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Preface

The various languages of India contain very few chronicles that can be actually considered historical, except for relatively recent periods. However—owing to its situation, social system, and the continuity of its civilization—India is itself a sort of history museum, with its separate departments preserving the cultures, races, languages, and religions that have come into contact over its vast territory, without ever mixing together or destroying each other. No invader has ever entirely eliminated the culture of the more ancient peoples, and new beliefs and knowledge have never supplanted the beliefs and knowledge of former times.

In this strange country, we may even today encounter Stone Age peoples—mariners who sew their boats together because they are unfamiliar with the use of metals, civilizations whose technology has remained at what we usually term prehistoric levels—and yet these civilizations have preserved their languages, customs, traditions, philosophy, and religion down to our own time. The mysterious and ancient Dravidian civilization exists side by side with the other evolutionary levels of the great Indo-Aryan civilization that came from the north. In India the latter became the Sanskrit culture that coexists today with considerable vestiges of Iranian, Greek, Scythian, Parthian, Chinese, Tibetan, Mongolian, Persian, Arab, and European influences. In India too we find ancient forms of Judaism, survivals of primitive Christianity, and Parsis who found refuge from an Islamized Iran.

The inexperienced observer is surprised by this profusion of races, languages, and different customs, and finds it difficult to unravel the threads of this tangled maze. At the same time, a more profound study makes it easy to place each group and every aspect of life in its original context. Recognizing the tiny cultural islands surviving from periods almost forgotten elsewhere but which have been miraculously preserved in India can occasionally throw an astonishing light on the history of other parts of the world.

If we wish to understand India and utilize the facts, we must approach it using different methods from those we might employ for another country. This is because the history of India is not merely a chronology—a series of accounts of battles, conquests, and palace revolutions. It rests only momentarily on dynastic lists that appear ephemeral beside the permanence of its institutions. India’s history is too long and too vast for the events of any particular period to play a definitive role, and Hindus have never given much importance to passing events. The history of India—with its discoveries in the fields of science, arts, technology, social structures, religions, and philosophical concepts—is the history of humankind, of our own human nature.

In its distant past, India was not an isolated country, as it has sometimes been in more recent centuries. The significant factors in India’s history—such as major invasions, the expansion of successive civilizations, and the efforts of the human mind to discover the inner nature of the world—have often come from the same sources that have forged the history of other peoples, and give us a glimpse of what our own prehistory may have been like. At times, the history of India takes us from the isles of Oceania to the shores of the Atlantic. Owing to a curious phenomenon of the Indian spirit, the various currents meeting on Indian soil—instead of destroying or replacing each other—become fixed on their arrival in this magic land. They remain unchanging, side by side, in an extraordinarily eternal environment, where evolution appears to have halted and where events belonging to civilizations elsewhere separated by thousands of years appear to be almost contemporary.

The details of many of the views on India’s ancient history adopted in the first section of this study are still disputed today, although on the whole they are in line with the views of historians who have sought a general idea of the human adventure. We must not forget that the concept of dividing the history of the various peoples into compartments arose at a time when the Western world refused to believe in humankind’s antiquity. At the end of the eighteenth century, “very few scholars including geologists were prepared to accept that the world was much older than 4,004 BC according to the interpretation of the 
Old Testament.”1 Even at the end of the nineteenth century, the theosophist Bishop Lightfoot, following Kepler, calculated—apparently without covering himself with ridicule—that the world had been created at 9 A.M. on 23 October 4004 B.C.E. My own uncle, the curé of Saint-Pierre-de-Chaillot, affirmed at the beginning of the twentieth century that “since God is almighty, there was nothing to stop him from creating the world with corpses in it,” to explain away prehistorical discoveries in apparent contrast to the articles of faith, which today have been prudently forgotten.

The conclusions reached by geology, archaeology, and prehistorical studies have not so far managed to correct our historical concepts inherited from the nineteenth century. Even though such concepts are built on erroneous data and on absolutely unjustifiable short-term evolutionary conceptions, they have been considered as established fact, in the name of which all Indian documents that contradict these theories have been rejected as works of fantasy. We should now take them up again. At no level—whether religious, linguistic, artistic, or philosophic—has there been any perceptible evolution developing from elementary primitive forms during the few thousands of years that we deem “historical.” History that does not take into account the heritage of older civilizations more or less purposely forgotten will never be more than fiction with a falsely scientific basis.

According to H. D. Sankalia, “What was once believed to be prehistory has now come into the range of history. Thus both in Egypt and Mesopotamia history commences around 3,000 B.C. So it will be in India . . . when the Indus script is 
deciphered.2 Hence the period prior to 3,000 B.C. and up to about 5,000 B.C. may be called Protohistory. For during this interval of 2,000 years or so, . . . many of the essentials of the historical period were being formulated or 
taking shape.”3

India provides us with the most surprising documents about this protohistorical period and previous periods—literary and archaeological documents, as well as living documents, miraculously preserved—through which we can relive forgotten ages and comprehend the origin and nature of our beliefs, rites, institutions, and languages, the invention of which is often arbitrarily attributed to much later periods and civilizations. As a result, the latter are given an unmerited importance, providing a wholly unjustifiable and puerile image of the barbarity and ignorance of earlier periods.

The history of India covers so vast a period of time that it is impossible to provide a complete picture. I have consequently sought to focus on certain salient points as being characteristic of various eras, while merely indicating events or periods which are seemingly less significant.



PART ONE

Origins
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The First Civilization: The Proto-Australoids 

The study of the first peoples of India reveals that technology and civilization are not always synonymous. Human beings, living under extremely simple material conditions, have actually developed the social institutions, and the religious, philosophical, and artistic concepts that are the very foundation of modern civilizations, often to such a level of refinement and with such an intuition of the realities of the visible and invisible world that our own conceptions may in comparison appear infantile and really “primitive.” The introduction of writing was preceded by vast periods of civilization, reflection, and knowledge transmitted by oral tradition. The resultant beliefs, social systems, and knowledge are still being transmitted, writing having merely fixed certain aspects at a given period. The Hebrew prophets and Vedic sages belonged to civilizations of a kind we currently term prehistoric, with extremely organized and efficacious systems of oral transmission. This is why oral transmission is the only means deemed valid by Brahmans with regard to the Vedic hymns, the most ancient of which are the work of poets and sages who knew nothing of writing. The sacred nature of oral transmission has survived, even though some texts were written more than four thousand years ago. Great importance is attributed to oral tradition among all peoples, including Westerners, and the Celts in particular. Even today, the words of consecration in the Catholic Church are only considered “efficacious” if they are transmitted orally. A study of those populations that, in India, have refused the usage of writing, agricultural developments, and any change in their social institutions and beliefs is essential before measuring the very relative contribution made by more recent civilizations.

The limits of what we call human are not always easy to determine. Before the appearance of Homo sapiens, Indian fauna was distinguished by a great abundance of anthropoids (discovered in excavations at Shivalik, and elsewhere). A few excavations, performed on a rather chance basis, have revealed that from the remotest ages, going back more than fifty thousand years, there have been a great variety of civilizations that we term prehistoric, classified according to the kind of tools they employed. In other countries, only chipped or polished flint has survived the destruction of time and invaders. In India, however, some of these civilizations have continued down to our own times. By studying the primitive populations that have survived in India, we can probably obtain a reasonably precise picture of how particular groups of human beings lived in what we call the Stone Age, along with their customs and beliefs.

In the upper valley of the Indus, five glacier cycles can be identified. As elsewhere in the world, these mark changes in the climate, inevitably accompanied by vast movements of populations. At the end of the second glacier cycle, double-edged flint tools of the Chellean-Acheulean type are found, while after the third cycle we encounter an industry of quartzite pebbles with a single cutting edge, finished on both sides, of the kind known as Sohan. The first kind is also found in the Krishna and Godavari valleys in southern India, and the second at Narmada in central India. In central India geometric microliths and bone tools have also been discovered. The Khasi tribes in Assam still continue to make microliths. At a general cultural level, including their way of life and social structure, there is no reason to consider that these tribes differ very greatly from the peoples who lived in India over fifty thousand years ago. The funerary urns and hematite cliff paintings of the oldest prehistoric strata are hardly any different from those produced today.

Along the entire southeast coast of India, we also find populations of fishermen whose boats—often very large—are built without using metals of any kind. Their timbers are skillfully shaped and bent by fire; holes are then bored, also using fire, and they are “sewn” together with the aid of towropes. Such boats are probably identical to those used by prehistoric navigators on their long sea trips, thus explaining how the most ancient peoples of India spread so widely, eastward to Malaysia, the Sunda Islands, Melanesia, Australia, Easter Island, and the coast of Chile, and, in the other direction, to Madagascar, Socotra (an island in the Indian Ocean), Arabia, Egypt, and Mesopotamia.

