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The Land Of India
A L Basham

The ancient civilization of India grew up in a sharply demarcated sub-continent bounded on 
the north by the world’s largest mountain range—the chain of the Himalayas, which, with 

its extensions to east and west, divides India from the rest of Asia and the world. The barrier, 
however, was at no time an insuperable one, and at all periods both settlers and traders have found 
their way over the high and desolate passes into India, while Indians have carried their commerce 
and culture beyond her frontiers by the same route. India’s isolation has never been complete, and 
the effect of the mountain wall in developing her unique civilization has often been overrated.

The importance of the mountains to India is not so much in the isolation which they give her, 
as in the fact that they are the source of her two great rivers. The clouds drifting northwards and 
westwards in the rainy season discharge the last of their moisture on the high peaks, whence, fed 
by ever-melting snow, innumerable streams flow southwards, to meet in the great river systems 
of the Indus and the Ganga. On their way they pass through small and fertile plateaux, such as 
the valleys of Kashmir and Nepal, to debouch on the great plain.

Of the two river systems, that of the Indus, now mainly in Pakistan, had the earliest civilization, 
and gave its name to India.* More than two thousand years before Christ the fertile plain of the 
Panjab (“Five Rivers”), watered by the five great tributaries of the Indus—the Jhelam, Chenab, 
Ravi, Beas and Satlaj—had a high culture, which spread as far as the sea and along the western 
seaboard at least as far as Gujarat. The lower Indus, in the region of Pakistan known as Sind, now 
passes through barren desert, though this was once a well watered and fertile land.

The basin of the Indus is divided from that of the Ganga by the Thar, or desert of Rajasthan, 
and by low hills. The watershed, to the north-west of Delhi, has been the scene of many bitter 
battles since at least 1000 B.C. The western half of the Ganga plain, from the region around Delhi 
to Patna, and including the Doab, or the land between the Ganga and its great tributary river 
Yamuna (formerly spelt Jumna, Jamna), has always been the heart of India. Here, in the region 
once known as Aryavarta, the land of the Aryans, her classical culture was formed. Though 
generations of unscientific farming, deforestation, and other factors have now much reduced 
its fertility, this was once among the most productive lands in the world, and it has supported 
a very large population ever since it was brought under the plough. At its mouth in Bengal the 
Ganga forms a large delta, which even in historical times has gained appreciably on the sea; here 
the Ganga joins the Brahmaputra, which flows from Tibet by way of the Valley of Assam, the 
easternmost outpost of Hindu culture.
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South of the great plain is a highland zone, rising to the chain of the Vindhya mountains. 
These are by no means as impressive as the Himalayas, but have tended to form a barrier between 
the North, formerly called Hindustan, and the Peninsula, often known as the Deccan (meaning 
simply “South”), a term used sometimes for the whole peninsula, but more often for its northern 
and central portions. Most of the Deccan is a dry and hilly plateau, bordered on either side by 
long ranges of hills, the Western and Eastern Ghats. Of these two ranges the western is the higher, 
and therefore most of the rivers of the Deccan, such as the Mahanadi, the Godavari, the Kistna 
or Krsna, and the Kaviri, flow eastwards to the sea. Two large rivers only, the Narmada and 
the Tapti, flow westwards. Near their mouths the Deccan rivers pass through plains which are 
smaller than that of the Ganga but almost as populous. The south-eastern part of the Peninsula 
forms a larger plain, the Tamil country, the culture of which was once independent, and is not yet 
completely unified with that of the North. The Dravidian peoples of Southern India still speak 
languages in no way akin to those of the North, and are of a different ethnic character (p. 24f), 
though there has been much intermixture between Northern and Southern types. Geographically 
Ceylon is a continuation of India, the plain of the North resembling that of South India, and the 
mountains in the centre of the island the Western Ghats.

From Kashmir in the North to Cape Comorin in the South the sub-continent is about 2,000 
miles long, and therefore its climate varies considerably. The Himalayan region has cold winters, 
with occasional frost and snow. In the northern plains the winter is cool, with wide variation of 
day and night temperature, whereas the hot season is almost intolerable. The temperature of the 
Deccan varies less with the season, though in the higher parts of the plateau nights are cool in 
winter. The Tamil Plain is continuously hot, but its temperature never rises to that of the northern 
plains in summer.

The most important feature of the Indian climate is the monsoon, or "the Rains". Except 
along the west coast and in parts of Ceylon little rain falls from October to May, when cultivation 
can only be carried on by carefully husbanding the water of rivers and streams, and raising a 
winter crop by irrigation. By the end of April growth has practically ceased. The temperature of 
the plains rises as high as 110°F. (43°C.) or over, and an intensely hot wind blows. Trees shed 
their leaves, grass is almost completely parched, wild animals often die in large numbers for want 
of water. Work is reduced to a minimum, and the world seems asleep.

