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Re-evaluation of the pottery sequence in north
India during the first millennium BC

Akinori Uesugi

1. Location of problem and aim of this paper

Since the report of the pottery from the excavation at Ahichchhatra in Uttar Pradesh’, in which the
stratigraphical excavation method was introduced for the first time in a strict sense in India, the pottery
sequence in north India during the second and first millennia BC has been discussed by many scholars
and elaborated by numerous excavations conducted inthe region?. The outline of the sequence including
the rise and decline of several characteristic fine wares, such as the Painted Grey Ware (PGW) the
Black Ware (BW) the Black-and-red Ware (BRW), Black slipped Ware (BSW), and the Northern Black
Polished Ware (NBPW), have been confirmed and their time-bracket has also been almost established
so far®.

However it has tended to be likely that only the sequence and the antiquity of each fine ware
focussed upon without giving any evaluation for the sequence, as a material for the reconstruction of
the past society. Regardless of the fact that the pottery evidence of this period in north India has been
recognised as one of the crucial material for speculating onthe “Dark Age” between the Indus Civilization
and the Historical period, they have not been fully utilized as such.

A consistent picture of the pottery sequence has not been developed, though it has been dealt with
fragmentarily in several excavation reports, and any kind of social background and meaning behind the
pottery sequence has not been fully discussed.

In this paper, I shall attempt to discuss the pottery sequence under an assumption that the study can
provide not only the chronological framework, but also, more important, some clues for evaluating the
social change in north India during a given period. Especially, in terms of the distribution of the fine
wares, it can be expected that an interregional relationship of social or cultural groups could be reflected
in the pottery evidence, showing some movement of groups and the interactive relationship between the
groups which created pottery industry due to their cultural orientations. This process would be an aspect
of the social transformation of the urbanisation of north India which seems to be based on the development
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of interregional relationships. The main aim of this p
the interregional relationships in north India.

2. Analysis of the regional pottery sequence

Wholg of north India will be divided for this purpose into five sub-regions in order to draw a more
concrete picture of the pottery sequence. This regional division enables one to examine the sequence -
and to establish the parallelism among these regions so that dynamic regional relationships in the pottery

sequence could be well understood.
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Fig. 1. Distribution of the sites mentioned in the text and the division of sub-region of north India.
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1) Upper Ganges Valley

This region is almost equal to the eastern Punjab, including the sites of Bhagwanpura, Dhadher,
Rupar, Sanghol, Daulatpur, Nagar, Katpalon, Manda, etc., in some of which the interlocking of Late
Harappan ware and Painted Grey Ware has been confirmed*. The general sequence of this region from
the latter half of the second millennium BC to the first millennium BC is (1) Late Harappan, (2) Painted
Grey Ware and (3) Late Northern Black Polished Ware.

The main feature of this regional sequence is that the PGW made its appearance during the survival
of the Late Harappan, without any evidence of iron, and that it continued consistently down to the
middle first millennium B.C. This indicates that the PGW appeared in this region prior to any other
region and had its long existence as a predominant fine ware. The forms of the PGW of this early phase
is represented by a simple composition of a bowl with straight sides and a shallow dish’. This phase in
the Upper Ganges Valley can be termed as the Early PGW phase.

However, in the late first millennium BC, approximately equal to the third to second centuries BC,
the Painted Grey Ware declined quite suddenly and then the degenerated Northern Black Polished Ware
came to be over other wares. '

2) Upper-middle Ganges Valley

This region includes the Doab with the sites of Hastinapura®, Ahichchhatra’, Alamgirpur®, Allahapur®,
Purana Qila'’, Mathura", Atranjikhera'?, Noh®, Jakhera'*, Jodhpura's, etc. The pottery sequence of this
region shows (1) Ochre Coloured Pottery, (2) BRW/BSW, (3) PGW, and (4) Early/Late NBPW.

The characteristic feature of this sequence is the existence of the BRW/BSW industry prior to the
appearance of PGW. At Atranjikhera, Noh, Jakhera, and Jodhpura located in relatively southern part of
this region, the BRW/BSW industry has been confirmed independently as one cultural stratum, while in
the northern half of this region, where Hastinapura, Ahichchhatra, Allahapur, and Purana Qila are located,
the BRW/BSW has been observed in coexistence with PGW side by side from one stratum. These facts
indicate that the BRW/BSW were predominant wares before the appearance of the PGW and were
replaced by the PGW as a main industry, though the BRW/BSW survived in a subsidiary position. By
this time, iron was introduced. This phase of the PGW in coexistence with the BRW/BSW is termed as
the Late PGW phase.

