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The So-Called Proto-Siva Seal

from Mohenjo-Daro:

An Iconological Assessment

DoORIS SRINIVASAN

George Mason University

1. Introduction

Since the discovery in the 1920s of the Indus Valley
Civilization (ca. 2300-1750 B.C.), the so-called proto-
Siva seal from Mohenjo-daro has been much dis-
cussed and debated (Fig. 1). The controversial nature
of the seal stems from the initial interpretation as-
cribed to it by Sir John Marshall, pioneer excavator
of this major site of the Indus, or Harappan, civiliza-
tion.” The many distinguishing features associated
with the figure on the seal were interpreted by the
excavator as indicative of the prototype of Siva: the
figure looks tricephalic and Marshall compares this
with medieval representations of Siva; the figure sits
in a yoga-like posture, and Siva is the yogi par excel-
lence in Hindu mythology; the figure’s headdress,
composed of two horns and a tall central portion, is
suggestive of the shape of Siva’s emblem, the
trifiila, or trident; the group of animals around the
figure evoke Siva’s later aspect as Paupati, “Lord of
Beasts.” This interpretation, in effect, postulates that
Siva worship stems from a non-Aryan culture pre-
dating the coming of the Aryans in the Vedic period.

The force of Marshall’s argument has endured.
Indeed no matter what position is taken regarding
the seal’s iconography, it is always prefaced by Mar-
shall’s interpretation. On balance, the proto—Siva
character of the seal has been accepted. Thus this
view, often repeated as fact, has greatly influenced
an understanding of the developments in Hindu art
and religion.

Thoughtful objections have been periodically ex-
pressed, however, and a wide range of different iden-
tifications have been offered. Saletore in 1939 was
one of the first to point out the difficulties in assigning

later Hinduistic ideas to a prehistoric seal. He consid-
ered the seal’s figure to have three faces and a head-
dress consisting of three horns. He related these attri-
butes to the Vedic god Agni, who indeed is described
as having “three heads” and whose flames are his
“horns.”2 Almost immediately this view was op-
posed by a series of articles reverting back to aspects
of Marshall’s original position.3 Next, Chaudhuri re-
viewed the seal’s iconography in his study on the
Indus civilization and raised significant doubts re-
garding the proto-Siva attribution by noting that
(1) the features Marshall isolates are not associated
with Siva until the Epics and Puranas and that (2) ex-
cept for the trident, these features are not very com-
mon in the iconography of Siva. In any case,
Chaudhuri was doubtful of Marshall’s trident theory,
which requires accepting not only that the form of
the headdress could evolve into that of the trident,
but also that a headgear could be the source of an
emblem held in the hand.s K. Nilakanta Sastri ques-
tioned the tricephalic feature. He maintained that
“the god is neither three-faced nor even human
faced. His whole form, though apparently human, is
cunningly contrived to be a combination of various
animals.”’®

A proposal to conceive of the figure as female was
advanced by H. P. Sullivan.? Sullivan’s reasons for
viewing the figure as female are (1) no evidence of
a phallus; (2) the presence of a waistband (an orna-
ment associated with female figurines, whereas males,
the author maintains, are always nude); (3) a “pig-
tail” worn by another so-called proto-Siva figure
(seal 235, see Fig. 3) matches that of a tree goddess8;
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Fig. 1. Mohenjo-daro seal 420. Reprinted with
permission from Sherman E. Lee, A History of Far
Eastern Art (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1964),
Figure 6, p. 22.

furthermore, the coif on seal 222 (likewise usually
considered to depict a proto—Siva, see Fig. 2) is also
compared to that of female figurines; (4) the appear-
ance of bangles and necklaces. However, it may be
countered that (1) the figure on the seal is devoid of
both male and female sex characteristics; (2) males