Then clouds appear, high in the sky; in a few days they grow more numerous and darker, 
rolling up in banks from the sea. At last, in June, the rains come in great downpouring torrents, 
with much thunder and lightning. The temperature quickly drops, and within a few days the 
world is green and smiling again. Beasts, birds and insects reappear, the trees put on new leaves, 
and the earth is covered with fresh grass. The torrential rains, which fall at intervals for a couple 
of months and then gradually die away, make travel and all outdoor activity difficult, and often 
bring epidemics in their wake; but, despite these hardships, to the Indian mind the coming of the 
monsoon corresponds to the coming of spring in Europe. For this reason thunder and lightning, in 
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Europe generally looked on as unaspicious, have no terrors for the Indian, but are welcome signs 
of the goodness of heaven (p. 257).

It has often been said that the scale of natural phenomena in India, and her total dependence 
on the monsoon, have helped to form the character of her peoples. Even today major disasters, 
such as flood, famine and plague, are hard to check, and in older times their control was almost 
impossible. Many other ancient civilizations, such as those of the Greeks, Romans and Chinese, 
had to contend with hard winters, which encouraged sturdiness and resource. India, on the other 
hand, was blessed by a bounteous Nature, who demanded little of man in return for sustenance, 
but in her terrible anger could not be appeased by any human effort. Hence, it has been suggested, 
the Indian character has tended to fatalism and quietism, accepting fortune and misfortune alike 
without complaint.

How far this judgement is a fair one is very dubious. Though an element of quietism certainly 
existed in the ancient Indian attitude to life, as it does in India today, it was never approved by 
moralists. The great achievements of ancient India and Ceylon—their immense irrigation works 
and splendid temples, and the long campaigns of their armies—do not suggest a devitalized 
people. If the climate had any effect on the Indian character it was, we believe, to develop a 
love of ease and comfort, an addiction to the simple pleasures and luxuries so freely given by 
Nature—a tendency to which the impulse to self-denial and asceticism on the one hand, and 
occasional strenuous effort on the other, were natural reactions.

THE DISCOVERY OF ANCIENT INDIA
The ancient civilization of India differs from those of Egypt, Mesopotamia and Greece, in that its 
traditions have been preserved without a break down to the present day. Until the advent of the 
archaeologist, the peasant of Egypt or Iraq had no knowledge of the culture of his forefathers, 
and it is doubtful whether his Greek counterpart had any but the vaguest ideas about the glory of 
Periclean Athens. In each case there had been an almost complete break with the past. On the other 
hand, the earliest Europeans to visit India found a culture fully conscious of its own antiquity—a 
culture which indeed exaggerated that antiquity, and claimed not to have fundamentally changed 
for many thousands of years. To this day legends known to the humblest Indian recall the names 
of shadowy chieftains who lived nearly a thousand years before Christ, and the orthodox brahman 
in his daily worship repeats hymns composed even earlier. India and China have, in fact, the 
oldest continuous cultural traditions in the world.

Until the last half of the 18th century Europeans made no real attempt to study India’s ancient 
past, and her early history was known only from brief passages in the works of Greek and Latin 
authors. A few devoted missionaries in the Peninsula gained a deep understanding of contemporary 
Indian life, and a brilliant mastery of the vernaculars, but they made no real attempt to understand 
the historical background of the culture of the people among whom they worked. They accepted 
that culture at its face value, as very ancient and unchanging, and their only studies of India’s 
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past were in the nature of speculations linking the Indians with the descendants of Noah and the 
vanished empires of the Bible.

Meanwhile a few Jesuits succeeded in mastering Sanskrit, the classical language of India. 
One of them, Father Hanxleden, who worked in Kerala from 1699 to 1732, compiled the first 
Sanskrit grammar in a European tongue, which remained in manuscript, but was used by his 
successors. Another, Father Coeurdoux, in 1767. was probably the first student to recognize the 
kinship of Sanskrit and the languages of Europe, and suggested that the brahmans of India were 
descended from one of the sons of Japhet, whose brothers migrated to the West. Yet the Jesuits, 
for all their studies, gained no real understanding of India’s past: the foundations of Indology 
were laid independently, in another part of India, and by other hands.