In relation to this relationship between the BRW/BSW and PGW, it is worthwhile noting that some
forms of bowl and dish of the BRW/BSW are seen among the PGW, which are not represented in the
Early PGW Phase. This fact indicates that in the course of coexistence and transition of BRW/BSW and
PGW, some interactions had occurred between them. This further suggests that the transition from the
BRW/BSW to PGW was not an unilateral phenomenon but an interactive process of transition.

Regarding the appearance of BRW and BSW since these wares were not indigenous in this region
with a gap with the earlier industry of Ochre Coloured Pottery (OCP), the origin of these wares should
be sought for in other region. Although some scholars argue that they came from southern Rajasthan,
i.e., the Banas Culture'S, the Lower-middle Ganges Valley should be in mind. For recent excavations in
the Lower-middle Ganges Valley, such as the site of Narhan, have revealed formal similarities between
the BRW/BSW in the Upper-middle Ganges region and that in the Lower-middle Ganges Region. This
observation will become more clear in the discussion of the following sub-regions.

It seems likely that the introduction of the NBPW was relatively later than the middle, Middle-Lower
Ganges Valley and the southern foothill region of the Himalayas. At the best documented site of Atranjikhera,
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a more or less straight transition from the Late PGW to Late NBPW can be observed. Based on this, the
PGW had a strong tradition in this region also down to the middle first millennium BC.

3) Middle Ganges Valley

This is represented by the middle part of the present Uttar Pradesh, including the sites of Kausambil?, |
Sringaverapura'®, Rajghat'?, Prahladpur®, etc. The pottery sequence in this region is as follows: (1) '
BRW/BSW, (2) Early NBPW, (3) Late NBPW. : '

In the region, the chalcolithic culture which might go back to the second millennium BC has not
been fully attested, the process of the appearance of BRW/BSW is quite unclear. At Rajghat and
Prahladpur, the BRW is outnumbered by the BSW, indicating that the BSW was the predominant industry
showing .a contrast with the situation in the Upper-middle and Lower-middle Ganges Valley. The
composition of BSW consists of bowl and dish which show formal similarities with those of the BRW/
BSW at Atranjikhera, indicating that the BSW as well as the BRW in this region existed under a
relationship with those of Upper-middle Ganges Valley. However, since the predominance of BSW has
been recently recorded in the later half of the BRW/BSW phase at several sites in the Lower-Middle
Ganges Valley and the southern foothill region of the Himalayas, as described below, the predominance
of BSW in the Middle Ganges Valley was not a regional, but a wider phenomenon which occurred in
the Middle and Lower-middle Ganges Valley and the southern foothill region of the Himalayas. The
phenomenon is quite important for speculating on the emergence of the NBPW, as the BSW can be
considered as a precursor of the NBPW in some respects®..

In this region, the PGW had not come into predominance, but occur in limited number®. However,
some formal influence from the PGW are observable inthe BSW, indicating that it had some relationships
with the neighbouring Upper-middle Ganges Valley. Instead of the PGW, the NBPW became predominant
following the BSW during the middle first millennium BC. The NBPW has no clear influence from the
PGW but showed some strong similarities with the BSW in term of forms, shapes and its characteristic
black surface. This indicates that the N'BP’W had been created over the foundation of the BSW. During
the later first millennium, the NBPW became coarser in fabric and characteristic treatment of the surface.

4) Lower-middle Ganges Valley

Lower-middle Ganges Valley is equated with the region of present Bihar and the eastern fringes of
Uttar Pradesh. The pottery sequence is well attested by the sites of Chirand®, Narhan® Khairadih®,
Vaishali?s, Maner?, Pataliputra® (city of Patna), Sonpur®, Taradih®, etc., showing the following sequence:
(1) BRW/BSW, (2) early NBPW, and (3) late NBPW.

The BRW/BSW phase can be divided into two phases, that is, early (chalcolithic) and late (iron).
The early BRW/BSW is best recorded at Chirand, Sonpur, and Narhan, where the BRW is more frequent.
In the BRW during this phase, several forms which are not available in the BRW/BSW phase in other
sub-regions are represented, consisting of dish-on-stand and shallow dish. In addition, the consistency
in the composition of forms and shapes in each form is less attested, showing wider variety of shapes
and site-wise composition. Another feature of the BRW is the paintings on the body portion of bowl.

