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Inscriptions Incised on Harappan Ivory/Bone Rods and 
Their Parallels among Other Types of Inscribed Objects

Asko Parpola

Heidi J. Miller read an interesting paper on “Incised Ivory Rods from Dales’ 1964-65 Excavation at Mohenjo-
Daro” at the 22nd international conference held by the European Association for South Asian Archaeology 
and Art in Stockholm 30 June to 4 July 2014. Prompted by her wondering if their inscriptions could throw 
any further light on the function and meaning of this type of artefacts, I have written the present paper. 

Most of the inscriptions incised on the Harappan ivory rods published in Corpus of Indus Seals and 
Inscriptions (CISI) can be read with fair certainty, although some signs—especially no. 272 in my sign list 
(Parpola 1994, 70-78 fig. 5.1) that will be quoted throughout this paper—have peculiar variant forms (not 
recorded in the said sign list). In the attached chart (Fig. 1), 26 different texts (six of which are each attested 
on two separate ivory rods) have been transcribed with the standard shapes of the Indus signs and not as 
they appear on the rods (for the actual shapes, consult the photos in CISI), and in the standard direction 
of writing, in which the texts are read from right to left (cf. Parpola 1994, 64-67; 2015, 274-275). Six texts are 
not included in the chart, because I cannot offer reliable readings even though some of their signs can be 
recognized with certainty (M-1652, M-2100, M-2101, M-2105, M-2114 and M-2115). Also included (as no. 26) is 
one rod excavated at Mohenjo-daro by George F. Dales (exc. no. MD-580) but omitted in CISI vol. 2; Heidi 
Miller has kindly sent me a photograph, which will be published in CISI vol. 3.2.

It is instructive to compare these inscriptions with the inscriptions attested on other types of Harappan 
objects. There are significant parallels among the moulded or incised ‘sacrificial tablets’ from Harappa and 
Mohenjo-daro, which may have been given as receipts or amulets to people who have given offerings to 
priests of a given deity, possibly mentioned in the tablet (cf. Parpola 1994, 107-110). Thus, the text no. 14 
(M-2097) has numerous exact counterparts among the incised tablets of Harappa (e.g. H-311 to H-318), the 
reverse sides of these tablets having the signs VII, VIII or VIIII probably meaning ‘two/three/four pots (of 
offerings)’. (Text no. 13 [M-2098] is identical to no. 14, except that it is preceded by the sign no. 9, which often 
begins sign sequences, but otherwise never this particular one.) The incised tablets H-352, H-353 and H-354 
shaped as triangular prisms have on one side the text identical to the rod text no. 14, on another side the text 
VIII, and on the third side the ‘dots-in-circle’, a motif that occurs on many ivory rods and which originally 
seems to have symbolized the sun (cf. Parpola 2013, 40-43) and which therefore may have been used on 
the rods in a calendrical sense (e.g., ‘day’). The sign sequence VII (‘two pots’) occurs on the reverse sides of 
the tablets H-943 and H-944, the obverse sides of which provide exact parallels to the text no. 11 (M-2092) 
containing a rare sequence of signs. The text no. 25 (H-2570) seems to record just ‘four pots (of offerings)’, or 
‘five pots’, if the small stroke on the right is intentional. The ‘pot’ sign (perhaps accompanied by one or two 
other signs, which are indistinct) appears also on one side of the text no. 19 (H-1016), which on the other side 
has the solitary sign no. 241. This sign has a fairly high frequency, but a solitary occurrence can be cited from 
one edge of the unfinished seal M-1233 (without any iconographic motif), where it occurs on other sides 
as well. Possibly relevant is its occurrence after the sign no. 341 in a two-sign text on some moulded tablets 
from Harappa (H-796, reverse: UII; H-1125; cf. also H-1987). 
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Text no. 12 (M-2104) closely resembles the text on 
the obverse of the moulded tablets M-478, M-480 and 
M-1425, where the text is accompanied by a picture of 
a kneeling worshipper, who extends a pot of offerings 
(similar in shape to the Indus sign no. 296, shaped U 
or V). The text of these tablets begins with UIIII ‘four 
pots’, that of the rod with UIII ‘three pots’. The tablet 
text continues with the signs nos. 15 (‘man between 
two long vertical strokes’) and 107 (‘comb’), the rod 
with the signs nos. 15 and 1 (‘man carrying two pots 
with a carrying yoke’). It is characteristic of the ivory 
rod texts that many of them end with the comb-like 
sign no. 107, which I have been suspecting to denote 
‘woman’ or to add a feminine marker. Though it is 
comb-like in the standardized shape and is called 
‘comb’ in the sequel, the shape found on ivory/bone 
rod texts and the incised tablets is probably more 
original and rather suggests that ‘wing with feathers’ 
may have been depicted. The sequence of signs nos. 
15 and 1 is attested as the sole text of the two unicorn 
seals H-543 and H-544, while it begins the text in the 
unicorn seal M-715 and ends the text in several seals, 
such as M-896 and M-915. 

