal – symbols, no script

Positive script
Trade and Accounting devices
-Incised steatite tablets - script, motifs and symbols
-Incised terracotta tablets/ shaped sherds – incised irregular script

-Molded copper tablets – regular script, raised in positive
-Molded faience tablet – narrative scenes, script, motifs and symbols
-Molded terracotta tablet – narrative scenes, seal impression with animal motif and 
script
-Molded terracotta token – circular with script on one or both sides, low "red
-Terracotta #at sealing – molded script from various types of seals
- Inscribed terracotta conical sealing – irregular script

Pottery
- Pointed base goblets – impressed with script seal
- Inscribed pottery – large and small, generally irregular post-"ring gra$ti, large and 
small re"ned and regular pre-"ring script (1 to several signs, sometimes in more than 
one line)

-Inscribed stone vessel – bold regular script

Architecture
- Inlaid signboard with large script (Dholavira)
- Inscribed ringstone – regular script

Tools / weapons
-Inscribed copper tools / weapons – bold, rigid, regular script
-Inscribed bone point – irregular script

Ornaments
-Inscribed gold jewelry – miniature irregular script
-Inscribed stoneware  bangles – miniature irregular script
-Inscribed shell bangle – irregular script
-Inscribed terracotta bangle
-Molded terracotta bead – irregular script
-Molded faience bead (or perforated tablet) – regular script
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Domestic, ritual and other
-Inscribed bone and ivory dice – irregular script
-Inscribed terracotta conical object / gaming piece – irregular script
-Inscribed terracotta top, wheel, "gurine 
-Inscribed terracotta triangular cake
-Inscribed pebble – irregular script

Late Harappa Phase
-Inscribed pottery - post-"ring gra$ti, 

Pre-Firing Potter’s Marks and Post-Firing Gra"ti
!e use of pre-"ring symbols on pottery, which I will refer to here as “potter’s 
marks” is a technology that is found throughout the world in regions that have never 
developed any writing system. In most early reports both pre-"ring marks as well as 
simple post-"ring marks are sometimes lumped together and referred to as “potter’s 
marks” but this con#ation needs to be avoided in the future to determine, which 
marks were made by the producer of the vessel and those that were added by the 
user or consumer. Some potter’s marks may simply be symbols used to distinguish 
the identity of the vessel maker or batch of vessels that were being produced and 
not be linked to a speci"c name or commodity. When multiple pre-"ring marks are 
found on a vessel, it is more likely that they re#ect a more complex message that could 
indicate a name or speci"c ritual or function that would also have been expressed 
verbally. Post-"ring gra$ti are incised with a stone or metal tool into the "red surface 
of the vessel, usually on the shoulder, rim or occasionally the lower body and under 
the base. Some gra$ti are made with a single stroke, others include multiple strokes 
to create unique shapes, and then there are more complex gra$ti that include more 
than one set of symbols. !e longer the sequence of symbols the more likely that these 
gra$ti re#ect complex forms of communication that represent names, commodities 
or ritual formulae.  

Some scholars suggest that there cannot be any link between these early potter’s 
marks and later writing because they were used for such a long time and continue 
a&er the introduction of writing (Boltz 1986,430-432). Boltz’s main arguments 
against the link between early potter’s marks in Neolithic China and later writing 
during the Shang Period include the following points; 1) that most of the potter’s 
marks are very simple graphic symbols and there is no way to link the form with 
meaning in the later writing system, 2) that most early writing that emerges starts "rst 
as pictographic images, and 3) the long time during which the potter’s marks were 
used before the development of writing precludes their link to the later writing. “On 
the face of it, it would appear virtually impossible that the nascent seeds of writing 
could have germinated in the mid-"&h century B.C. but not grown into anything 
approaching a real writing system until more than three thousand years later. Writing 
systems do not evolve that way. If a potential for writing arises in the form of graphs 
or marks standing for names or works, no matter of what kind or how limited, that 
potential must either ful"ll itself apace, culminating in a viable full-#edged system, 
or wither and die. A ‘half-way’ writing system is no system at all, and there is not way 
it could remain in a kind of ‘limbo’ or ‘suspended animation’ for such a long time. If 
it did not develop into a real writing system reasonably expeditiously, there would be 
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no reason for people to preserve its embryonic bits and pieces. As a practical matter 
a writing system is something that is achieved either relatively quickly, or not at all 
”(Boltz 1986,430-432). 