In the late BRW/BSW phase, the composition of forms became constrained into a relatively deep
dish with straight sides and a hemispherical bowl, and the consistency in shapes through several sites
became clear:'in other words, the simple composition of bowl and dish was established in this phase,
though the exact date of the establishment of the composition has yet to be clear. It also witnessed the
predominance of the BSW in the later part of this phase.
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The BRW/BSW phase was followed by the occurrence of the NBPW during the middle
first millennium BC, and then degeneration of the NBPW in the late first millennium BC. Although

there is no firm ground at present, this region has been considered generally the homeland of
the NBPW 3!

5) Southern foothill region of the Himalayas (Ghaghara Valley)

In this region, relatively far away from the Ganges Valley, the following pottery sequence is
attested at Sravasti (Maheth)™, Piprahwa, Ganwaria®, Sohgaura®, (1) BRW/BSW, (2) early NBPW, and
(3) late NBPW.

In this region, there is no evidence showing that the BRW/BSW could go back to its early phase.
At Piprahwa-Ganwaria, the predominance of the BSW is attested, indicating that this region took the
same path as that in the Middle and Lower-Middle Ganges valleys. Following the BSW, the NBPW
came into existence with predominance in the fine ware industries. It is noteworthy that during the
early NBPW phase a few sherds of PGW are found from the excavation at Srasvasti, suggesting that this
region had a relationship with the western region, viz., either the Upper-middle or the Upper Ganges
valley. :

This region also witnessed the degeneration of fine wares during the first millennium BC.

3. Evaluation of the Pottery sequence in north India

Onthe basis of the examination of region-wise pottery sequence, it is understood that north India is
not on a single line of the pottery sequence, but shows regional pictures of the sequence; on the basis of
this study four phases can be proposed for the pottery sequence. It is likely that each phase had its own
social background behind its pottery distribution and transition from one phase to the another.

1) Early PGW-early BRW phase (the late second millennium BC)

In this phase, the PGW made its appearance in the Upper Ganges valley, where there was still a
faint tradition of the Late Harappan Culture. The appearance of PGW was totally a new cultural trait in
this region without any clear relationship with the late Harappan Culture. In this sense, we should
suppose an arrival of a new different cultural group for the emergence of the PGW. However, it is
worthwhile mentioning that the PGW had a similar composition of forms consisting of bowl and dish
with the BRW/BSW which spread over from the Lower-middle to the upper-middle Ganges valley.
This suggests that the PGW using people and the BRW/BSW using people had an interactive relationship
developing mutually for the creation of a similar composition of forms. This point is quite important
because as early as the later part of the second millennium BC at least two cultural groups represented
by their own fine wares came into coexistence in north India with an interactive relationship possibly
would have been a stimulus to the social change in north India subsequently. '

On the other hand, the BRW/BSW which seemingly originated in the Lower-middle Ganges valley
spread over north India ranging from the Lower-middle to Upper-middle Ganges valley by the end of
the second millennium BC. In this course, the original composition of forms which was relatively
diversified including dish-on-stand became restrained to bowls and dishes with the simplification of
shapes. Evidence at Atranjikhera shows an ultimately simplified composition. This simplification of
the composition of forms is parallel to the composition of the PGW in general terms, suggesting that the
simplification of the composition in the BRW occurred as a result of this interaction.
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More importantly regarding the BRW/BSW, though this point has not so much attracted
the attention of scholars, this industry had a character of spreading its distribution zone as early
as the later part of the second millennium BC prior to the expansion of the PGW industry. This
indicates that some population movements, probably in the form of migration, though not
confirmed occurred with a dispersal of the BRW/BSW. Although this observation should be further
investigated and examined in future, it is worthwhile keeping in view that towards the end of the
second millennium BC north India came to witness an active expansion of the people with
certain cultural traits. Such an active expansion of cultural group/groups causing an interregional
interaction would have played crucial roles in the social transformation towards the urbanisation
in north India.

2) Late PGW-Late BRW/BSW Phase (the early first millennium BC)

In this phase, the PGW came to expand its distribution zone and to become predominant over
the existing earlier industry of BRW/BSW in the upper-middle Ganges valley. However, enough
attention should be paid to the fact that the interactive influences between the PGW and the BRW/BSW
occurred through the process of establishment of predominance of the PGW industry.

