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Recent Developments:

A recent iconographic survey of a black sandstone Saraswati sculpture, discovered at Manasa in Madhya
Pradesh, has highlighted important evidence concerning ancient Indian musical traditions and the cultural
history of the Malavas.
The sculpture was originally discovered during the 1980s at Manasa in Neemuch district and has been
preserved at the Ujjain Museum for several decades; its dimensions are approximately 30 × 27 × 8
centimetres.
The archaeological assessment places the sculpture in the 2nd century CE, associating it with the Malava
period, and identifies it as the oldest Saraswati sculpture found in Madhya Pradesh depicting the goddess
with a musical instrument.
The most significant feature is the depiction of Saraswati playing a curved, arched, harp-like veena,
commonly described as vakra-veena, which provides evidence for an ancient branch of the Indian string-
instrument tradition.
The discovery is important not merely as religious iconography but also as evidence for the interaction of art,
music, religion, technology and regional cultural traditions in ancient India.

Archaeological and Iconographic Significance:

The Saraswati Sculpture:

Saraswati is traditionally associated with knowledge, learning, music, speech and the arts, making her
representation with a musical instrument particularly significant for understanding the cultural history of
music.
The sculpture is carved from black sandstone and was earlier recorded merely as catalogue number 78 in the
museum collection before renewed archaeological attention brought its importance to light.
The subsequent survey compared the posture, ornaments, attributes and musical instruments represented
in Saraswati sculptures preserved in Madhya Pradesh museums.
Such comparative iconographic analysis helps archaeologists establish the chronology, regional artistic
characteristics and cultural associations of sculptures where inscriptions or precise excavation records may
be unavailable.

The Vakra-Veena:

The vakra-veena represented in the sculpture has a sweeping, arched form resembling a harp, distinguishing
it from the modern long-necked veena commonly associated with Indian classical music.
The instrument represents an early form of stringed musical technology, demonstrating that the Indian
musical tradition historically included diverse forms of harps and veenas.
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Archaeomusicological evidence suggests that ancient string instruments evolved through different structural
forms, including bow-shaped or arched harps with resonating bodies and multiple strings.
The sculpture therefore provides an important link between visual art and the reconstruction of ancient
musical instruments, particularly where surviving physical instruments are unavailable.

Historical Context of the Malavas:

Malava Community and Historical Geography:

The Malavas were an important ancient community whose history is associated with central and north-
western parts of the Indian subcontinent.
Roman historian Quintus Curtius Rufus recorded fierce resistance faced by Alexander the Great from
groups associated with the ancient Malavas during Alexander’s Indian campaign.
Historical traditions indicate that the Malavas subsequently moved southwards towards the Mandsaur
region, making the wider Malwa area an important centre for understanding their later cultural history.
The Saraswati sculpture is therefore significant not only for the history of Indian music but also for
understanding the regional cultural identity and artistic practices associated with the Malava period.

Importance of Madhya Pradesh:

Madhya Pradesh contains exceptionally important evidence for the development of Indian cultural traditions,
including rock art, archaeological settlements, sculptures, inscriptions and early representations of
musical instruments.
The region therefore provides an important geographical bridge between prehistoric cultural expressions and
later historical traditions of music and visual art.

Historical Evolution of the Arched Harp Tradition:

Evidence from Prehistoric Rock Art:

Representations of harp-like instruments occur in the rock-art tradition of the Pachmarhi region,
demonstrating that musical instruments were represented in central Indian visual culture long before the
historical period.
The NimbBhoj rock shelter near Pachmarhi contains a depiction of a human figure playing a harp-like
instrument and forms part of a wider corpus of musical representations in central Indian rock art.
Archaeological studies of Pachmarhi rock art identify several shelters containing representations of harps,
dancers and musicians, indicating the association of music with social and ritual activities.
These representations demonstrate the importance of music and performance traditions in ancient
communities and provide visual evidence where literary sources are limited.

Evidence from the Gupta Period:

The arched harp tradition continued into the historical period and is prominently represented on the gold
coins of Gupta emperor Samudragupta, who is depicted playing a curved harp-like instrument.
Samudragupta’s musical representation is particularly significant because Gupta coinage was also a medium
of political communication and royal self-representation.
The coins demonstrate that music and artistic accomplishment could form part of the cultural image of
kingship, alongside military power and political authority.
The evidence therefore establishes a broad chronological sequence extending from prehistoric rock art to
early historic sculpture and Gupta-period numismatics.

Literary Evidence of Ancient Indian Music:

Vedic Tradition:
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References to musical instruments and sound production occur in the Rigveda, demonstrating that music and
instrumental traditions formed part of early Indian cultural life.
Vedic evidence is particularly valuable because it provides a literary dimension to archaeological and
iconographic evidence concerning ancient musical practices.