!is argument is #awed in assuming that all writing systems evolved in the same 
way or had the same function. !e Indus script clearly functioned very di%erently 
than the writing systems of other early urban societies. From its use in the Early 
Indus Period and during the beginning of the Harappa Period it was dominated 
by short inscriptions on both pottery and seals. In later periods it was never used 
to write long inscriptions, and it does not appear to have been limited to only one 
community in that we see it associated with trade, ideology, personal identi"cation 
and common materials (Parpola 1994; Kenoyer 2020). In contrast the earliest 
writing in Mesopotamia started out being used for basic accounting and was 
strongly associated with ideology and political power (Michalowski 1996; Cooper 
2004; Damerow 2006); in Egypt the earliest writing was associated with royal 
burial o%erings and continued to be used almost exclusively by elites for ritual and 
ideological purposes(Baines 2004), and that of ancient China was linked to recording 
communication with ancestors and was also strongly linked with elite culture and 
legitimation of both ideology and political authority (Keightley 1989; Boltz 2000; 
Haicheng 2015). 

In terms of the discoveries of potter’s marks and gra$ti, the earliest surveys that drew 
attention to these were made by Walter Fairservis in the 'uetta Valley as well as 
in the Zhob and Loralai regions of Baluchistan (Fairservis 1956; Fairservis 1959). 
Fairservis also excavated at the important pre-dynastic site of Hierakonpolis in Egypt 
where he also noted the importance of gra$ti and its link to later Egyptian writing 
(Fairservis 1983). !e only published images for the potter’s marks from Fairservis’ 
surveys are the ones from the surface of the site of Periano Ghundai (Fairservis 1956, 
Fig. 59). !ese few sherds have signs that are similar to ones found at the site of 
Mehrgarh and also other later Indus sites, but do not really provide any clear pattern 
or provide any chronological information. Nevertheless, they show that these types 
of marks were found in Baluchistan and that detailed excavations could provide 
more detailed information in the future. 

Other early excavations that provided additional evidence for potter’s marks and 
gra$ti come from the site of Mundigak, Helmand Valley, Afghanistan, excavated by 
J. M. Casal (Casal 1961; Casal 1961). Again the symbols found at Mundigak pre-
date the Indus script but there is no clear pattern or link that can be shown between 
these signs and those of later Indus writing. Even further to the west, excavations at 
the site of Tepe Yahya, Iran revealed similar use of potter’s marks and gra$ti that was 
summarized in a study by D. Potts (Potts 1981). However, most of the potter’s marks 
found at the site date to the time period of the Indus cities and only a few simple 
signs were found in the earlier periods the site (Potts 1981). !e study has a major 
#aw in that it combines all signs from the period prior to emergence of the Indus 
Script and those that are contemporaneous with the Indus script. Consequently the 
comparative tables are not that useful. It can be noted that none of the signs found 
in the phases that predate the Indus appear to have any similarity with later Indus 
signs. Some of the potter’s marks found in Period IVA3-1 are similar to ones found 
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in the Indus as well as Proto-Elamite. So far there is no evidence for any connection 
between potters at Tepe Yahya and Indus pottery traditions or Proto-Elamite scribal 
traditions, so we can assume that the similarities in design are simply coincidental. 

Excavations at Mehrgarh by J.-F. Jarrige ( Jarrige 1991) provided additional evidence 
that there were earlier periods where graphic symbols were incised on pottery. !e 
comprehensive study of potter’s marks from the "rst several seasons of excavations 
at Mehrgarh by G. 'uivron ('uivron 1980; 'uivron 1997) was perhaps the most 
important development that drew attention to the extensive use of graphic symbols 
on pottery. He was one of the "rst to argue that perhaps the early pre-"ring making on 
pottery at Mehrgarh might be a predecessor to the later Indus script ('uivron 1980). 
Most of the signs studied by 'uivron were clearly used as potter’s marks, incised on 
the pottery prior to "ring and he does not identify any signs that were post-"ring 
gra$ti. Additional post-"ring gra$ti were identi"ed in the course of later excavations 
at Mehrgarh and additional discoveries were made in the course of excavations at 
Nausharo ('uivron 1997). Excavations at Amri by Casal also identi"ed the presence 
of earlier pottery styles that had evidence for the use of potters’ marks and post "ring 
gra$ti (Casal 1964). 