In relation to the interactive relationship between the two industries, it is interesting to note
that the red ware industry associated with both the PGW in the Upper-middle Ganges valley and
the BRW/BSW in the further east during this phase is totally similar between the two fine ware
distribution zones in terms of its composition and the manufacturing technique. This indicates that
in spite of the regional differences in the fine ware industry, a common red ware industry was
introduced all over north Indja during this phase. This contrast aspect of distribution between the
fine ware and red ware industry further suggests that two independent distribution theories coexisted
side by side within the whole ceramic industry of north India; on the one hand differentiation
mechanism developed in the fine ware industries between the PGW and the BRW/BSW, and on the
other hand a unification mechanism made the distribution of a single red ware industry over two
regions of the fine ware industries possible.

Evaluating this phenomenon of the distribution of these wares it appears that the whole ceramic
industry in north India became more complex through the interactive relationship between the
PGW and the BRW/BSW. It is likely that the cultural groups with each fine ware industry formed
their own cultural orientation through the differentiation and unification in the process of the cultural
interactive negotiations. By this phase, north India became integrated as one cultural entity in
which several, at least two in terms of the fine ware industry, different culturally-oriented groups
built up their interactive relationship system, ultimately promoting the social transformation
in north India.

3) Late PGW-early NBPW phase (the middle first millennium BC)

Although this phase witnessed no clear change in distribution zones of the different fine
ware industry, a big change occurred in the BRW/BSW region. That is the creation of the NBPW
through the predominance of the BSW in the later half of the late BRW/BSW phase. As stated
above, the NBPW can be considered as a developed form of the BSW with some innovations and
changes in the treatment of surface and shapes. Thus, there seems to be a clear continuity
between the BSW and the- NBPW, indicating that the NBPW was created by the people
using the BRW/BSW. This observation would be reinforced by the fact that the NBPW

R
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had spread almost simultaneously over the sub-regions in which the BRW/BSW ware formerly
distributed.

Since it is logically supposed that the interactive relationship between the PGW region and the
BRW/BSW, now the NBPW region continued during the middle first millennium BC, the creation of
the NBPW was also a product of the interactive relationship between the two regions. This does not
necessarily mean that the PGW people was directly associated with the creation of NBPW, but that
some cultural and even social atmosphere which was created by the PGW people and the BRW/BSW
people bore influences on the emergence of the NBPW. Although it goes beyond the author’s ability
and the present stage of the archaeological data to specify the cultural or social situation concerned,
some social background should be taken into consideration for evaluating the transition of ceramics in
this period.

Fig. 4. Phase-wise distribution zones of the fine wares (2) (Late PGW-Early NBPW)

Regarding the PGW during this phase, the archaeological data makes it difficult to infer any change
from the preceding phase, but it could be possible that no big change took place in the PGW industry
itself in spite of the emergence of the NBPW inthe neighbouring region. However, it should be emphasised
that as early as this phase, the newly born NBPW might have penetrated into the PGW distribution zone
in some part. '
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4) Late NBPW phase (the late first millennium)

The change in this phase in extremely prominent, not only in the fine ware industries but also in the
red ware industry associated with it. Regarding the fine ware, it declined in general sense, including
both the PGW and NBPW. In the case of the PGW, it disappeared quite suddenly, while the NBPW
became coarse. The wall of the NBPW tended to become thicker and jts characteristic surface treatment,
was inclined gradually towards disappearance. ’

This phase has been termed as the period of degeneration of the NBPW. However, the actual
situation of this phase is the general decline of the fine ware industry in the whole of north India.
Since, by the beginning of the Christian era, the fine ware industry almost disappeared, the late
NBPW phase can be considered as a transitional phase from the earlier tradition dominated by the
fine ware industry to the later tradition of red ware industry without the fine black/grey ware
industry.

The red ware was also subjected to total change in this phase. The earlier forms and shapes as well
as the manufacturing techniques came to a decline; instead, several new forms and shapes were created,:
spreading over all the sub-regions of north India. Wheel-made bowls, pear-shaped vase and carinated '
handi are the representative types among new forms. Taking changes in both the fine ware and red ware
into consideration, it can be said that this late NBPW phase shows the total decline of the earlier ceramic
tradition. ’ N