Iron technology in India must have reached a very high level of perfection very early. Even today, no one knows what technology was used to produce the iron pillars with worked capitals (erected during the Maurya period in the third century B.C.E.) that still defy time and rust. Iron is the first metal to appear in excavations in various regions, particularly in Bellari in central India. Some scholars have therefore concluded that the use of iron originated in India, although no such generalization should be made on the basis of the very meager data available. Iron was known to the Hittites 1500 years before the Christian Era. In the Ganges valley, the use of iron predates the eighth century B.C.E. In some parts of the world, one metal may have been preferred to another for practical reasons, as well as on religious grounds, since magical properties were attributed to certain metals, iron in particular. The discovery of metallurgical technologies has not necessarily followed the same path everywhere. India apparently never had a Bronze Age, but jumped directly from polished stone to iron.

Among the proto-Australoid peoples who are the heirs of this early culture, iron—rather than gold, copper, or bronze—plays a ritual and sacred role. Rings of iron, or sometimes of iron and copper, are exchanged by brides and grooms. Young brides wear bracelets of pure iron, made from freshly mined ore, processed in the tribe’s small earthenware blast furnaces. Such blast furnaces are constructed as a column of brick clay about three feet high and sixteen inches wide. They are fueled by wood charcoal and fanned by two buffalo-skin bellows. Using ropes and counterweights, the upper skin of the bellows is lifted to allow the air to enter. Standing on the skin, a young boy then blocks the air inlet with his heel and, with the force of his weight, sends the air rushing through the mouth of the bellows into the blast furnace. Jumping from one bellows to another, he manages to keep up a sufficient supply of air. The heat of the furnace thus melts the iron, or softens it enough so that it can be struck into the shape of arrowheads or small jewels. Arrowhead factories of this kind can still be found among very isolated tribes living in the forests of central India. Furthermore, the traditions of such tribes are unchanged at a social, religious, and ethical level, with no influence of note from any of the other populations of the Indian continent.

The social system of the proto-Australoid peoples—the most ancient in the whole of India—comprises small groups forming tribes, each having its own area of forest that serves as its hunting territory. Agriculture is deemed immoral, an outrage to the earth that is wounded thereby, and a fall from grace for those who practice it. The economy of these surviving populations is based on hunting and territorial rights. If a group is deprived of its ancestral lands, it rapidly declines and disappears, since these extraordinarily stable peoples adapt with great difficulty to new ways of life. This probably explains the remarkable permanence of their customs, language, and institutions. The social system of these peoples is based on matriarchy, and they are ruled and governed by an old woman. This kind of organization can also be found among certain more developed cultures that have a proto-Australoid origin, such as in Kerala in southern India. Polyandry is very widespread and springs from the matriarchal system; the woman is either free to choose, or she marries a man and his brothers (as among the Khasis). This kind of polyandry is also common in Tibet. It is mentioned in the great epic poem, the Mahabharata, whose chief heroes are the five Pandava brothers and their common wife, Draupadi. Although the Pandavas probably belonged to the later Dravidian civilization, it is as always possible to see the influence of the country’s more ancient culture on the institutions of subsequent civilizations. Such survivals can be found even among the most modern civilizations of Europe and Asia.

The first inhabitants whose non-assimilated survivors still exist in India spoke and continue to speak Munda languages, a linguistic group whose origins have not been clearly established. They are directly linked to the most ancient strata of the population in Burma, Malaysia, and Indochina, and include the Vaddas of Sri Lanka, the Talas of the Celebes, the Batins of Sumatra, and the Aboriginal peoples of Australia. The Munda language group is “the most widely diffused on earth. It has been traced from Easter Island off the coast of South America in the east to Madagascar in the west, and from New Zealand in the south to the Punjab in the 
north.”1 Toward the West, successive invasions have obliterated the ethnic and linguistic traces of this first civilization, but certain signs and survivals in customs, music, rites, and so on, lead to the surmise that it may have stretched—as in the case of subsequent civilizations—as far as the Mediterranean basin and Africa. Among the peoples mentioned by ancient writers are the Minavars (fishermen), from whom came the Mina (fish), a people whose name is found as far away as Egypt. Striking similarities between the culture of the Munda peoples and that of the Pygmies could lead to the assumption that the Pygmies are a distant branch of this great ethnic and cultural group, driven out of Europe by the northerners, then from northern Africa by the negroid Africans and the Arabs.

In India these ancient peoples were driven back by successive invaders—first the Dravidians, then the northerners—and withdrew into the forests and mountains, where they still lead a simple and poetic life. It would be wrong, however, to consider that such peoples are savages. Their social, ethical, and religious concepts and the richness of their languages bear witness to a long history, which must formerly have been kinder to them. To this group belong the Mom-Khmers of Cambodia, and the flowering of the monuments of Angkor testifies to their aptitude for developing high forms of civilization. In India some of these ancient proto-Australoid peoples mixed with the invaders and form one of the racial components of the population. Other groups of Proto-Australoids rejected such a racial, religious, social, and cultural mix and are still almost intact, forming one of the world’s most ancient cultures, which functions nowadays at a relatively rudimentary level.

Many ethnic groups in India have preserved the social traits of these ancient peoples as well as the Munda languages. The main ones are: the Santals, who at present number around three million; the Gonds, mentioned by Ptolemy under the name of Gondaloi; the Bhils, who are probably the ancient Villavars or “bow-drawers;” the kui-, kolami-and kondhi-speaking peoples of central India and Orissa; the populations of the Nicobar islands in the Gulf of Bengal; and the Khasis of Assam. The Vaddas of Sri Lanka also belong to the same culture. According to legend, they belonged to the Naga (snake) clan. Sri Lanka was even called the isle of the Naga (Naga-dvipa); the Nagas are mentioned in many Indian legends as semi-divine beings of enormous wealth. The Abhiras, today known as the Ahirs, have also preserved many of their customs, but have lost the language of their forefathers. Taken as a whole, the non-assimilated Munda tribes, whom the Hindus call Adivasi (the first inhabitants), still number over forty million individuals.

The Munda languages are particularly rich in vowels and semi-consonants, and utilize prefixes, suffixes, and infixes, which denote singularity, duality, or plurality. A distinction is also made between “animate” and “inanimate,”though not between masculine and feminine. Juxtaposed nouns are used instead of adjectives, and act as attributive adjectives. A few studies have been made of Munda languages, but it appears that no search has been made for any survivals of these very ancient languages in the Near East, Europe, and Africa (except for Madagascar). In the field of music, on the other hand, related forms seem to exist not only in Malaysia, Polynesia, and Australia, but also among the mountain dwellers of Asia and Europe and in central Africa. There are striking similarities between certain popular yodeling songs from the Caucasus and the Tyrol, songs of the Pygmies, and those of the Gonds in India.

Among the Munda peoples we find no dietary restrictions, no social taboos, none of the religious or moral conceptions that are characteristic of the Hindus. At the same time, we often find in popular Hinduism—as in many other countries—some traces of the beliefs, rites, and practices of that great prehistoric civilization from which we all may well descend. However, the only authentic “witnesses” of this civilization seem to be the Munda peoples of India and a few “primitive” tribes in Malaysia and Australia. We know too little of Africa, with its multiple languages and its religious, ritual, and philosophic concepts, to be able to discern the various currents that have contributed to the formation of the ancient African civilizations, of which, as often as not, only inextricably muddled vestiges still remain.

The religion of these early inhabitants of the Indian subcontinent is based on animistic beliefs, owing to which the people are always alert and attentive to the supposed needs of the hostile spirit world. Their religious practices turn on omens and propitiatory rites, of which vestiges still remain among almost all peoples in the form of gestures used to ward off bad luck. In the religion of the proto-Australoid peoples, such gestures and rites are a constant preoccupation and have an impact on every action. The Yakshas—spirits dwelling in certain trees or animals—must be honored to ensure their benevolence. The tree known as Karam or Karama plays a very important role. The king and queen of the Karam are particularly powerful spirits. Karam branches are essential in every ceremony. In order to obtain them, however, the forest has to be searched for a tree that is willing to give its branches and allows them to be cut.