The text no. 4 (M-1651 and M-2106) has an exact 
counterpart on one side of the rare large type of 
tablet from Mohenjo-daro (M-483, M-484, M-2030: 
in these tablets the other side has another rather 
long text); it also occurs on one of the three sides 
of the prismatic moulded tablet M-492, where the 
two other sides depict buffalo-spearing, and two 
bison bulls opposing each other besides a two-sign 
inscription (the two fighting bisons and the same 
two-sign inscription constitute the face of the stamp 
seal M-1367, which represents a very unusual type). 
This text no. 4 begins with one of the ‘fish’ signs, no. 72, which also begins the text no. 5 (M-2107 and M-2108). 
Excepting this initial sign, the remaining part of the text no. 5 has an exact counterpart in the moulded 
tablet H-1151 from Harappa, the reverse side of which depicts a sacred tree, as well as in the moulded tablet 
H-875, which on its other side parallels the final four signs of the rod text no. 1. Without the final comb-
like sign no. 107, the text of these two moulded tablets occurs on many incised tablets, the reverse sides of 
which have VIII (e.g. H-326, H-924 and H-925). In these tablet parallels we observe the variation between the 
presence and absence of the comb-like sign no. 107 at the end. This sign no. 107 uniquely ends the text no. 
7 (M-2109 and M-2111), while without this sign no. 107 the remaining part of the text no. 7 occurs on several 
incised tablets from Harappa: H-938, H-939, H-1284 and H-2145 have VIIII on the reverse (the text of both 

Figure 1: Readable bone rod inscriptions, with 
standardized signs and direction of writing  

( from right to left).
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the obverse and the reverse reads from left to right, as happens not infrequently in this category of inscribed 
objects, in H-2145 however the obverse has the normal order); in the tablets H-940, H-2147 and H-2148 the 
reverse has the sign no. 41 (‘a [kneeling] man holding a pot’). The text on the obverse of these tablets, 
compared to the text no. 7, occurs also on one side of the incised quadratic prisms H-942 (one other side 
IIIU) and H-2240 and H-2241 (one other side dots-in-circle); but it also occurs among the seal inscriptions, 
forming the sole text of the unicorn seal M-77. The final spear-like sign no. 189 of the discussed sequence, 
following the ‘plain fish’ sign no. 60, has in the text no. 8 (M-2110) as its counterpart (cf. Parpola 1994, 69, 78 
and 94 fig. 6.6) the four dots that surround the ‘plain fish’ (making together the sign no. 61). The text no. 8 is 
paralleled by the text of the unicorn seal M-729, except that the seal text does not have the sign no. 88 (‘crab 
with claws’), with which the text no. 8 begins. This sign no. 88 is closely connected with the sequence of 
the signs nos. 101 (‘fish-gig’, cf. Parpola 2011, 45-46) and both in the tablets (e.g. H-748) and 60/61, and often 
occurs in this position in texts belonging to practically all categories of objects (for the tablets cf. H-748 and 
for the seals M-395). 