This total change in the pottery tradition has several implications in the social transformation.
Firstly, the decline of the fine ware tradition indicates the cultural orientation in the cultural groups
with the differentiation in the fine ware industry has also disappeared. This means that the necessities
among the different cultural groups to express their cultural orientations through the differentiation
of fine wares had been exterminated due to some reasons associated with social backgrounds.
Secondly, the decline of the fine ware tradition suggests the extinction of the techniques which
was necessary for manufacturing the fine wares. Especially, the NBPW demanded its producer
with high-level techniques with a knowledge of technology, indicating that the NBPW was
manufactured by specialised potter groups as well as the social demands which would control its
production. It is probably that the same situation is true of the case of the PGW. Thirdly, the
change in the red ware industry implies that the social change gave its influence not only towards
the fine ware but also towards the red ware industry. It appears that some social factors during this
phase required the pottery complex to totally change, in terms of the functional aspect of pottery,
the change in the composition of forms with transition from the earlier one to the newly introduced
ones, suggest the change of way of using wares which is represented by the composition of forms,
and in terms of the social and economic aspect of pottery, the cultural orientation which found its
expression in the fine ware in the earlier phase either collapsed or modified its way of expression,
and the total decline of the earlier pottery complex required a considerable modification in both
manufacturing and in the circulation system. '

Thus, the change in the pottery complex during the Late NBPW phase is not just a degeneration
in the fine ware industry, but a drastic and dynamic change with some social change. Then, the
problem should be focussed upon the factors which cause the change of the pottery tradition.
Although it is quite difficult to draw a concrete picture, such a drastic change should have been
caused by some large-scale social transformation in a general sense. I would propose tentatively
the social change caused by the urbanisation in the north India for the background of this drastic
change in the pottery complex. It is generally believed that by the middle first millennium BC, the
urbanisation in north India had quite developed with the emergence of cities and states. One of the
culmination of the urbanisation in north India should be found around the fourth to third centuries
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Tab. 1 Pottery sequence in north India

(Number in the top line: 1. Upper Ganges Valley; 2. Upper-middle Ganges Valley; 3. Middle Ganges Valley;
4. Lower-middle Ganges Valley; 5. Southern foothill of the Himalayas)

BC, when the state formation reached its peak with the integration of the states towards the formation
of the Mauryan empire. Although theoretically and hypothetically not by available evidence, such
an integration of states should have included various associated social transformations in its process.
In other words, such various social transformations themselves had caused the formation of a
large-scale state. It is possible that the change of the pottery complex during the late first millennium
was also caused by such a social transformation. That is, it could be likely that the cultural orientation
or social code which were given to the pottery industry, especially to the fine ware industry, by the
middle first millennium BC was subjected to be changed by the society in north. Since the cultural
orientation or social code referred above were expressed as the differentiation of the fine wares by
at least two cultural groups, the disappearance of such cultural orientation visible in the fine ware
industry can be considered as the result of integration of these cultural groups to form a large

cultural group which no longer had a necessity to materialise their cultural orientation in the form
of fine ware industry.
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4. Conclusion

. Iy )

Through the discussion above, some characteristic aspects of the pottery sequence in north India
during the late second millennium BC and the first millennium BC have become clear.

1) This distribution of the fine wares is the result of vigorous expansive movement of cultural
groups.

2) Through such expansions, different cuitural groups came into contact, having mutual interactive
relationship with each other. The whole pottery complex consisting of different fine wares and a common
red ware in north India was formed in the process of this interaction.

3) Inthe late NBPW phase during the late first millennium BC, the whole pottery complex changed
with the decline of the earlier wares and the appearance of the new pottery industry. It would imply that
the cultural orientation or social code given to the pottery complex by the society became meaningless
with a formation of new cultural and social groups by this time.

As quite clear in the discussion above, the pottery sequence in the temporal and spatial axis can
provide us with evidence of some social aspects in a given period, especially, the process of differentiation
and integration of the cultural orientations by different cultural groups is considerably obvious in the
pottery sequence, implying a cultural integration in north India. The process of cultural integration
cannot be discussed without taking social transformation into consideration. I propose here that the
social transformation which promoted the cultural integration manifested in the pottery evidence is in
general sense the urbanisation of north India based on the interregional cultural interaction.

"193
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As awhole, the urbanisation process in north India seems to cause great influences on the formation
of the material culture in a given period. I believe that the archaeologist can approach to the urbansiation
and social transformation by examining the temporal and spatial distribution of cultural traits and
building up logical and theoretical theories to interpret the evidence. This field of research should be

further attempted and discussed. I would be satisfied if this short paper has shown the potentiality of
this field of study.
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