Karam dances also play an important role, taking place either around the trees or on the akhra, village dance floor. The words and tunes that accompany the dances are usually of a very archaic nature. Only the dance—by its magical power of exorcism—can create an atmosphere of true security, which is why the dance floor is located in the very center of the village organization. In actual fact, it plays the role of a temple, a place for communication with the spirits. Throughout the world, similar structures—possible reminders of this early culture—can be found, such as the Temple of Heaven in Beijing, which is also just a platform. Among the pre-Celtic remains in the British Isles and in Brittany, we find the tree-cult and the social and magical importance of the dance. Pliny mentions the presence of a branch of the sacred tree at all Druidic rites. A Tamil novel of the third century, the 
Shilappadikaram,2  gives a remarkable description of the dance-floor in a village of Ahira dairy workers, as well as the propitiatory performance of the dance at the moment the hero is threatened by major tragedies. Such dances—and the spirit in which they are performed—are no different from those of the Gonds or the Ahira nowadays, and are reflected in the dances of the Tarantellati in Apulia, southern Italy. The solidarity of community life is reflected in these festivals and rejoicings, in which the dances and the Karam in particular play an essential role. The psychological role of community dances in creating a feeling of refuge and an area of safety is a universal inheritance from animistic cultures, and is not unconnected with the dances performed by some modern Western youth.

Another practice of noteworthy value was the use of obscene words and gestures to ward off ill-omened influences. Obscenities were indispensable during certain festivals and especially at weddings. Survivals can be found throughout lower-class India: pottery covered with erotic pictures painted in bright colors, is used to carry wedding presents; erotic dances are seen as essential to a couple’s future happiness, as well as during the seed-sowing and spring festivals. Vestiges of these traditions can be found in our own carnivals; the obscene gestures are used to ward off bad luck in southern Italy and in other Mediterranean countries.

Animals also play a familiar and almost human part. The crow is deemed wise, because it knows medicinal herbs. Its behavior has to be observed, and provides omens. The idea of consulting omens through bird-flight or the entrails of animals—which was so widespread throughout the ancient world—certainly belongs to the concepts of this early civilization. The tales in Kipling’s Jungle Book come from the oral literature of the Mundas, as do the Sanskrit fables of the Panchatantra that in turn inspired Aesop and La Fontaine.

In another aspect of Mudra culture, magic practices often require the tribe or individual to be identified with an animal. At weddings, among the Baigas in particular, the bride’s father, brother, or paternal uncle is possessed by the tiger-god and seizes upon a kid; he then kills it with his teeth and drinks its blood.

Research started in the middle of the twentieth century has shown the importance and high cultural level of these peoples, who once lived—asthey still do—in the center of the Indian subcontinent, but are unknown to archaeology. It is only through references to the journeys made—in about the sixth century B.C.E..—by the Buddha and Mahavira, in order to preach the good news, that we know of the existence of the sixteen powerful republics (samgha) that stretched between Ujjain in the southern part of Rajputana (now Rajasthan), and Mithila in Bihar. From the texts annexed to the Vedas, and the Puranas, we know there were powerful states—some belonging to the Munda culture, as they still do today—in the regions we call Assam, the Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Maharashtra (Vidarbha), Gujarat (Saurashtra), and in the south as far as Kanyakumari.
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The Second Civilization: The Dravidians 


THE PRE-ARYAN WORLD

In a very remote period, a dolichocephalic (long-headed) people with a bronzed complexion and straight black hair appeared in India beside the Munda peoples. It is assumed that this people must have had a foreign origin, although they had already spread throughout India by the fourth millennium B.C.E.. Who were these people and where did they come from? The civilization that, in India, spoke agglutinative languages belonging to the Dravidian family seems to be a branch of a civilization—sometimes known as “Mediterranean”—that stretched from Spain to the Ganges prior to the third 
millennium B.C.E..1

Several historians have spoken of a great civilization whose traces can be found from India to southern Europe, starting from the sixth millennium before our era. “We must now realize that an early culture of this kind once extended from the Mediterranean to the Ganges valley, and that the whole of the Ancient East has behind it this common 
inheritance.”2 “It has been established beyond a possibility of doubt that India played a part in that early complex which shaped the civilized world before the advent of the 
Greeks.”3 “The Dravidians are a branch of the Mediterranean race. Such is the opinion of modern anthropologists. Accordingly there must exist some relationship between the Dravidians of India and the other branches of the great Mediterranean race, the Iberians of Spain, the Ligurians, the Palasgians, the Etruscans, the Libyans, the Minoans of Crete, the Cyprians, the Egyptians, the Hittites and the Sumerians. It is therefore not strange that some of the signs of the Mohenjo Daro script should have some resemblance to the signs of the scripts of these 
nations.”4 It has also been noted that “there is a common early Asiatic art, which has left its uttermost ripple marks alike on the shores of Hellas, the extreme west of Ireland, Etruria, Phoenicia, Egypt, India and China. All that belongs to this phase of art is the common inheritance of Europe 
and Asia.”5

According to Elliot Smith, the Egyptians of the pre-dynastic period also belonged to the Mediterranean race. In Stoessinger’s view, the sixty skulls found in Egyptian pre-dynastic burials are dolichocephalic and are identical to those found in India. To the same race belonged the Libyans and the Berbers who, according to Jéquier, occupied the whole Mediterranean basin prior to the Aryan invasion. This race was neither Aryan nor Semitic. It was an immense stratum of population, which played a basic role in the birth of all the great civilizations from India to the extreme West, but which is not the aboriginal stratum and probably did not originate in India, although it became established there at a very early period. However, “there can be little doubt that Dravidian languages were actually flourishing in the western regions of northern India at the period when languages of the Indo-European type were introduced by the Aryan 
invasions.”6

From an ethnic point of view, the Indian branch of these ancient peoples of Dravidian culture included the populations of the Indus and Ganges basins as a whole, as well as those of central India. The southern peoples, who alone speak Dravidian languages today, are, on the other hand, greatly mixed with the older aboriginal peoples—the Mundas, Negritos, and others, with the contribution of African and Madagascan elements. They are not representative of the ancient Dravidian type. At the same time, the Brahmans of the south, imported from the north during a relatively recent period and taken as Aryans, are as often as not pure Mediterranean-Gangetic types, that is, ancient Dravidian.

Today, the Indians of the north speak mainly Indo-European languages. However, the northern Aryan racial element has been almost completely dissolved among the local—and far more numerous—populations. The very white Indians of the north are often Parths or Scyths who arrived much later; they were assimilated by Hinduism and—in many cases—by Islam later on. As in other countries, linguistic divisions in India do not necessarily correspond to racial or ethnic divisions. The populations that speak a certain language today are not the ones that spoke that language originally, except in the case of very isolated groups, such as the primitive tribes still speaking the Munda languages that may well be their original tongue. Other languages have sometimes been transferred to different populations. Four main forms of Dravidian languages survive today in the south of the peninsula: Tamil, Telugu, Kanada, and Malayalam. The Kurukh and Oraon of Orissa are also archaic Dravidian languages, and there is also a Dravidian enclave—Brahui in Baluchistan—close to the Iranian border. From a racial point of view, the Brahui-speaking populations are now Turko-Iranian. This is not indicative, however, inasmuch as they have assimilated neighboring traits, and are not exclusive with regard to marriage.

The term Dravidian comes from the ethnic noun Dravida, Dramida, or Dramila (Pali: Damila), from which the modern adjective 
Tamil derives.7 The name Termilai—given by Herodotus to the ancient inhabitants of Greece—is probably the same as Dramila. The Dravidian languages are related to Georgian and Peuhl and—according to certain writ-ers—to Sumerian. Sumer was thus merely a branch of this early Indo-Mediterranean civilization. The ancestors of the Egyptians—who were aware of their oriental origin—must have come from India too, passing through Socotra and the south of Arabia. Attempts have been made to derive the pre-Celtic word Druid from Dravida and, similarly, the name of the Minoans of Crete from Mina (the fish-people). Such a relationship is not altogether unlikely, if a great Indo-Mediterranean civilization really did exist. From an ethnic point of view, there is no doubt that the ancient Gangetic peoples, apart from the Mundas, are of the same strain as those of the Mediterranean during the protohistoric period.

In the northwest of India, and as far as Gujarat, Aryan invasions effaced the Dravidians, both racially and linguistically. Among the Marathas, the language disappeared but not the ethnic traits. The same happened to the Kalingas (of present day Orissa), except in the south, where Telugu is still spoken. As a whole, the Gangetic population has preserved its Dravidian traits, even though it has been entirely Aryanized linguistically.

The introduction of “cerebral”8 consonants—characteristic of Dravidian languages and non-existent in Indo-European languages—into the Indo-Aryan languages of India proves with some degree of certainty that the general language of India prior to the Aryan invasion was Dravidian. The same influence can be seen in the grammatical structure of Hindi, which preserves a Dravidian substrate despite its almost entirely Aryanized vocabulary. The relationship of non-Indo-European languages to Dravidian languages outside India has not been clearly established, although little research has been done on 
it.9 Suggestions have been made concerning Basque (western Iberians), Georgian (eastern Iberians), Sumerian, and even Turkish. Sumerian and Hurrian (a language of ancient Mesopotamia, Syria, and Asia Minor) seem to be the languages most directly related to Dravidian.