In the drawing and the photograph of the impression, the text no. 15 (M-2091) seems to end in the sign 
no. 311 (‘bull’s head’, cf. Parpola 1994, 104-106 with fig. 7.4), which would be a unique case. In this particular 
three-sign sequence we expect the last sign to be sign no. 4, where the sign no. 311 has been compounded 
with the sign no. 1 (‘man carrying two pots with a carrying yoke’), so as to form the ‘head’ of the resulting 
ligatured sign. If the last sign actually is no. 4, this text has many parallels; in the bar seal H-670 it forms the 
whole text, as in this rod inscription. This three-sign sequence ends many seal inscriptions. Followed by the 
comb-like sign no. 107, it forms the text of the faience tablet H-1808 (the reverse side is apparently plain), 
and of many moulded tablets having the image of a sacred tree of the reverse (H-189, H-190, H-724, H-725, 
H-726, H-727, H-1104, H-1105, H-1106). 

The text no. 3 (M-2103) recurs as the obverse text of the incised tablets H-2089 and H-2090 (with a three-
sign text on the reverse), on the moulded tablets H-211 (with the ‘bow and arrow’ sign no. 187 reversed, and 
with IIIV on the reverse) as well as on the three-sided moulded tablets H-849 and H-850 (with the sign no. 
187 reversed and VII on the second side and the ‘plain fish’ sign no. 60 in horizontal position on the third 
side; as this ‘plain fish’ in the normal vertical position is on some tablets placed together with the numeral 
and ‘pot’ signs, it may indicate fish as the content of the ‘pots of offerings’). 

The texts nos. 1 (M-2087) and 2 (M-2112) provide one of the interesting cases of textual parallels suggesting 
that some basic signs, in this case no. 225, probably have the same meaning as the corresponding ligatures 
(compound signs) in which the sign in question is bound to the ‘man’ sign (no. 13), the ligature being in 
this case the sign no. 40 (for other similar cases, see Parpola 1994, 80-81 with fig. 5.3a). The last four signs 
of the text no. 2 constitute the whole text of the unicorn seal M-161; the first two signs begin very many 
seal inscriptions and seem to form some kind of ‘optional’ attribute (see Parpola 1994, 82-92). The last four 
signs of the text no. 1 constitute the whole text of the bison seal M-1080 and the unusual square moulded 
tablet H-1767, which has the image of a zebu on the reverse; these four signs also form the text of one side 
of the moulded tablet H-875, which was noted above in connection with the ivory rod text no. 5, which is 
paralleled on the other side of this tablet (except that the first sign of the rod text is missing). The sequence 
of the first four signs in the rod text no. 1 has its closest parallels in the seal H-1037, which agrees otherwise 
but has the sign no. 148 (‘two long vertical strokes’) inserted in the middle, and the moulded tablet H-697, 
which similarly has the sign no. 72 (‘fish with upright prongs’) inserted in the middle (the reverse has the 
signs UII and the image of a ‘unicorn’ bull with the characteristic ritual stand in front of it—though in this 
case the animal exceptionally is not ‘unicorn’ but has two horns). 
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The text no. 6 (M-2086 and M-2102) recurs in the last three signs of the six-sign text on one side of the 
large moulded and twisted tablet M-1424 (the reverse shows the image of a bison feeding from a manger 
and a different text of four signs).

The text no. 9 (M-1650) has its closest parallel in the pottery graffito H-1398, where the final sign no. 107 
(‘comb’) of the rod text is missing and the ‘fish’ sign has different diacritics, i.e. the sign no. 72 (‘fish with 
upright prongs’, reading uncertain) replaces the sign no. 68 (‘halved fish’) of the rod text (the first sign of the 
rod text (no. 88, ‘crab with claws’) might have been in the text of the pot, but we do not know as it is broken. 
The last three signs of the text no. 9 recur as the last three signs of the text no. 10 (M-2113), where they are 
preceded by the sign no. 147 (‘single long vertical stroke’). There are many different cases where the absence 
and presence of this sign no. 147 varies at the beginning of stably occurring sign sequences (see Parpola 
1994, 80 with fig. 5.2). The last three signs occur frequently in the incised tablets which have the image of 
a crocodile of the reverse (H-287 and others), but these cannot really be compared, since the sign no. 213 
always starting the four-sign text in these tablets is essential. 