!e site of Kot Diji, Sindh originally excavated by F. A. Khan (Khan 1964; Khan 
1965) has one of the most important chronological sequences beginning with the 
Early Harappan occupation and ending with the Harappan occupation. Only one 
shed with gra$ti was published in the original report  (Khan 1964, Fig 14) but it is 
not unlikely that more sherds would have had both potter’s marks and gra$ti. !is 
site is signi"cant because the reanalysis of the pottery and other artifacts led to the 
initial de"nition of the Early Harappan, Kot Dijian Phase (Mughal 1970; Sha%er 
1992). Another important Early Harappan settlement is the site of Rehman Dheri, 
in the Gomal Valley. First excavated extensively by F. A. Durrani, this settlement 
provided numerous examples of both potter’s marks as well as gra$ti on pottery, and 
the "rst example of script on a bone pendant combined with antelope and scorpion 
motifs (Figure 2)(Durrani 1976; Durrani 1986). Durrani identi"ed numerous signs 
on the pottery and pendant from Rehman Dheri that he felt were linked to the later 
Indus script, but unfortunately, no detailed quanti"cation of the signs were provided 
or their chronological context, and it was not always clear if the signs were pre-"ring 
potter’s marks or post-"ring gra$ti. Future reanalysis of the signs from Rehman 
Dheri is needed to develop a more robust study and determine which signs may have 
some linkage to the later Indus script. 

!e site of Kalibangan, Rajasthan also revealed the use of both potter’s marks and 
gra$ti during the Early Harappan Period. In some of the earlier publications, Lal 
identi"ed some sherds as coming from the lower levels of the site, which presumably 
referred to the Early Harappan (or pre-Harappan) levels. !ree sherds had the single 
sign that is the most common sign found in the later Indus script (Mahadevan 342) 
(Figure 3) (Mahadevan 1977; Lal 1979,33). In the more comprehensive publication 
of the Early Harappan levels of the site, there is no mention of these sherds so it is 
possible that they actually date to the Harappan period (Lal et al. 2003, 243-245). 
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!e other symbols found on pottery during the Early Harappan period do include 
several signs that might be linked to later Indus script, but unfortunately there is 
no quanti"cation of how many sherds were found or their speci"c chronological 
context. Overall the potter’s marks and especially the gra$ti from Kalibangan are 
extremely signi"cant and deserve to be studied in more detail in the future. !e site 
of Kunal also has revealed a number of gra$ti from the Early Harappan occupation 
that could provide some important clues regarding the development of the Indus 
script (Khatri and Acharya 1997; Khatri and Acharya 2005) and hopefully more 
detailed information will be available in the near future. 

!e discovery of very distinctive gra$ti signs on pottery from the Early Indus levels 
at Balakot, Period 1, has provided some of the "rst evidence that signs related to the 
Indus script were found as post-"ring gra$ti on pottery dating to the time period 
prior to the emergence of the Indus script (Figure 4)(Dales 1974, Fig. 11). Symbols 
painted on the Early Indus pottery could also re#ect the use of special graphic 
symbols but not enough study was carried out on these symbols or their occurrences 
throughout Baluchistan. !is is an area that deserves much more research. In one 
example, there is a complex symbol inscribed before "ring on the concave surface of 
a specially fashioned terracotta scraping tool that may have been used for shaping 
pottery or some other scraping activity (Dales 1974, Fig. 14,C). Dales noted that a 
similar sign has been found on the interior of pottery vessels from the Early Indus site 
of Jalilpur, in the Punjab. He noticed these similarities when examining the pottery 
recently excavated by Dr. M. R. Mughal, but unfortunately these sherds from Jalilpur 
have not yet been published.  