Bharata’s Natyashastra:

Bharata’s Natyashastra provides a systematic treatment of music, instruments, performance and theatre and
represents one of the foundational sources for the study of ancient Indian performing arts.
The text discusses different categories and forms of musical instruments, providing an important framework
for understanding the development of string instruments and performance traditions.
The combination of literary, archaeological and iconographic evidence allows historians to reconstruct
aspects of India’s ancient musicological heritage more effectively.

Cultural Continuity and India–Southeast Asia Linkages:

Survival of the Arched Harp in Myanmar:

Although the ancient arched harp tradition largely disappeared from mainstream musical practice in India, a
related instrument survives in Myanmar as the saung-gauk, a traditional arched harp.
Historical and musicological research suggests that the ancient harp tradition may have travelled from the
Indian cultural sphere towards Southeast Asia during the early centuries CE.
The survival of the saung-gauk demonstrates how cultural traditions can undergo regional transmission,
adaptation and continuity beyond their original geographical setting.
This evidence also contributes to understanding the broader historical processes of India’s cultural
interactions with Southeast Asia, alongside the spread of Buddhism, scripts, artistic forms and trade
networks.

Significance for Understanding Ancient Indian Civilization:

Archaeomusicology and Material Culture:

The Saraswati sculpture demonstrates how archaeomusicology can use sculptures, coins, rock paintings and
literary sources to reconstruct musical traditions for which physical instruments have not survived.
Musical instruments are also indicators of technological knowledge because their construction requires
understanding of materials, resonance, string tension and acoustic properties.
The study of ancient instruments therefore connects archaeology, history, art history, musicology and
technological development.

Religious Iconography and Cultural History:

Saraswati’s representation with a musical instrument illustrates the close relationship between religious
symbolism and performing arts in Indian civilization.
Iconography provides information not only about religious beliefs but also about dress, ornaments,
instruments, artistic conventions, social practices and regional identities.
The sculpture thus demonstrates how religious art can serve as an important historical source for
reconstructing everyday and cultural practices.

Cultural Continuity:

The sequence from Pachmarhi rock art to the Saraswati sculpture, Samudragupta’s coinage and the
modern saung-gauk suggests a long historical trajectory of the arched-harp tradition, although the exact
technological and transmission links between these stages require further research.
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Such evidence highlights the importance of studying Indian cultural history as a process of continuity,
transformation and regional exchange, rather than as a static tradition.

Way Forward:

Preservation and Research:

Museums should undertake systematic digitisation, documentation and iconographic cataloguing of
sculptures and artefacts that may have been inadequately documented in older collections.
Archaeological institutions should promote interdisciplinary research involving historians, archaeologists,
musicologists, conservators and acoustics specialists.
Ancient musical instruments represented in sculptures, coins and rock art should be studied through
experimental archaeology and digital reconstruction wherever scientifically feasible.
Cultural links between India and Southeast Asia should be further investigated through comparative studies
of musical instruments, artistic representations, literature and archaeological evidence.
Greater public awareness of such discoveries can strengthen heritage conservation and cultural education
without reducing complex historical traditions to simplistic claims of uninterrupted continuity.

Conclusion:

The newly studied Saraswati sculpture from Madhya Pradesh provides an important window into the
musical, artistic and cultural history of ancient India.
Its depiction of the vakra-veena connects archaeological evidence from central India with broader evidence
from prehistoric rock art, Gupta-period coinage and surviving musical traditions in Southeast Asia.
The discovery demonstrates that India’s musical heritage developed through long-term technological
experimentation, artistic representation, cultural exchange and regional adaptation.
At the same time, historical interpretation should distinguish between documented evidence and hypotheses
regarding cultural transmission, thereby maintaining archaeological and historiographical rigour.
The preservation and scientific study of such artefacts can significantly deepen understanding of India’s
intangible cultural heritage and civilizational continuity.

Value Addition for UPSC:

Key Terms:

Iconography: The study of the visual representation, attributes and symbolic features of religious and
cultural figures.
Archaeomusicology: The interdisciplinary study of ancient music and musical instruments using
archaeological, iconographic and literary evidence.
Vakra-Veena: An ancient curved or arched string instrument represented in early Indian artistic traditions.
Numismatics: The study of coins as historical sources for understanding political, economic and cultural
developments.
Material Culture: Physical objects through which historians reconstruct the technological, social and
cultural practices of past societies.

Important Evidence Chain:

Pachmarhi rock art ? Saraswati sculpture ? Samudragupta’s gold coins ? Myanmar’s saung-gauk
provides a useful comparative framework for discussing the historical evolution and transmission of the
arched-harp tradition.
Rigveda ? Natyashastra ? archaeological evidence demonstrates the importance of combining literary and
material sources while reconstructing ancient Indian musical traditions.
Malavas ? Alexander’s Indian campaign ? Mandsaur region ? Madhya Pradesh archaeology provides
an interdisciplinary linkage between ancient political history and regional cultural development.
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