are by no means always portrayed nude,? and a waist-
band is worn, on seal 222, by the figure which is most
probably male; (3) a pigtail like the one on seal 235
may be compared with a similar hairstyle worn by
a male figure. Clearly these counterarguments
serve only to show that on the basis of the above cri-
teria, the figure could be either male or female. For
this writer the figure is judged to be male because the
horns and head may be compared with representa-
tions of humanized bulls (see below). Sullivan states
that the Indus religion probably contained a cult
centering around a mother goddess whose dual na-
ture was that of a vegetation-fertility deity and mis-
tress of animals. The figure on the seal, he suggests,
represents the goddess in the second role (a pasupatni,
as it were). The main difficulty with this position
stems from the inconclusive criteria Sullivan used to
establish the figure as female. In a review of the seal
made in the mid-1960s, B. Prakash concludes that the
three-headed figure may be identified with the Vedic
Vi$variipa Tvastr.!! This conclusion is based on a
series of comparisons making the tacit assumption
(one not shared by the present writer) that a cultural
continuity exists between the Indus civilization and
the civilization of the Rig Veda.

None of these identifications, to judge from a series
of important and relevant works published in the last
decade, have replaced Marshall’s suggestions.'2 It is
the aim of this paper to review recent archaeological

Fig. 2. Mohenjo-daro seal 222.
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Fig. 3. Mohenjo-daro seal 235.



findings together with Vedic textual evidence in an
effort to assess whether this material bears upon the
significance of the seal. Indeed such an assessment
indicates that an understanding of the seal’s icono-
graphic features depends less on relating them to
Vedic and Hindu symbolism, and more on compar-
ing them to remains from Indus and pre-Indus sites.
Such a comparison shows that the figure on the
Mohenjo-daro seal is likely to be a divine bull-man.
As such, the figure is seen as directly related to, and
consistent with, the emphasis placed upon the bull
(and on occasion the bull-man) in the material re-
mains of the Indus civilization. It is worthwhile there-
fore to take a closer look once again at seal 420 from
Mohenjo-daro.3

2. Description of the Seal

The seal depicts a figure seated, erect and frontal,
in a manner evocative of the yoga posture padmasana.
The legs, bent at the knees, are folded; the feet touch
heel to heel and the soles point downward. The arms
are completely covered by a series of bangles. The
hands rest lightly at the knees. An open chest is cov-
ered with a graduated series of five inverted triangu-
lar striations. These are usually taken as a series of
necklaces or torques, or as a triangular pectoral.74
The waist is marked by a double-banded sash ending
in hanging tassels. The lower body is bare. Marshall
cautiously suggested that an erect phallus can be seen
on the figure, granting however that “it is possible
that what appears to be the phallus is in reality the
end of the waistband”15; indeed Mackay inclined
toward the latter view.® This view gains support
from two other Mohenjo-daro scals, 222 and 235
(Figs. 2 and 3). These seals show a figure, quite simi-
lar to the 420 figure, wearing something like a waist-
band with an endpiece hanging down.!7 Indeed there
seems to be no explicit example from Mohenjo-daro,
or from any other Indus site, of a god depicted with
the erect phallus.’8

The figure wears an elaborate headdress crowning
a long and rather rectangular face. The headdress
consists of two curved horns; the tips of the horns
point upward to the fan-shaped central form.19 This
form contains markings which spread, branch-like,
from the lower portion. The headdress rests firmly
on the diminished brow of a face marked by a set of

distinctive features. The small eyes are set high and
slant downward. The nose is prominent and elon-
gated. A double-line contour, suggestive of a pendu-
lous fold of skin, extends from the eyes around
the face, which seems to grow directly out of the
shoulders. On either side of the face appear lateral
projections, each consisting of a long pointed flap
over two horizontal strokes; Marshall considered
these projections to be the profiles of a three-headed
god.

The figure sits on a low dais. Beneath are two deer
standing with heads regardant and horns turned to
the center. In the field surrounding the figure are
four animals: an elephant, a tiger, a rhinoceros, and
a buffalo.

In section 3 those four iconographic elements sin-
gled out by Marshall, namely, the headdress, the
face, the posture, and the surrounding animals, are
reassessed by means of comparative prehistoric ma-
terial and Vedic textual evidence. Perhaps the use-
fulness of the latter needs some explanation. Two
concepts Marshall associates with the seal, paSupati
and three-headedness, occur in the Vedic sambhitas,
the earliest literature in the ancient Hindu tradition.
As is well known, Siva’s Vedic forerunner Rudra is
also mentioned in these texts. It is especially valuable
that these concepts occur in the Rig Veda and
Atharva Veda, for the former is the oldest samhita
and the latter is the samhitd most likely to reflect
some folk—possibly non-Vedic—beliefs. In extend-
ing the inquiry into these texts, the aim is to deter-
mine whether any correlation exists between the
seal’s iconography and the Vedic concepts of Rudra,
pasupati, and three-headedness. To be sure, there is a
considerable chronological and cultural gap between
the Vedic references and the Indus seal. Yet the Vedic
evidence must be taken into account if only to gauge
whether it can in any way support or deny the proto-

Siva hypothesis.