Figure 2. Rehman Dheri Ivory Pendant (redrawn by Kenoyer) 

Figure 3. Mahadevan sign 342 
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Further studies of the gra$ti from Balakot Period I were carried out by Ute Franke-
Vogt in her doctoral dissertation (Franke-Vogt 2001). Her exhaustive study provided 
detailed chronological associations between di%erent types of potter’s marks, painted 
motifs and post "ring gra$ti. Many of the signs found on the Balakot Period 1 
pottery have clear links to later Indus script and among them the most important 
sign is the symbol (Mahadevan 342) (Figure3)(Mahadevan 1977) that was "rst 
reported from Kalibangan by Lal (Lal 1979,33). All of these scattered discoveries 
have provided clear indication that earlier communities were beginning to use graphic 
symbols on pottery, both as pre-"ring potter’s marks or painted motifs as well as post-
"ring gra$ti. With this general background regarding earlier discoveries we can now 
review the discoveries from the recent excavations at Harappa to better contextualize 
the development of the writing system during the Early Harappan Phase and trace its 
development and changes in the Harappa Phase. 

Harappa Ravi and Kot Diji Phase Potter’s Marks and Gra"ti 

!e pottery found in the Ravi Phase occupation levels at Harappa are all made with 
hand building techniques and consist of small bowls, globular cooking pots, carinated 
pots with simple constricted rims, and a range of other relatively small constricted 
or straight sided vessels. Most were decorated with a red brown slip but some were 
also painted with white and various shades of red-brown to purple brown to black 
(Kenoyer and Meadow 2000). !e area of excavation for the Ravi Phase, Period 
1 and the Kot Diji Phase Period 2 at Harappa is very limited, but the preliminary 
quanti"cation of potter’s marks and gra$ti show an important pattern. Based on 
the tabulation of pottery studied between 1986 and 2003, there are total of 1218 
sherds with either simple incised marks or what with more complex signs that might 
be considered some form of script (Table 3). For the Earlier Periods, more detailed 
analysis of the sherds di%erentiated what are pre-"ring and post-"ring gra$ti (Table 
4). !e percentage of pre-"ring potter’s marks from Period 1 and Period 2 are about 
the same. !e total number of post "ring gra$ti from Period 1 is only 16 and while 
some of the gra$ti are simple lines and designs that are not much di%erent than the 
pre-"ring motifs, others appear to be more complex and involve up to three combined 
symbols (Figure 5). During Period 2, there are 175 gra$ti that include some relatively 
simple signs, but also more examples of multiple signs combined together. Perhaps the 
most important discovery from both the Period 1 (Figure 6a) and Period 2 (Figure 
6b) is the discovery of the sign that later becomes the most common script sign of 
the Indus script, i.e. Mahadevan sign “342” (Figure 3). Furthermore, this sign is also 
combined with another sign (Mahadevan sign 347) in a sequence that also appears in 
later Indus seals and numerous inscriptions (Figure 7). Most of the inscribed pottery 
and all seals and other inscribed objects from the recent excavations at Harappa have 
been published in the major volumes edited by Asko Parpola and his colleagues (Shah 
and Parpola 1991; Parpola et al. 2010). !e remaining objects founds since the last 
publication are being prepared for publication in the near future. 



228

Figure 4. Balakot Potter’s Marks, Gra!ti and Painted motifs ( "om Dales 1974, Fig. 11)
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Figure 5. Harappa, Ravi and Kot Diji Phase Potter’s marks and post-#ring gra!ti 

Figure 6. Harappa, a. Ravi sherd with gra!ti (H98/8440-202), b. Kot Diji sherd 
( H99-4367/8946-37) 
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Figure 7. Harappa, Unicorn 
seal with Indus Script 

(H96-2736/7134-01)

Table 3. Harappa, All Phases, Potter’s Marks and Gra"ti

Table 4. Harappa, Period 1 and 2, Potter’s Marks and Gra"ti

Conclusion

Based on the brief discussion presented above I feel that the evidence for a longer 
period of Indus script development is justi"ed and encourage more extensive 
excavations of Early Harappan sites in order to increase the sample of early writing on 
pottery and other objects. More detailed recording and quanti"cation of pre-"ring 
and post-"ring marks on pottery and other objects is needed to better understand 
the developments of these symbols in each major region of the greater Indus Valley. 
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It is not unlikely that once we have increased our data base it will be possible to link 
some speci"c signs to di%erent regions and show how they came to play a role in 
the overall development of the writing system. !e study of changes in the Indus 
script during the Harappa Phase is also something that needs more work. Future 
advances in the study of the Indus writing system and its development will only be 
accomplished through continued collaborations and publication of the data in ways 
that are easily accessible to interested scholars. 
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