THE INDUS CIVILIZATION

When the sand-buried ruins of what we now call the Indus Civilization were discovered at the end of the nineteenth century, a new horizon opened on the origins of India’s history, as also on that of the Near East and the West. These ruins, covering a considerable area of which only a tiny part has been explored, reveal the existence—between the third and second millennium B.C.E..—of one of the most developed and refined civilizations of the ancient world. Little by little it became clear that this civilization was not limited to the Indus valley; it stretched as far as the Ganges valley and along the coast toward modern Mumbai (Bombay). Mohenjo Daro—the best preserved of the towns of this civilization—is uniquely modern, with its grid of streets, its balconied houses, its bathrooms, jewels, engraved seals, system of writing, and so on. Such a city is the result of a very long-lived culture, and some of its features explain aspects that have remained obscure in the history of other countries.

Many factors lead one to believe that Heras’s still contested theory concerning the Indian origin of the ancient Mediterranean civilization—or at least of the existence of a common civilization, the first of the great civilizations to leave monumental remains and developed systems of writing—will in the near future become an undoubted historical fact. The Chogha Mish civilization in Iran, which flourished from the fifth to the third millennium B.C.E.., is visibly related to that of the Indus and of Sumer. In the most ancient villages of the Ganges valley where modern archaeologists have been able to make excavations, pottery has been found of the same kind as that of Iran. Using carbon 14, the University of Pennsylvania has been able to date the finds to about 2000 years 
B.C.E..10 Sumerian art and writing are clearly related to the art and writing of Mohenjo Daro and Harappa. The area covered by the Sumerian civilization is very small, however, compared to the immense territory and vast cities of northern India. “If the Sumerians, as is generally supposed, represent an intrusive element in Mesopotamia, then the possibility is clearly suggested of India proving ultimately to be the cradle of their civilization, which in its turn lay at the root of the Babylonian, Assyrian, and Western Asiatic cultures 
generally.11

The most ancient documents of the Sumerians—who appear to have been a Mediterranean race—go back to 
4000 B.C.E..12 “There is no doubt that the Indus must have been one of the oldest centers of human civilization, and it seems natural to consider that the strange non-Semitic and non-Aryan people who came from the east to civilise the west was of Indian origin, particularly when we see to what point the Sumerians looked like Indians in 
appearance.”13

The Egyptians attributed an eastern origin to their culture, stating that they had come from the East by sea, from the land of “Punt” (southern Arabia). Maritime communications and trading from the mouths of the Indus to the south of Arabia and as far as the Egyptian coast—very important during the early period of Egypt—had always existed. The fact that the Egyptians had built a canal from the Nile to the Red Sea implies a considerable volume of trade toward the south and east. The center of sea trade between India and the Mediterranean appears to have been the south of Arabia and Socotra (probably the Egyptian Paa-enka), the Greek Dioscorida, called Sukhadara dvipa (the Happy Isle) by the
 Indians.14

The geographical sections of the Puranas (Ancient Chronicles of India) mention Mecca among the holy places, under the name of Makheshvara, together with its black stone as an emblem of the god Shiva. The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, written in the first century C.E., tells of the founding of the city of Endaemon, or modern Aden: “In the early days of the city when the voyage was not yet made from India to Egypt, and when they did not dare to sail from Egypt to the ports across the ocean (those of India), but all came together at this place, it received the cargoes from both countries.” The Periplus indicates that Endaemon had been founded by Indian merchants, the Minas, whom Strabo calls Minaeans. Pliny speaks of the Minaeans as the most ancient of trading peoples and mentions relations between the Minaeans and King Minos of Crete. The prophet Ezekiel relates that their trading expeditions reached as far as the Phoenician city of 
Tyre.15

The first Minoan period appears to belong to the third millennium B.C.E.. We find Minaei in Yemen, Minya in Boeotia and in northern Greece. Herodotus reminds us that the chief of the ancient inhabitants of Athens, who came from Crete, was named Pandion, a name that is typical of Dravidian royal families (see below). According to Sergi, “the Egyptians and all other Hamitic peoples came out of Asia,” while according to Haddon, “at the beginning of history, some Asians came to Egypt, first from the south, eventually bringing with them bronze and probably also the plough and wheat.”

In the seventh century St. Isidore made a summary in his Encyclopaedia of knowledge derived from ancient Greek and Latin authors, many of whose works have now disappeared. He also speaks of “Ethiopians” in his Etymologiarium (IX.2.128): “They came in ancient times from the River Indus, established themselves in Egypt between the Nile and the sea, towards the south, in the equatorial regions. They became three nations: the Hesperians to the west, the Garamantes in Tripolitania, and the Indians in the east. [“The Hesperians” are the ancient inhabitants of Spain; “Garamantes” can be connected to Karama (“city” in Dravidian); and “the Indians” refers to the inhabitants of Ethiopia, who were also mistaken in ancient literature for the inhabitants of 
India.]”16

Between the sixth and the first millennium B.C.E.., relations between India and the Near East are evident. Precious stones—amazonite—coming from Nilgiri in southern India have been found at Ur prior to the Jemdet Nasr period (3000 B.C.E..). Indian seals have been found in Bahrain and in Mesopotamia in pre-Sargonic levels 
(2500 B.C.E..).17 Traces of Indian cotton have also been found, and there are archaeological indications of sea trade with India in the Larsa period (2170 to 1950 B.C.E..). The beams of the Temple of the Moon, at Ur of the Chaldees, and those of the palace of Nebuchadnezzar (sixth century B.C.E..) were of teak and cedar wood coming from Malabar in southern India.

“Apart from the existence of teak in the ruins of Mugheir Ur . . . an ancient Babylonian list of clothing mentions sindhu [of the Indus] or muslin, the sadin of the Old Testament, the sindon of the Greeks. Similarly the Tamil arisi, ‘rice’ had become the Greek orydsa, mentioned by Theophrastus and Arrian. Monkeys are also mentioned in the Bible as kophim, a word which is akin to the Egyptian gofe and to the Greek kebos or kepos. [T]he Sanskrit kapi [also] comes from the Dravidian. . . . No other is the origin of the biblical tukkim, ‘peacocks,’ which may be connected with the Greek taos, ‘peacock,’ both deriving from the Dravidian toka or tokai. It is also admitted the Egyptian eb, ‘elephant,’ and the Greek el-ephas come from the 
Dravidian ipa.” 18 Also, the Hebrew term for sandalwood is almug, close to the Tamil valgu, whereas the Greek santalon comes from the Sanskrit chandana.

In Baluchistan the levels of the pre-Mohenjo Daro civilization—in which pottery of the Mesopotamian type is found—date back to 
3400 or 3200 B.C.E..19 “A great variety of motifs [in Indian art] antedating the age of Hellenistic influence present a Western Asiatic appearance, suggesting parallels in Sumerian, Hittite, Assyrian, Mykenean, Cretan, Trojan, Lykian, Phoenician, Achaemenid and Scythian 
cultures.”20 The ancient terracotta sarcophagi at the “prehistoric” sites of southern India are of the Mesopotamian type, as are the structures of certain types of boats still in use. The pottery and objects of the Dravidian era in India are identical to similar objects found in eastern Asia and in Europe. It appears certain that the large flat stone constructions known as dolmens belong to the Dravidian civilization and that the word dolmen itself comes from Dramila 
(Dravidian).21 The skulls found at the Spanish dolmens are dolichocephalic, pre-Celtic, and of the same type as Dravido-Indian skulls. There is therefore every reason to consider that the great Neolithic Indo-Mediterranean culture has to do with the Dravidians, whatever their original homeland.

In the tradition of the Indian Puranas numerous myths and legends are found that are also known in Mesopotamia. One of these legendary stories is the one about the Flood that has come to us from the Sumerians, through Babylon. A Hurrian fragment referring to it was found at Boghazköy. This story is one of the basic myths of the pre-Aryan tradition in India. The hero of the Flood is called Manu. Manu comes from the Dravidian root man, which means “clay.” Manu is “the man of clay,” like Adam, meaning mankind in general, of whom he is the progenitor. Manu’s surname is Satya Vrata, a name probably connected with vratya, the term used to mention the Dravidians in the Atharva Veda and the Panchavimsha 
Brahmana. 22 Among the institutions belonging to the great fundamental culture of the pre-Aryan world of India and Europe is probably that of royalty, as opposed to tribal organization. The Mahabharata, the Matsya Purana, and the Bhagavata Purana call Manu “king and prophet” (Rishi). He was adept in Yoga. The Bhagavata Purana calls him “king of Dravida.” In the Indian version of the Flood, a fish guided the ark. There is a very important cult at Madurai in southern India that is connected with the Mina (fish) and the Goddess Minakshi (fish-eyed), the tutelary deities of the Mina, the fish-people, who are one of the main Dravidian clans.