3. Iconological Analysis
THE HEADDRESS

A terracotta ‘cake’ from the Harappan levels at
Kalibangan, a site about 120 miles south-cast of
Harappa, provides insight into the nature of the
headdress.?0 The ‘cake’ has incised figures on both

49



Fig. 4. Kalibangan ‘cake,” Harappan period. From B. B.
Lal and B. K. Thapar, “Excavations at Kalibangan,”
Cultural Forum 9 (July 1967). Photograph,
Archaeological Society of India.

sides. On the obverse there is a human figure wear-
ing a headgear composed of two large horns curved
on either side of a central branch-like configuration
(Fig. 4).2* The casual workmanship does not indicate
whether the headgear is intended to be a crown, or
whether actual horns and branches are attached to
the head.22 Nevertheless, the Kalibangan headgear
shows a definite relation to the headdress on seal 420,
bearing in mind the graffito quality of the former
and the engraver’s skill of the latter.23 Indeed the
miter on 420 appears to represent the most stylized
rendering of the horn and branch motif among a
series which include the more naturalistic examples
seen on the aforementioned seals 222 and 23524 (see
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Fig. s Mohenjo-daro terracotta female figurine.

Figs. 2 and 3). The pronounced fan-shaped contour
of the branches on seal 420 may be influenced by the
shape of the headdress frequently worn by Mohenjo-
daro terracotta female figurines (Fig. 5).25

The horn and branch miter is not unique to Indus
sealings. Such components form the miters worn by
gods on Mesopotamian cylinder seals dating to the
Akkadian period (c. 2330-2180 B.C.).20 In the Meso-
potamian context, this type of miter is emblematic
of divinity.27 It may be that in the Indus context, the
horn and branch headdress has a broader meaning.
Seal 430 from Mohenjo-daro would indicate this.28
A horn and branch headdress similar to that on seals
222 and 235 is worn by both a standing “tree-god-



Fig. 6. Kalibangan bull,
Harappan period. Photo-
graph, Archacological
Society of India.

dess”29 and a kneeling figure (perhaps a worship-
per3°), suggesting thereby a more basic symbolic
meaning for the headdress; perhaps it connotes
“fertility, and abundance” symbolized by the horns
and the spreading branches.3!

THE FACE

Again from the Harappan period at Kalibangan
comes a terracotta bull whose modeling the excava-
tors Lal and Thapar compare to the typical Mohenjo-
daro bull figurine.32 Of interest is the way in which
the dewlap is depicted (Fig. 6). The folds of skin
hanging loose below the neck are indicated by a series
of wavy incised lines. These markings recall those
which contour the face on seal 420. Does the face on
seal 420 also have a dewlap? As several previous
studies have pointed out, the face looks much like
that of a bucranium.33

The degree to which the bull-like features and pro-
portions are retained is best seen when the face is
compared to several horned masks also from Mo-
henjo-daro. Figure 7 is a hollow pottery mask having

Fig. 7. Mohenjo-daro hollow mask of a
humanized bucranium.
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Fig. 8. Mohenjo-daro human horned masks.

a hole on each side for fastening; unfortunately the
horns are missing.34 As noted by Mackay, the fea-
tures are unusual; Mackay decided to classify the
mask with oxen figurines, thereby clearly differenti-
ating it from a set of human horned masks he
described elsewhere3s (Fig. 8). However, when the
profile of Figure 7 is compared with that of a typical
Indus bull (Fig. 9), it becomes evident that the fea-
tures of the mask are somewhat human as well as
bull-like. Apparently, the mask depicts a humanized
bucranium. These features compare very well with
the face on seal 420, whose features also fall between
the range established on the one hand by the human
horned masks, and on the other by the Indian bull.
Indeed, were the facial characteristics of the 420 figure
projected into profile, they would show a definite
similarity with the pottery mask in respect to the
vanishing brow, the small lozenge-shaped eyes, the
snout-like nose, and the slight indication of a dewlap.

