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The history of Indus research involves more than its share of quackery, self-deception,
and outright fraud. The most amusing example of the latter was N.S. Rajaram’s forgery of a
‘horse seal’ at the start of the twenty-first century — concocted to support the Hindutva political
fiction that Indus and Vedic cultures were one.2 Other recent forgeries, with opposing political
purposes, include supposed finds by Dravidian scholars of Indus inscriptions on Tamil village
walls.3 Other examples of similar types can be cited.
Interestingly, the story of the first Indus forgery did not involve Indian nationalists but a
prominent nineteenth-century Western researcher — the comparative linguist and Sinologist
Terrien de Lacouperie. The story has a moral attached, which makes it worth retelling.
The story begins when Alexander Cunningham published the
first reproduction of a Harappan seal in the Report for the Year
1872-3 of the Archaeological Survey of India (1875). On the
left is a reproduction of the drawing Cunningham published of
this first inscription, which was the only Indus seal known until
1886 — and still only one of three Harappan inscriptions
published over the next forty-five years.
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I often wonder how differently the past 130 years of Indus
research would have been if the first inscription that had turned
up was one that had a much less linear look to it — perhaps
like one of the marvelous mythological examples from
Chanhu-daro (or Chanhujo-daro) seen on the left and right (both
are shown as if they were seal
impressions). It is certainly not
likely that anyone would have
claimed at the time that these
were examples of an
‘undeciphered script.’ When
more linear appearing
inscriptions did crop up,
anyone claiming that they
contained ‘writing’ would
have undoubtedly been asked
Mackay 1943, Plate LI
to provide evidence for their case.

None of this happened, of course. Despite the fact that only one inscription was at hand — and a
badly mutilated one at that — Cunningham, the first Director General of the Archaeological
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Survey of India, had no doubts that the inscription was evidence of a writing system. After first
briefly declaring that the inscription was foreign, in 1877 Cunningham announced that the
‘writing’ on the seal was the archetype of the early Brahmi script used by Aśoka — and provided
a tentative decipherment to boot. The 125-year comic history of the ‘decipherment’ of this
would-be script had begun.
Five years later, the second act in the comedy began when Terrien de Lacouperie published an
article in the prestigious Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland (1882)
that claimed that the Indus seal was written in the tribal Chinese Lolo (or Yi) script. (For
discussion of the Yi script, see Dingxu Shi in Bright and Daniels, The World’s Writing Systems
1996: 239 ff.). Lacouperie backed his claims by faking a little evidence, N.S. Rajaram style.
The aim of this forgery, which went undetected for 120 years, was not political but academic.
Lacouperie used his fudged data to support his widely discussed theories, summarized at the end
of his article, concerning supposed links between Old World scripts stretching from
Mesopotamia to China. According to part of Lacouperie’s model, Indian scripts had an IndoChinese origin — a view that he claimed was verified by Cunningham’s seal. Lacouperie’s
theories were quite popular, and he continued making his claims about the Indus seal until his
death in 1894.
To compare the first Indus inscription with what Lacouperie said he found in his Lolo
manuscript, you have to turn the seal on its side. This is because Lacouperie wants us to believe
that Indus inscriptions should be read, like the Lolo script, from top to bottom. Remarkably, the
right- and left-most Harappan signs (or, as Lacouperie would have it, the top and bottom signs),
which perfectly match Lacouperie’s Lolo characters, are both heavily mutilated, and in their
normal forms don’t look anything like the symbols shown in the seal. The upshot is that
Lacouperie’s reconstruction was faked from start to finish.
Compare Cunningham’s seal, on the left below, with Lacouperie’s Plate C. I’ve turned the seal
on its side to facilitate the comparison. Lacouperie didn’t reproduce Cunningham’s whole seal in
his article, undoubtedly because reading the inscription top to bottom results in the seal animal’s
awkward upending. Another reason may lie in the fact that Lacouperie tweaked Cunningham’s
transcription of the seals to get a better fit with his Lolo data. But you get used to procedures like
this, including the hiding of inconvenient data, when you study the works of would-be Indus
decipherers — recent as well as early ones:

?
On the left: The first Indus inscription found, shown in the reproduction printed by Cunningham in 1875. On the right,
Plate C from Terrien de Lacouperie’s 1882 article. Note the close match between what Lacouperie claimed were the
Harappan and Lolo signs, despite the fact that the right-most and left-most signs on the Indus inscription were clearly
mutilated. (Also note that Lacouperie’s drawings don’t quite match Cunningham’s.) The arrows on the left show what
comparison with closely related inscriptions suggest may have been the original form of the two symbols. (Cf.
Mahadevan 1369, 1629, 2863, 5084, which differ only in the exact fish symbol used.) The identification of the leftmost (lower-most) Indus symbol is not certain, but the fact that it is mutilated is beyond dispute.
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It is a fact that odd path dependencies in historical fields often develop due to arbitrary directions
taken by prominent early researchers. In the case of Indus studies, once Cunningham declared
Indus symbols to be part of a ‘script,’ no one questioned his claim for over a century and a
quarter. From this point on, heated debate raged over what language lay under the ‘script,’ but
the fact that the signs encoded speech was never questioned. Many of the strange results that
have followed from the naïve acceptance of that claim are well known.
Terrien de Lacouperie’s original 1882 article follows. The punchline comes in the last two pages,
where Lacouperie calls on the supposed affinities between the Lolo or Yi script and
Cunningham’s lone Indus seal to support a sweeping interpretation of the origins of Old World
writing systems.
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