According to Mortimer Wheeler,23 the Indus civilization stretched southward at least to the estuaries of the Narmada and the Tapti. This is the Gujarat region, which seems to have been known in Mesopotamia and Egypt by the name of Meluhha. According to Leemans, “it would be strange for the name of the country where the Indus civilization was found not to be known in Mesopotamia when, according to archaeological evidence, relations must have been frequent in the Akkad and Our III periods. No other name than that of Meluhha can be 
envisaged.”24 At the same time, according to Basham, it was the Gujarat region that longest maintained its independence from the Aryans who only penetrated there starting from the Shatapatha Brahmana period (about 1000 years before our era).

In India the main Indian centers of this pre-Aryan culture, of which important sites have survived, are—besides Mohenjo Daro and the other known but unexplored cities of the Indus—the city of Harappa and several less important centers. The city of Benares (Varanasi) certainly dates from this period, but the very summary excavations made up to now have not reached levels earlier than the Maurya period (third century B.C.E..), even though building levels continue to a great depth. At the time when the Buddha was preaching his first sermon at Sarnath, a suburb of Varanasi, the city was already considered the oldest in the world. The dates given by the Puranas place the foundation of Varanasi earlier than the sixth millennium. The Harappa civilization is the last—and also the most refined—stage of a long cultural development, the center of which was not necessarily the Indus valley, although it is in this region and in Baluchistan (Kulli culture) that climatic and geographical conditions have best preserved the archaeological remains.

Kalinga (Orissa) long remained a center of the ancient Dravidian culture, until it was crushed by the Maurya Emperor Ashoka around 264 B.C.E.. Pliny calls the Kalinga capital “Pertalis.” The area is still one of the centers of ancient Shaivism, whose priests, even today, are not Brahmans. A Dravidian language, Telugu, is still spoken by part of the population, which has maintained its pure Dravidian racial features. “The chief opponents of Aryan progress . . . were the Dravidian races, who had covered the country with a network of strongly centralized and well established governments . . . [which had] . . . made India a great exporting country. . . . [They] . . . had founded and maintained a flourishing inland and foreign trade long before the advent of the 
Aryans. . . .”25 The Dravidians—whom the Vedas call Dasa or Dasyu—are represented in Aryan texts as amazing peoples possessed of the devil, famous for their science, their institutions, and the splendor of their cities.

The Aryan conquest put an end to the Mohenjo Daro civilization. This did not happen in a day, or even in a century, entailing a long process of the destruction and assimilation of a highly developed urban civilization by hordes of barbarian shepherds and warriors from the north. This phenomenon is not peculiar to India and involved the ravaging of the whole of the Near East and the eastern end of the Mediterranean. Only Egypt, due to its marginal geographical position, seems to have escaped these invasions, and its monuments show a continuity that is not found elsewhere. In India the Aryans lived in villages of huts that have left no traces. After the destruction of the Dravidian cities (Puras), no important monuments of stone or brick can be found prior to the fifth century B.C.E..

The ancient peoples were gradually subdued and reduced to slavery (dasa) by the Aryans. The Dravidians kept their language only in their former southern colonies, nowadays known as Dravidian country. However, as in the case of the Greeks, the conquerors assimilated little by little the culture of the conquered peoples. One of the Dravidian dynasties of the south, the Pandyas of Madura, belonged to an ancient tribe called Marar. At the beginning of our own era, its descendants considered themselves the heirs of the Pandavas of the 
Mahabharata. 26 The grammarian Panini (fourth century B.C.E..) acknowledged this relationship. The Chola kings of Coromandel belonged to the tribe of the Tiraiyar, and the Chera dynasty of Malabar to the Vanavar tribe, who may be the “monkey-people” (Vanara) of the Ramayana. Strabo mentions an embassy from Augustus in about 22 B.C.E.. to a king “Pandion.” At that time, an important Roman city existed close to modern Pondicherry.

Megasthenes recalls the legend in which Heracles (the god-hero Krishna in the Mahabharata) set up his daughter (or wife) Pandaia as sovereign of the southern countries, “there where the pearls are taken from the sea.” The Heracles of Megasthenes is undeniably Krishna. The often-proposed identification of Heracles with Shiva is untenable from the point of view of Indian mythology, particularly the idea that Shiva could have a daughter. Krishna’s city, Mathura, lies in the north of India. The creation of a Mathura (Madura) in the south is probably linked to the establishment of a Pandava in one of the southern colonies.

Up to the beginning of the Christian Era, the influence of Aryan culture was little felt in southern India. A few groups of Brahmans had acquired a certain position in literature and religion, but played no role in daily life. There was no caste system. The pre-Aryan religions—ancient Shaivism and Jainism—were still the main ones. Buddhism, as a kind of reformed Hinduism, inspired by Jainism, had also made an important place for itself.




ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND LITERARY SOURCES

What do we know about the Indus civilization? The principal documents furnished by archaeology are—besides objects of everyday use—engraved seals bearing images and written characters. Although the script, of which several different readings have been proposed, has not been definitively deciphered, some conclusions can be drawn about religion and culture. However, we may find many facts, mixed with mythological elements, in the ancient historical works of the Hindus—the Puranas (Ancient Chronicles) and the Itihasas (Legendary Accounts)—referring with certainty to a very ancient civilization that can only be the great Dravidian civilization. A critical study of these texts, either transcribed from oral tradition or translated at a later date into Sanskrit from forgotten languages, makes it possible to gather a great deal of data on protohistorical India.

No literary document concerning the ancient Dravidian civilization exists today in its original form. The ancient poems in the Tamil language, forming what is known as the first Sangam (Poets’ Club), are probably much later than the Vedic period, although according to Tamil tradition they are very ancient indeed. We do possess, however, other sources of information that are important, though secondhand. We must not forget that the Vedic Indians were illiterate, which was certainly not the case of the inhabitants of India previous to 
them.27 It was therefore inevitable that the development of Aryan culture should be almost entirely founded on the historical, religious, and scientific literature of their predecessors. Part of this literature survived the persecutions of many centuries, thanks to oral transmission. History and religion were kept alive by a special clerical class, similar to the Celtic bards. These depositories of sacred literature were known as Sutas. The Vayu Purana (I, 31–32) explains the role of the Suta. “The suta’s duty, as understood by men of property in former times, was to preserve the genealogies of the gods, sages, prophets, and the most glorious kings, as well as the traditions of great men.” The Magadhas were another kind of bard, and all the Puranas agree in attributing the bardic institution to the “first king,” Prithu, who gave his name to the earth (Prithivi).

Each development of Sanskrit thought has drawn on pre-Sanskrit sources. Late Vedic literature (1000 B.C.E.) provides many details of the elements of ritual, philosophy, and religion that come from this ancient culture. Its influence can also be found in the arts and sciences, medicine, astronomy, and mathematics. Our greatest interest will, however, lie in the Puranas whose subject matter refers almost entirely to pre-Aryan history, cosmology, and religion. In a phenomenon peculiar to India, texts, narratives, rites, and techniques that had remained hidden for centuries suddenly reappear quite ordinarily in life and culture at various periods, as though nothing had happened. The Puranas were translated into Sanskrit at a relatively late period, when the ancient Shaivite religion had been totally assimilated by Brahmanism. It is not known from which language the Puranas were translated, but it was certainly an ancient Dravidian language, probably different from Tamil. There are, however, Tamil versions that in some cases are older than the Sanskrit ones. Orally-transmitted Puranas also exist in several Indian tongues among the Shaivite populations who are nowadays considered to be of lower caste.

The Puranas are vast works somewhat like the Bible, containing genealogies—of kings as well as dynasties of sages—going back to the sixth millennium B.C.E., together with information about wars, towns, customs, law, science, and the arts. There are eighteen main Puranas and eighteen secondary ones, some of which are of considerable bulk. The Skanda Purana alone has twenty volumes. Almost none of this literature has been translated into European languages, and it has been the subject of very little critical study. Some of the Puranas have not even been printed in their entirety. As far as the Puranas that belong to the oral tradition are concerned, we know next to nothing about them.

Besides the Puranas, there also survive two great epic poems, the Itihasas (Legendary Accounts), called the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, both of which refer to events that occurred before or at the start of the Aryan invasions. Although they have been rewritten and adapted in Sanskrit, they too contain highly important information about pre-Vedic India. The Mahabharata alone comprises eighteen books. Its current form is considered to be a summary of a still larger work, traces of which can be found in the various oral versions or existing manuscripts.