Another humanized bucranium head painted on a
vessel from Kot Diji offers additional points of com-
parison. Kot Diji, a site 25 miles northeast of Mo-
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henjo-daro, contains both Harappan and pre-Har-
appan levels of occupation; the vessel comes from a
transitional layer 3A.36 The vessel displays a unique
design painted in black on a dark brown slip over a
red background (Fig. 10). It shows a head adorned

Fig. 9. Typical Mohenjo-daro bull.



Fig. 10. (a) Water pitcher painted with a horn deity, Kot Diji. (B) Diagram of painting on A.
A copyright reserved by Directorate of Archacology & Museums, Government of Pakistan.
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with huge stylized horns whose upward curving tips
nearly touch. Within the curvature of each horn is a
large six-petalled flower.37 “From the junction of the
horns seems to ‘hang’ down an elongated human
head, its chin and cheeks shown in black dots, the low
forehead, and the upper part of the long drooping
ears in solid black.”’38 Sankalia, in his study of this
vessel, considers the design to represent a humanized
bucranium head, of the type directly preceding the
figure on the Mohenjo-daro seal.39 Certainly the rec-
tangular facial frame and the relation of horns to head
is markedly similar. A comparison may also be ven-
tured between the ears of the humanized bucranium
and the flap-like projections on either side of the 420
face. To consider these projections as the ears of the
bull-man is of course very suitable; however, the sig-
nificance of the extensions below the ears remains
unresolved.#® Even so, the above evidence goes
counter to Marshall’s idea of a tricephalic proto-Siva
wearing a headdress of indeterminate meaning in the
Indus culture; instead there emerges the face of a bull-
man whose headdress may mark him as a fertility
figure.

The tricephalic attribution runs into further diffi-
culty. First, no convincing tricephalic human head
exists from any Indus site, nor to the best of my
knowledge, from any pre-Indussite.#! Second, three-
headed animals do however appear on Indus seals.
The stylistic rendering of these composite creatures
gives good indication of how the Indus craftsman
met the challenge of inventing a tricephalic form

with horns.#2 The convention adopted, both original
and successful, was to have three separate heads and
necks grow out of a common body in such a way
that each unit could form a separate and convincing
corporeal entity. A seal from Amri illustrates this
well (Fig. 11).43 This convention represents the tri-
cephalic feature unambiguously; were the figure on
seal 420 intended to be three-headed, one would ex-
pect equal clarity of conception.

The Vedic evidence also argues strongly against the
possibility of a tricephalic proto-Siva. The Rig Veda
knows well the notion of multiple bodily parts, in-
cluding that of multiple heads. The text contains
about 70 multiplicity references describing divinity
in this manner#4; such descriptions are used through-
out the text in a fundamentally consistent way.4s
There are nine references to multiple heads associated
with four different gods and one demon*®; Rudra is
not among these.47 It would indeed be difficult to
account for the omission of the polycephalic feature
from Rudra’simagery were the tricephalic prototype
already conceptualized in prehistoric times. The evi-
dence from the Atharva Veda is not at variance with
the above. Rudra is never described with three or
with any other number of multiple heads. His char-
acteristic multiple bodily part seems to a ““a thousand
eyes.” Hymn 11.2 mentions “the thousand-eyed
Rudra” in three different verses (vss. 3, 7, 17; note
that Bhaga and Sarva [see p. 56] are also ““thousand-
eyed” in AV 4.28.3). The image of a thousand-eyed
god does not need to imply additional multiple bod-

Fig. 11. Amri seal, mature Harappan period. Tricephalic composite creature with horns.

54



w\t‘v« Y
\

3 Ml

Fig. 12. Mohenjo-daro faience sealing.

ily parts. The expression may stand independently as
an allusion to the supranormal power of omnisci-
ence; it is so used with Varuna (RV 7.34.10), Soma
(RV 9.60.1,2), Agni (RV 1.79.2), and with Rudra
in the above examples from the Atharva Veda.