In the text no. 18 (M-2088), the first sign (on the right) seems to be no. 228, where a single long vertical 
stroke goes through the middle of the basic sign no. 225. However, the sign no. 228 does not occur elsewhere 
before the sign no. 54 which is the final sign of this two-sign rod text, whereas the sign no. 225 occurs very 
often in this position. The latter sign sequence forms the whole text of the unicorn seal M-939, and it occurs 
as the final part of many longer seal inscriptions. In the tablets this two sign sequence is found in the tablet 
H-1310, but this text is clearly broken and undoubtedly belongs to the tablets, mostly incised (like H-359 with 
UII on the reverse and H-344 with UIII on the reverse), but also moulded (H-1123 with UII on the reverse), 
where this sequence is preceded by the sign no. 68 (‘halved fish’). 

The basic sign no. 225 which may be involved in the text no. 18 occurs in the text no. 17 (M-1017), where 
it begins this two-sign inscription. As a complete text this sign sequence is attested only here, but it is very 
common as the opening phrase of many seal inscriptions, sometimes on a separate line (see Parpola 1994, 
82-84, 89-90). It also begins the text on one of the two inscribed sides in a group of identical incised tablets 
from Mohenjo-daro, where such objects are rare (M-501, M-1444, M-1445, M-2040, M-2041). Interestingly, 
this two-sign phrase ends the inscription on one of the two inscribed sides of the incised, broken tablet 
H-2158. The text no. 16 (M-2089 and M-2090) belongs to the same category of phrases that usually begins a 
longer inscription, mostly on seals, but occasionally in other types as well. Without the first sign, no. 11 (‘man 
with long hairdo’), it is actually the most common “initial phrase”, which in a few cases constitutes the entire 
text (see Parpola 1994, 82-84, 89-90). In the unicorn seal M-35, the rare sign no. 11 begins the text, followed 
directly by the sign no. 127, which ends the text no. 16, being thus parallel to it with the exception that the 
middlemost sign is missing. In the unicorn seal M-875 the sign no. 11 ends the inscription. 

All the remaining texts form one category. The sign no. 91 (which seems to depict both a ‘branching tree 
stem’ and ‘arm ending in the hand with fingers’, cf. Parpola 2011, 32-33) is repeated four times in the text no. 
20 (M-2093) and three times in the text no. 21 (M-2094). In the text no. 23 (M-2095) the repetition is replaced 
by numerical indication: the sign no. 131 (‘four short vertical strokes’) stands for number 4, expressing 4 times 
sign no. 91 (cf. Parpola 1994, 81). The text no. 24 (M-2099) is broken, but clearly the sign no. 91 was preceded 
by some number. In the text no. 22 (M-2096 and H-1517) the number preceding the sign no. 91 is 5 (sign no. 
132). In this case the phrase ‘5 x sign no. 91’ is further preceded by a two-sign initial phrase, which in both 
objects having this text is unclear with regard to the first sign, but on the basis of the numerous parallels in 
seal and tablet inscriptions the most frequently occurring initial phrase mention above in connection with 
the text no. 16 (the sequence of the signs nos. 376 and 127) is involved. Inscriptions consisting of the sign no. 
91 preceded by a number, with or without the initial phrase just mentioned, often constitute the entire text 
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among the seal inscriptions. Thus the whole inscription consists of the sign no. 91 preceded by number 3 on 
the unicorn seal M-179 and on the large zebu seal H-585, preceded by number 4 on the unicorn seal M-749, 
preceded by the number 5 on the unicorn seal M-224, preceded by the number 6 on the unicorn seal M-178, 
preceded by the number 7 on the unicorn seal M-673. Complete inscriptions starting with the initial phrase 
mentioned and ending with the sign no. 91 preceded by number include the unicorn seals M-32, M-712 and 
H-407 (number 3), the unicorn seals M-984 and M-1063 (number 4). On the tablets such phrases are much 
less frequent and seem to occur only on moulded tablets, which in two cases are moreover twisted. One of 
these twisted tablets is H-812 (sign no. 91 preceded by number 5, reverse IIIU), the other one is H-2003 (sign 
no. 91 preceded by number 4 and starting with the two-sign initial phrase mentioned; the reverse is highly 
interesting, showing a horned anthropomorphic deity seated under what looks like a canopy). H-1942 is a 
three-sided moulded faience tablet with the sign no. 91 preceded by number 5 and the same initial phrase 
on one side, IIV on another side, and two dots-in-circle on the third side. The moulded tablet H-778 has the 
sign no. 91 preceded by number 4 and just the first sign of the initial phrase on the observe and VII on the 
reverse. 