The few studies made on the texts of the Puranas and Itihasas for the purpose of seeking information about pre-Aryan India have given interesting results, among which the works of Pargiter and Heras must be mentioned. However, most of the critical work required to separate the original elements from later additions still remains to be done—and the task is immense. The Puranas contain numerous references to countries and civilizations outside India, located throughout the seven continents (sapta-dvipa).

The texts of the Puranas were later adapted to make them conform to the theological conceptions of the Aryans, who considered the Vedas as revealed texts representing the original source of all knowledge and all religion. Such adaptations, however, had little effect on the body of information contained in the Puranas. The extreme antiquity of these texts was recognized; the fact that Parashara, the narrator of the Vishnu Purana, is deemed to be the grandson of the sage Vashishtha, who composed the seventh chapter of the Rig Veda, is probably merely a justification for including these texts—so profoundly non-Aryan in spirit—among the sacred literature of the Hindus. According to the Atharva Veda, Parashara was a contemporary of Parikshit, the famous king of the Aryan Kurus. The Atharva Veda (XI, 8, 7) speaks of “those who know the Puranas” as another way of saying “a scholar.”

Unlike the Vedas—the prerogative of a very limited priestly class—the Puranas were and have remained the basis of popular religious literature for all Indians except for the Mundas. They represent the ancient tradition, common to all the Indian peoples, that survived the Aryan invasion and eventually assimilated it. Some of the Puranas in their present form belonged to everyday literature in the fourth century B.C.E. Megasthenes quotes certain elements from them. In his Artha Shastra (fourth century B.C.E.), Kautilya advises the princes to read them. “These are the same Puranas that have existed since Vedic times . . . the contents of which are found almost exactly in the ancient parts of the 
existing Puranas.”28

The Puranas gradually incorporated later elements from various cultures, including the Aryan culture, which is perfectly in accord with their character as historical books to which new chapters were ceaselessly added. This is why the great commentator of the Vedas, Sayana, mentions the history of Pururava and the nymph Urvasi as a typical example of the Purana literature. These two—who are mentioned in the Rig Veda (X, 95)—are considered to be the ancestors of the great race of the Ailas, the 
Aryans.29

There are six Shaivite Puranas, known as the Matsya, Kurma, Linga, Shiva, Skanda, and Agni. Six Puranas are dedicated to Brahma the Creator and are called the Brahmananda, Brahmavaivarta, Markandeya, Bhavishya, Vamana, and Brahma. A further six are known as the Vaishnavite Puranas, and relate to divine heroes who are assimilated as incarnations of Vishnu. These are the Vishnu, Narada, Bhagavata, Garuda, Padma, and Varaha Puranas. The Upa-Puranas (secondary Puranas) form a collection, which is more or less the same as that of the main Puranas.

As a rule, each Purana covers five topics:


	The creation of the world

	The cosmic cycles and successive creations and annihilations of worlds

	The genealogies of the gods and prophets

	The “great epochs” of humankind and cycles of evolution periodically returning to the point of departure

	The history of the royal dynasties



The narrative that gives a particularly interesting view of the pre-Aryan world is the Ramayana. This narrative, of which several shorter versions are given in the Puranas, was based on ancient sources, drawn up in the form of a long epic poem in Sanskrit by a sage called Valmiki, whose Yogic power allowed him to “see” the events of this distant past. The period in which it was drawn up is uncertain, though very ancient. The Ramayana was later incorporated among the sacred books of the Hindus. Although the Valmiki version was adapted in order not to offend the concepts of Aryanized Brahmanism, none of the chief elements of the narration allow it to be dated within the Aryan period. The Ramayana is assuredly an adaptation of very ancient non-Sanskrit texts.

According to the genealogies of the Puranas, as also according to tradition, Rama, the hero of the Ramayana, lived at least five centuries (Pargiter) before Krishna who took part in the great war of the Mahabharata. Like Krishna, Rama is a dark-skinned prince. Hindu chronology places the Mahabharata war at about 3000 years before our era, and places Rama at about 3500 B.C.E. Western chronology proposes 2000 B.C.E. At the time of the Ramayana, many sites, such as the confluence of the Ganges and the Jumna, were still covered by forest, whereas in the Mahabharata they are the sites of major cities.

The Ramayana is the story of a prince of Ayodhya (to the north of Varanasi), called Rama, who, as the result of the intrigues of one of his father’s young wives, goes into exile in the forest. His wife, Sita, is kidnapped by Ravana, the king of Lanka (Sri Lanka). Rama means “charming” and the hero is the prototype of the “Prince Charming” of European legend. With the aid of the army of monkeys (the aboriginal Munda tribes), Rama conquers Lanka and rescus Sita.

We shall speak elsewhere of Krishna—the other divine hero of the ancient Dravidians—and of the great epic poem called the Mahabharata, since the “great war” which is its main theme symbolizes the one between the Dravidians and the Aryan conquerors.




DRAVIDIAN RELIGIONS

The religion of the Indus civilization included the cults of the Mother and of Shiva—of which phallic emblems similar to those used today are found, as well as images in Yoga posture. It should be remembered that in Hinduism, Yoga is a discipline created by Shiva and that its philosophy and technique have maintained a strictly Shaivite character that tends to sublimate and utilize sexual energies for spiritual and magical ends. Here we are dealing with religious forms and practices wholly unknown to the Vedas and the Aryans. The word shiva merely means “favorable.” This adjective is used to avoid pronouncing the god’s magical name, a name that appears to have been An in ancient Dravidian (and may have been the origin of the cult of St. Anne in Brittany).

According to the Puranas, it was toward the sixth millennium B.C.E. that the god Shiva manifested himself in India and taught men religion, philosophy, and the arts and sciences. Shaivism remained the dominant religion in India until the arrival of the Aryans, who violently attacked the Shiva cult and phallus worship in particular. Gradually, however, Shaivism—which continued to be the religion of the people—was integrated into Brahmanic religion, of which it now forms an essential aspect. In fact, in the concepts known today as Hindu, the contribution of ancient pre-Aryan philosophy is much more important than that of the Vedic Aryans.

The religion known as Shaivism in India seems to have expanded immensely in Indo-Mediterranean protohistory and, under different forms, played a major role in the ancient world. The myth of Osiris in Egypt, for example, is a variation on one of the stories of Shiva described in the Puranas. The Egyptians, moreover, considered that Osiris had come from India riding on a bull, the vehicle of Shiva. The ithyphallic god Min was also considered to be of Asian origin.

The cults of Dionysus in Greece and of Bacchus in Latin countries are also branches of Shaivism. Furthermore, the Greeks speak of India as the sacred homeland of Dionysus, and the historians of Alexander identified the Indian Shiva with Dionysus and mention the histories and dates of the Puranas as referring to Dionysus. We also know that Alexander’s Greeks came into contact with Indian Shaivites in the town of Nysa, close to modern Djelalabad in the Kabul valley. Homer also speaks of this center of Dionysian worship. He mentions Lykurgos the Edonian who “formerly furiously pursued the nurses of Dionysus at the holy mountain of Nysa.” In actual fact this is a mythological account concerning Shiva’s son, Skanda, and the seven nurses. Skanda (god of beauty and war) and Shiva are often mistaken for each other in the traditions of the Middle East, Greece, and Rome. In his Guide to Geography Ptolemy calls the town of Nysa both Nagara (the town) and Dionysopolis. The god’s Greek name, Dio-nysos, appears to mean the “god of Nysa,” the name being derived from the center of his cult.

The Edonians were a Thracian people, living on the banks of the River Strymon. Their customs were also bacchanalian. Megasthenes, speaking of philosophers, tells us that some of them who live in the mountains are worshippers of Dionysus. As proof that the god lived among them they cite the fact that the vine grows wild only in their country, and that neither ivy, nor laurel, nor myrtle, nor box, nor other evergreen plants exist beyond the Euphrates, except in gardens where they need a lot of care. The vine, which is native to India, must thus have been a contribution of the ancient Indo-Mediterranean civilization to the Western world.

In Hindu texts Shiva is shown as a lustful, naked adolescent, wandering through the primeval forest and seducing the wives of ascetics. His emblem is the phallus. His feasts are orgiastic. Although he is the god of procreative forces, Shiva is also the priest who teaches how to master them and transform them into intellectual and spiritual powers. He is the inventor of Yoga and its extraordinary methods of physical and mental control.

The invention of the arts, and music in particular, is also attributed to Shiva. He is the central figure of pre-Aryan Dravidian religion in India and in all its branches in the Near East and around the Mediterranean, as far as pre-Celtic Europe. Although—due to the scarcity of documentation—the importance of this great fundamental religion in the formation of later religions has been largely under-estimated, it was almost universal. The body of its tradition has been preserved down to our own times only in India. However, anyone familiar with Shaivite rites, symbols, and festivals would easily recognize evident survivals in the rituals of the major religions, as well as in the customs of all peoples, whether Breton “pardons,” Druidic rites, legendary narratives, carnivals, or popular dances, rites, and superstitions. Most of the Dionysian rites described by the Greek authors still exist today in India. The dithyramb, with its ecstatic dances, is still today called the kirtana (song of glory). The name of Bacchus, common to both the god and his followers, the Bacchants, certainly derives from the term bhakta (participant), and is still employed to designate the adepts of divine love who sing and dance to the point of ecstasy.