THE POSTURE

Previous remarks on the seated posture of seal 420
have clustered around two divergent opinions. The
posture is seen by some investigators as a natural
mode of sitting and therefore devoid of special sig-
nificance.#® For others it represents a yoga posture
and one writer even states that it attests to the Yogis-
vara aspect of the god Siva.#9 A survey of seals and
statuettes showing sitting positions indicates that the
significance of the posture lies somewhere in between.

To begin with, other sitting positions besides the
yogic one are depicted, and some of these suggest
greater ease and naturalness of pose. Several statuettes
from Mohenjo-daro show a seated male having one
knee raised and the other leg probably tucked under
the body.5° The so-called “European posture” with
both feet resting on the ground is also represented.s!
Compared to these, the yoga-like posture is a much
more formal, possibly cultic pose. These three types
of postures are to be distinguished from a fourth, the
kneeling posture usually assumed to be a worshipper’s
pose (e.g., seal 430, noted above).

The occurrence of kneeling personages with a fig-
ure in the yoga-like posture suggests that the yogic
posture is a mark of divinity. Examples come both
from Harappa and Mohenjo-daro. An amulet from
Mohenjo-daro shows two kneeling “worshippers”
flanking the “yogi” seated on a dais.52 Behind each
“worshipper” is a serpent. Mackay finds this amulet
identical to a small faience sealing also from Mohenjo-
daro (Fig. 12).53 From Harappa comes a terracotta
triangular prism (31054) showing the blurred out-

lines of a yogic figure attended by a worshipper to
the right seated on his haunches.

It is to be inferred that the “yoga” posture of the
420 bull-man indicates that he is divine; further, his
plant and horn miter indicates that he may be a fer-
tility god. Probably the same status ought to be ac-
corded the figures on seals 23§ and 222. The latter is
seated on a dais whose supports are shaped like the
legs of a bull. Another “yogi” seated on a dais having
bull legs appears on one side of a hitherto unpub-
lished triangular prism reputedly from Mohenjo-
daro and now in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford
(Fig. 13).55 The figure, devoid of headdress, is similar
to the type on the amulet and faience sealing noted

Fig. 13. MohenJo—daro tnangular pnsm scalmg (left
face). Figure on a throne in “yogic” posture. Depart-
ment of Eastern Art, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.

Fig. 14. Mohenjo-daro triangular prism sealing (bottom
face). Animal figure. Department of Eastern Art,
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.

Fig. 15. Mohenjo-daro triangular prism sealing (right
face). Characters in the undeciphered Indus Valley
script. Department of Eastern Art, Ashmolean
Museum, Oxford.
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above. However, like the divine bull-man, the Ash-
molean figure is surrounded by four animals. A
gavial and a fish can be distinguished on the right;
possibly the same animals are intended on the left.
Figures 14 and 15 depict the other two sides of this
prism.

The above assemblage of “yogi” seals is a curious
one. Only two are alike; only three are associated
with worshipping figures. Yet as a group they share
anetwork of numerous interrelated symbols; to those
noted above may be added the pigtail noticed on 23
as well as on the Harappan seal 303.56 Does this as-
semblage represent different kinds of fertility gods?
Possibly, although much more needs to be known
about the civilization to affirm this.

THE SURROUNDING ANIMALS

The four wild animals—elephant, tiger, buffalo, and
thinoceros—grouped around the figure prompted
the suggestion that the concept pasupati (Lord of
Beasts, or Creatures) frequently associated with
Rudra-Siva from the Vedas onward, is already pre-
figured in the nature of proto—giva. However, a
closer look at the relation between Rudra and crea-
tures indicates that there is no correlation between
the carly Vedic evidence and the seal’s iconography.
A survey of the term pasupati, especially as it relates
to Rudra, shows that (1) pasupati does not protect
wild animals, and (2) Rudra’s dominant trait toward
all creatures is one of wrath rather than protection.