The text no. 26 (Dales MD-580) also belongs to the group of texts discussed last, as it ends with the sign 
no. 91 preceded by number 5. It begins with an initial phrase that is different from that mentioned above, 
consisting of three signs, the last being the one most commonly ending an initial phrase (no. 127 ‘two short 
vertical strokes’ normally raised to the top of the line, but here exceptionally written lowered to the bottom 
of the line like the following number 5, sign no. 132, which is normally placed in the middle of the line). 
The initial sign appears to be no. 192, which often occurs in text-initial position (on the interpretation of 
this sign see Parpola 2011, 34-36), but which is not followed by the sign no. 91 which comes next in the text 
no. 26. However, the relatively rare sign no. 191, which differs from no. 192 in having a long vertical stroke 
crossing the sign in the middle, in one particular context forms an initial phrase together with the two signs 
that follow no. 192 in the text 26. This context is the moulded tablet with circular cross-section, known in 
about forty (originally) identical specimens from Harappa (M-252 etc.) and having the image of a ‘unicorn’ 
bull on the reverse. The initial phrase is here followed by two signs, no. 72 (‘fish with upward prongs’) and 
no. 189 (‘spear’). 

What, then, can be concluded from this comparison of the ivory/bone rod inscriptions with the texts 
of the other categories of inscribed objects? The texts nos. 1 and 2, as well as 8. 15, 16, 17, 18, and 20-24 are 
rather closely paralleled in the seals, which with great likelihood express proper names or professional 
titles (cf. Parpola 1994, 113-121). The text no. 7 is not as such attested in the seals, but without the last sign 
(no. 107 ‘comb’) the rest of the text forms the complete inscription of the seal M-35. The last sign of this seal 
inscription, no. 189 (‘spear’) may be a priestly title (cf. Old Tamil vēlan, ‘man wielding the spear’, title of the 
priest of God Murukan, and the Harappan images of spearing a [sacrificial] buffalo, e.g. in M-492, M-1430 
and H-1971; see also Parpola 1997, 178-187). The first two signs of the text no. 7 probably express a god’s name 
(see Parpola 2011, 43-47). Several seals have inscriptions where signs or sign sequences probably denoting 
deities are followed by the ‘spear’ sign and thereafter a final ‘comb’ sign (e.g. M-956, M-1781, H-1027), possibly 
converting the ‘priest’ into a ‘priestess’. I have already noted the frequency of the ‘comb’ signs at the end 
of the ivory/bone rod inscriptions, possibly indicating that they were specifically associated with women. 
Out of these, the texts nos. 3, 4, 5, 11, 13 and 14 are closely related with the ‘sacrificial tablets’, and in the 
case of nos. 5 and 13-14 (see Parpola 2011, 32-33 and 39-49) there are particular reasons to suspect that they 
are connected with a wish to get a baby. Text number 12 mentions ‘three pots (of offerings)’ in a sequence 
closely resembling the text of tablets which in addition show a human worshipper kneeling in front of a 
sacred tree and extending a pot of offerings to it (cf. Parpola 1994, 107-110; 2015, 268-271).
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