Side by side with the basic rites of Shaivism—still performed in the temples of India—there are associated rites known as “Tantric rites,” in which magical and erotic aspects predominate. Among such aspects, we must mention the god’s presence at the funeral pyre and the use he makes of the ashes of the dead; the practice of inebriation, which helps to create mystical conditions; and orgiastic and lewd rites. The ancient sects practicing these forms of Shaivism—such as the Pashupata, Kapalika, Kalamukha, and others—were frequently condemned by a puritan Brahmanism, just as the rites of Dionysus-Bacchus were condemned by the Christians. The cult of the female principle is also practiced by such sects, who also employ intoxication and sexual relations as a means of spiritual realization.

Among these Tantric cults—very important in India although always secret in character—the Dionysian religion continues in the same form it had in antiquity. A considerable sacred literature, known as the Tantras and the Agamas (few of which have ever been published), belongs to those Shaivite sects that worship the phallus and to those that venerate the female principle. These sects also practice human sacrifice, and it is their custom for the worshipper to offer his head as a sacrifice to the Goddess Kali, Shiva’s wife. Numerous representations of such sacrifices can be found in temples of southern India belonging to the Pallava and Chola periods. They are also mentioned in the Shilappadikaram.

Hindu thought, starting from the Upanishads (the most ancient philosophical, cosmological, and moral works of the literature attached to the Vedas), took a great part of its inspiration from ancient Shaivite philosophy. The texts mention sages, spiritual masters of the Asuras (the Titans, anti-gods, or gods of the enemy), whose teachings were adopted by the Aryans. Yoga became an essential element in Brahmanic teaching. The relations between Dionysus and the Titans in Orphic writings, the Titans’ destruction by Zeus, the god of the Aryans, and the rebirth of Dionysus among the “new men,” are a transparent narrative of a proven historical fact. Hinduism as we know it, together with Indian philosophy, are largely adaptations and continuations of pre-Aryan Shaivism, the main religion of the peoples who established the Indus civilization. Its traces can easily be found in Greece, Egypt, and Rome, and throughout the Christian world.

Apart from Shaivism, another highly important religion is found in ancient India: Jainism. “Unlike Buddhism, the Jain Church has its own prehistory: The Master, whose teaching is reproduced by the canon, Mahavira, is described as the last of a series of prophets or patriarchs, whose origins are lost in an unfathomable 
past.”30 Jainism is a moralistic and atheistic religion, since it deems that direct intervention of the supernatural or by the gods plays no role in the life of humankind. One improves oneself through one’s actions during the course of one’s life and, at death, one is reborn in another body. This cycle continues until, after numerous lives, one attains perfection and dissolves in the Absolute. Jainism does not deny the possibility of one or more transcendent beings, but it denies that humans can have any contact with such beings or obtain any proof of their existence. It is consequently entirely useless and futile to worry about the supernatural world. From Jainism comes the theory of karma and reincarnation, as well as that of non-violence, which prescribes that the supreme virtue is not to make any living being suffer, not even the smallest insect. Pious Jains can still today be seen wearing a white linen mask, for fear of swallowing an insect, walking carefully lest they crush an ant. Vegetarianism resulting from non-violence is also, in India, of Jain origin. The virtue of total nudity, purifications, and frequent ablutions are also Jain ideas, as well as suicide through fasting and the ideal of the monastic life.

The Artha Shastra—the major work on political arts written by Kautilya about 300 B.C.E.—describes the duties of a Jain monk: “He must control the organs of the senses, detach himself from worldly things and communication with mankind. He must beg for his food, live in the forest without remaining for any length of time in one spot. He must keep himself scrupulously clean, both within and without, abstain from harming living beings, be sincere, chaste, without envy, good, and patient.” These rules can be found almost word for word in many Jain texts. Similar rules were adopted by Buddhist monks and by wandering Brahmanic ascetics.

It appears that Jain missionaries frequently visited the Near East, Greece, and Egypt, both before and after the beginning of the Christian Era, and Jain thought certainly played a role in the concepts of the Essenes and the early Christians. Jainism’s greatest influence, however, was on Buddhism—a religion born in the fifth century B.C.E. as a reform of Hinduism. In revolt against the hierarchy, rites, and sacrifices of Vedic Brahmanism, Buddhism was profoundly inspired by the moral concepts and practices of Jainism. Mahavira and Gautama Buddha were contemporaries and both were disciples of an ascetic named Gosala.

It is likely that the naked sages of India—known in Greece and throughout the ancient world—were Jains. At the outset of the Christian Era, the populace of India belonged to one of the four major religions: Brahmanism, Shaivism, Jainism, and Buddhism. These four religions were close together during the historical period and lived in relative harmony, as can be seen from the Shilappadikaram, the Tamil novel of the third century C.E., mentioned earlier. However, whereas Buddhism gradually declined in India, Jainism still has many followers today.

Many historians of the nineteenth century were greatly attracted by Buddhism and wished to see it as the source of a certain current of religious thought. They consequently asserted that the last Jain prophet, Mahavira (559–487 or 468 B.C.E.), was the founder of Jainism and that the long list of his predecessors was a fiction invented afterward. This theory does not stand up to serious study. The historical reality of Parshvadeva—the Jain prophet who preceded Mahavira by two-and-ahalf centuries—is now recognized. There is no real reason to doubt Jain tradition with its twenty-four prophets, or tirthamkaras, according to which the origins of Jainism go back several millennia, thus making it one of the great currents of Indo-Mediterranean religious thought, reflected in the most ancient currents of thought of both West and East.

According to Jain texts, the founder of Jainism was a king called Rishabha who renounced his throne after transferring power to his son Bharata. Bharata became the first of the “Sovereigns of the Universe” (chakravartin) and gave his name to the Indian subcontinent. Rishabha and Bharata are to be found among the most ancient characters mentioned by the Puranas. These historical characters, who pre-date the Mahabharata war, can only belong to the pre-Aryan civilization. Information about the first twenty prophets or tirthamkaras (ferrymen of the ford) who followed Rishabha Deva is very limited, and comes from the Jain Lives of the Saints. The nineteenth prophet, Malli, appears to have been a woman. The twenty-second prophet, Arishkanemi, is a contemporary of Krishna and the Mahabharata epic thought to have been of the Aryan conquest of India.

When serious study has been performed on the historical data of the Puranas (similar to what has been done with the Bible), the historical reality of the traditions narrated by these vast works will no longer be put in doubt. “An old text among the sacred lore of the Buddhists mentions sixty-three different philosophical schools—probably all of them nonBrahman—existing at the time of Buddha, and there are passages in Jain literature exhibiting a far larger number of such heretical doctrines. . . . We may therefore suggest that revolts against the Brahman doctrines date from a much more remote age than the time of Gautama Buddha . . . and Vardhamana Mahavira, the founder or rather reformer of the 
Jain church.31

There is a vast literature about Parshva, the last-but-one of the Jain prophets, who died two hundred and fifty years before Mahavira and thus lived in the eighth century 
B.C.E.32 The Jain Kalpasutra—written by the pontiff Bhadrabahu in the fourth century B.C.E.—tells us that Parshva was a nobleman belonging to the warrior caste (Kshatriya), not to that of the Brahmans. He was son of King Ashvasena of Varanasi and his wife Vama. There is no king of this name in the Brahmanic genealogies, only a king of the Naga (snakes). This indication may be interesting, because the title Kshatriya was often given to royal families of Dravidian descent. This is still the case today for certain royal families, such as the Vijayanagar, who are certainly of Dravidian origin and only marry with other non-Aryan families, but have falsified their genealogy to be officially considered Kshatriya Rajputs, and thus Aryans.

Parshva lived for thirty years in the splendor of the royal palaces and married. Subsequently, he renounced the world and became a monk. He spent eighty-four days in meditation, at the end of which he attained enlightenment. He became a prophet and lived a life of perfect saintliness. At the age of one hundred, he attained liberation, nirvana, on the summit of Mount Sammeta, surrounded by his disciples. Mount Sammeta—today called Parshvanatha—is a steep hill located in Bihar, between Varanasi and Calcutta, and continues to be one of the important centers of Jainism.