In the Rig Veda, the synonym pasupa occurs six
times. The nature of a paupati[pasupa comes out best
in connection with hymns to Pasan. This god, who
is guardian of roads and protector of men and ani-
mals from danger on the road, is called pasupa in
6.58.2. Hymn 6.54 explains the epithet in detail:
Pasan follows the cattle (6.54.5, 6); he guards the
horses (6.54.5). He keeps animals from injury and
from getting lost (6.54.7), and those that have gone
astray he drives back home again (6.54.10). Atharva
Veda 11.2.9 specifies the five kinds of animals as-
signed to the protection of Pasupati: cows, horses,
men, goats, and sheep. From these verses it becomes
clear that Padupati protects the domestic animals upon
which the Vedic agrarian economy depends, as well
as the Vedic sacrificer himself (cf. 6.54.4).

Rudra injures precisely those creatures under the
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protection of pasupati. In the Rig Veda, Rudra
threatens to harm the sacrificers, their parents, off-
spring, progeny, cattle, and horses (cf. RV 1.114.7,
8, 10). On that account, it would appear, the wor-
shipper seeks Rudra’s protection over the very crea-
tures he might otherwise slay (cf. 1.114.1). The
Atharva Veda portrays Rudra in the same light. In
AV 11.2.21, he is asked not to covet cattle, men,
goats, and sheep, the very creatures verse 9 of the
same hymn consigns to padupati.57 In that Rudra is
requested to show mercy and restraint toward pasu-
pati’s creatures, he is euphemistically called the over-
lord of creatures (pasianam adhipatih AV 5.24.12). The
same ambivalence is demonstrable in AV 11.2.1, a
verse praising Bhava and Sarva. (These two names,
though ascribed to Rudra in the Yajurveda, are prob-
ably separate deities in the Atharva Veda). Though
Bhava and Sarva are lauded as pasupati, they are at
the same time requested not to attack the sacrificer,
nor to harm his bipeds and quadrupeds.

It may be deduced, from the Vedic evidence, that
such animals as appear on seal 420 (including the deer,
which was also hunted at that time) are not within
the domain of the Pasupati. Nor are the gavial and
fish on the Ashmolean seal or the serpents on the
Mohenjo-daro “yogi’ seals (see fnn. 52, 53). Nor is
there indication that Rudra is considered to be a
benevolent guardian of creatures, as for example is
Pdsan. (Later notions of Siva Pasupati, especially
those of the Padupata sects, apparently stem from re-
interpretation of concepts within the Hindu tradi-
tion). In consequence, there secems to be no reason to
associate the concept pasupati with the representations
on seal 420.

Assuming that the 420 figure is a divine bull-man,
what would be the significance of the four animals?
A few possibilities are worth noting, although noth-
ing can be said with certainty. Perhaps the animals
signify the divine strength of the bull-man. A similar
interpretation for a Mohenjo-daro plaque was of-
fered by Fairservis; he suggests that “animal spirits
or representatives of godlike powers” may be repre-
sented on a square pottery plaque depicting a tiger,
elephant, two bulls or buffaloes, and a rhinoceros ar-
ranged (as in 420) on either side of a central form, in
this case a gavial.38 Several of the same animals are
seen on a triangular prism from Mohenjo-daro. One



side shows “a lion looking askance, followed by a
lioness, a rhinoceros and an elephant . . . with a gavial
above; the other sides are occupied by a bison (?),
deer and fore-parts of wild goats joined back to back
along with some human figures engaged in fighting
or hunting.”59 These scenes suggest that seal 420 may
express a wish, directed toward the divine bull-man,
for success in hunting. Or, it may be that seal 420
unites creatures worshipped independently. It is note-
worthy that each of the four animals appears alone
on Indus sealings, often in conjunction with a ‘man-
ger’ which is frequently interpreted as having a ritual
significance.

On the basis of the archaeological and textual evi-
dence reviewed above, Marshall’s identification may
need revision. The likelihood that the figure repre-
sents a divine bull-man, possibly a deity of fertility
and abundance, appears to have greater internal sup-
port. This theory is further enhanced by the great
stress placed on different types of bull forms on Indus
seals and figurines. Both short-horned and Brahmani
bulls appear often on the seals; among figurines these
two are the most popular animal types. The seals also
portray a half bull-half human personage. Two such
seals from Mohenjo-daro® show a standing human
figure adorned with hoofs, tail and horned head-
dress. It is within this general cultural context, show-
ing preoccupation with the bull, that the rightful
significance of seal 420 is to be found.
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