Parshva’s doctrine was a continuation of that of his predecessors, requiring four vows: “Not to destroy life, not to lie, not to steal, not to have possessions.” Chastity was not part of his program, but was introduced by Mahavira. Moreover, Parshva allowed his disciples to wear two pieces of raiment. Complete nudity—which seems to have been the ancient rule—was reestablished by Mahavira, causing a schism. The community divided into “white-clothed Jains” (shvetambara) and “Jains clothed with space” (digambara), meaning naked. It was Keshin, a strict adherent of Parshva’s doctrine, who opposed Mahavira and founded the dissident sect.

The life and teachings of Mahavira are known through numerous texts, particularly the Acharanga and the Kalpasutra. Mahavira is said to have been begotten by a Brahman, Rishabhadatta, with his wife Devananda at Kundapura, a district of Vaishali in Bihar. The gods transferred the embryo to the womb of a princess of Magadha, called Trishala, wife of Prince Siddhartha and related to King Bimbisara. This transfer is clearly borrowed from the Krishna legend. Further marvelous events accompanied the birth of the future tirthamkara.

Like Parshva, Mahavira was raised in princely pomp, cultivating the arts and sciences, and married the noble Yashoda, with whom he had a daughter. At the age of twenty-eight, he lost his parents, renounced the world, and left his family with the permission of his elder brother. He wore a monk’s robe and at first lived in a park close to his native city. After thirteen months, he abandoned clothing and led the wandering life of mendicant monk for twelve years. He then became the disciple of an ascetic of lowly birth called Gosala, also the master of Gautama, who became the Buddha. After meditating for two days, preceded by lengthy mortifications, he received enlightenment beneath a tree, close to a village, and became omniscient, that is, jina (conqueror). Mahavira continued his wandering life and died near Patna at the age of seventy-two while reciting sacred texts. The date of his death is uncertain. “The dynastic list of the Jains . . . tells us that Chandragupta, the Sandrakottos of the Greeks, began his reign . . . in 313 B.C.E., . . . and Hemachandra states that at this time 155 years had elapsed since the death of Mahavira, which would thus have occurred in 
468 B.C.E.33 Such a date cannot be far from the truth.

During the last thirty years of his life, Mahavira visited all the great cities of Bihar, especially the kingdoms of Magadha, Anga, and Videha. He frequently met King Bimbisara and his son Ajatashatru. He made many conversions among the members of high society. He had frequent discussions with Buddhists. These conversations are reported in Buddhist texts, but not by the Jains. This is because initially Buddhism was not a major religion compared to Jainism, which was very powerful and ancient. Mahavira recommended total nudity, the severest of disciplines, and suicide by inanition as the best ways of attaining “liberation.” He separated from Gosala and the two became mortal enemies. Gosala was the reformer of the Ajivika sect, which has left no written document. Of the eleven priests or school leaders appointed by Mahavira, only one—Sudharman—outlived him.

The Jain canon contains some highly interesting elements concerning ancient history. Some of the historical works exist in Sanskrit versions dating back originally to about the third century B.C.E. They have, however, been re-shaped and updated as late as the tenth century. We know nothing about any texts earlier than the Sanskrit ones. However, the immense libraries of the Jain monasteries have never been explored, and ancient manuscripts in Dravidian languages, particularly in ancient Kanada, could provide very important documents on certain aspects of the history of Indian thought, very probably going back to the earliest periods of the pre-Aryan civilization.




SOUTHERN INDIA, LAST REFUGE OF THE DRAVIDIAN WORLD

Southern India, which seems to have been originally a colony of the northern Dravidian civilization, served the latter as a refuge at the time when the northern invaders were ravaging the fertile plains of the Indus and the Ganges. The protection afforded by the Deccan plateau, together with its distance, allowed the Dravidian culture to maintain its integrity, from many points of view, down to our own times. Indeed, southern India is still a culturally and even politically independent country. Any domination by the northern empires was always temporary and rather nominal. Archaeology indicates that the southern kingdoms had direct trade relations with Egypt, Babylon, Arabia, and Palestine, as early as the second millennium B.C.E. and probably well before that. Since most ancient times, the institutions of the southern kingdoms had the benefit of stability and continuity that northern India never knew after the Aryan invasions. The cloth used to wrap Egyptian mummies is dyed with indigo from southern India. We have already seen that the teak employed in buildings at Babylon came from Malabar, in modern Kerala. According to the Bible, King Solomon imported ivory, monkeys, and peacocks from southern India. Many of the terms employed in ancient Mediterranean languages derive from Tamil.

While the northern plains underwent periodic ravages and the domination of invaders, the south maintained its independence through the ages, together with a very high level of civilization. During the first century B.C.E., trade with Rome was considerable, mainly consisting of pepper, pearls, and precious stones. The cities were very cosmopolitan. The kings employed Greek and Roman soldiers. There was a major Roman colony in the region of Pondicherry. The south also remained faithful to the ancient pre-Aryan religions: animist, Shaivite, or Jain. Brahmanism managed to penetrate only superficially, and only during the first centuries of the Christian Era, at the same time as Buddhism, Christianity, and Judaism. Brahmanic concepts were a mere superstructure added to the customs of a traditional society that kept its ancient cults and, to a large extent, polyandry and matriarchy. The caste system, too, remained a mere superstructure, with imported Brahmans and a few pariahs kept at a distance from society, although there are a few traces of other castes.

The Tamil kingdoms stretched from Kanyakumari in the south to the Tirupathi mountains in the north. They were, and remained, divided into three regions, governed from protohistorical times by three dynasties, the Chola, Pandya, and Chera. The Tamils claim that their culture is very ancient, as borne out by the literature of the poetic academies, the Sangams. The creation of the first Sangam is attributed to the non-Aryan sage Agastya, who is said to have lived at Madura (Madurai) and was later accepted into the pantheon of Vedic sages. According to tradition, the first Sangam developed under the successive patronage of eighty-nine Pandya kings. It included five hundred and forty-nine poets and is said to have lasted 4440 years. The works of the first Sangam were destroyed when Madura was overwhelmed by the sea. Later on, the second Sangam was established, counting one thousand seven hundred poets and lasting 3700 years. After the disappearance of the second Sangam, a third was established under the patronage of forty-nine Pandya kings and lasted 1850 years. In actual fact, the only works still existing are those of the third Sangam, which ended at the beginning of the Christian Era. Besides this literature, there exists a grammar of the Tamil language, the Tolkappiyam, that today is usually dated around the second century B.C.E. It is believed that the two famous surviving Tamil verse novels—the Shilappadikaram and Manimekhalai—must have been written toward the second and third centuries of our era.

The dates attributed to the various Sangams have often been treated as pure fiction, but for no valid reason. Humankind did not begin a few centuries—or even a few millennia—ago. The arts and poetry certainly existed in the remotest periods of prehistory. The fact that certain traditions have preserved a memory of them is not in itself surprising. The most ancient languages appear at a remarkable stage of development and perfection. The “scientific prudence” that consists of denying anything for which no tangible archaeological evidence is available sometimes totally falsifies the perspective used to envisage the origins of “historical” civilizations. Even if the Sangams never existed, those remote times certainly included both kingdoms and poets. Why is it strange that tradition should guard some memory of them, however summary it may be?

The Sangam religion was originally ancient Shaivism, which has remained predominant, especially the cults of Shiva and Murugan (or Skanda), Shiva’s son. Little by little the cult of Vishnu also took an important place, and has been linked to the cult of the pre-Aryan divine heroes who are accepted in the Brahmanic pantheon: Rama, Krishna, and Balarama. Women occupy an important place in Dravidian society and take an active part in literary and artistic life. The matriarchal system—in which all family property belongs to the wife and the daughter inherits from her mother—is still practiced today in Kerala. Even in royal families, the throne passes from mother to daughter, and the king is merely a consort. This practice is deemed to be the only effective way of guaranteeing the transmission of royal blood. According to the ancient Indian dictum—“When a father says, ‘This is my son,’ it is a matter of faith; when a mother says it, it is based on knowledge”—social institutions should be based on realities, not on belief.

The three Tamil monarchies, considered to be of immemorial antiquity, are mentioned for the first time in Indian archaeological documents in the edicts of Ashoka 
(274–232 B.C.E.).34 The Pandya kingdom occupied the extreme south, comprising the modern districts of Kanyakumari, Tirunevelli, Ramnad, and Madura. Madura was the capital. The Chera kingdom, to the west, corresponds to modern Kerala. Its capital was Vanji. The Chola kingdom to the east included the plain and mouth of the Cauvery and the plain stretching between two rivers, both of which are called by the name of Vellar. Its capital was Urayur. During the reign of Nedunjelian, the Pandyas conquered Coorg and Mangalore, to the North of Kerala. The Cholas, under Karikala (about 190 C.E.), acquired a position of predominance that they maintained until about 550.
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