In the year 1783 one of the most brilliant men of the 18th century, Sir William Jones (1746–
94), came to Calcutta as a judge of the Supreme Court, under the governor-generalship of Warren 
Hastings, who himself had deep sympathy with both Muslim and Hindu culture. Jones was a 
linguistic genius, who had already learnt all the more important languages of Europe as well as 
Hebrew, Arabic, Persian and Turkish, and had even obtained a smattering of Chinese with the aid 
of the very inadequate material which was available at the time. Before coming to India he had 
recognized the relationship of European languages to Persian, and had rejected the orthodox view 
of the 18th century, that all these tongues were derived from Hebrew, which had been garbled 
at the Tower of Babel. In place of this dogma Jones suggested that Persian and the European 
languages were derived from a common ancestor which was not Hebrew.

Of the little band of Englishmen who administered Bengal for the Honourable East India 
Company only one, Charles Wilkins (1749–1836), had managed to learn Sanskrit. With the aid 
of Wilkins and friendly Bengali pandits Jones began to learn the language. On the first day of 
1784 the Asiatic Society of Bengal was founded, on Jones’ initiative, and with Jones himself as 
president. In the journal of this society, Asiatic Researches, the first real steps in revealing India’s 
past were taken. In November 1784 the first direct translation of a Sanskrit work into English, 
Wilkins’s Bhagavad Gita, was completed. This Wilkins followed in 1787 with a translation of the 
Hitopadesa. In 1789 Jones translated Kalidasa’s Sakuntala, which went into five English editions 
in less than twenty years; this he followed by translations of the Gita Govinda (1792), and the 
law-book of Manu (published posthumously in 1794 under the title Institutes of Hindoo Law). 
Several less important translations appeared in successive issues of Asiatic Researches.

Jones and Wilkins were truly the fathers of Indology. They were followed in Calcutta by 
Henry Colebrooke (1765–1837) and Horace Hayman Wilson (1789–1860). To the works of 
these pioneers must be added that of the Frenchman Anquetil-Duperron, a Persian scholar who, 
in 1786, published a translation of four Upanisads from a 17th-century Persian version—the 
translation of the whole manuscript, containing 50Upanisads, appearing in 1801.

Interest in Sanskrit literature began to grow in Europe as a result of these translations. In 
1795 the government of the French Republic founded the École des LanguesOrientalesVivantes, 
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and in Paris Alexander Hamilton (1762–1824), one of the earliest members of the Asiatic Society 
of Bengal, held prisoner on parole in France at the end of the Peace of Amiens in 1803, became 
the first person to teach Sanskrit in Europe. It was from Hamilton that Friedrich Schlegel, the first 
German Sanskritist, learnt the language. The first university chair of Sanskrit was founded at the 
Collège de France in 1814, and held by Léonard de Chézy, while from 1818 onwards the larger 
German universities set up professorships. Sanskrit was first taught in England in 1805 at the 
training college of the East India Company at Hertford. The earliest English chair was the Boden 
Professorship at Oxford, first filled in 1832, when it was conferred upon H. H. Wilson, who had 
been an important member of the Asiatic Society of Bengal. Chairs were afterwards founded at 
London, Cambridge and Edinburgh, and at several other universities of Europe and America.

In 1816, Franz Bopp (1791–1867), a Bavarian, on the basis of the hints of Sir William Jones, 
succeeded in very tentatively reconstructing the common ancestor of Sanskrit and the classical 
languages of Europe, and comparative philology became an independent science. In 1821, the 
French Société Asiatique was founded in Paris, followed two years later by the Royal Asiatic 
Society in London. From these beginnings the work of the editing and study of ancient Indian 
literature went on apace throughout the 19th century. Probably the greatest achievement of 
Indological scholarship in 19th-century Europe was the enormous Sanskrit-German dictionary 
generally known as the St. Petersburg Lexicon, produced by the German scholars Otto Böhtlingk 
and Rudolf Roth, and published in parts by the Russian Imperial Academy of Sciences from 1852 
to 1875. England’s greatest contributions to Sanskrit studies were the splendid edition of the Rg 
Veda, and the great series of authoritative annotated translations, Sacred Books of the East. Both 
these works were edited by the great German Sanskritist Friedrich Max Müller (1823–1900), 
who spent most of his working life as Professor of Comparative Philology at Oxford.

Meanwhile the study of ancient Indian culture was proceeding in another direction. The 
first work of the Asiatic Society of Bengal had been almost entirely literary and linguistic, and 
most of the 19th-century Indologists were primarily scholars in the classical tradition, working 
on written records. Early in the 19th century, however, the Bengal Society began to turn some 
of its attention to the material remains of India's past, as the East India Company's surveyors 
brought back to Calcutta many reports of temples, caves and shrines, together with early coins 
and copies of inscriptions in long-dead scripts. By working backwards from the current scripts 
the older ones were gradually deciphered, until in 1837 a gifted amateur, James Prinsep, an 
official of the Calcutta Mint and Secretary of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, interpreted for the 
first time the earliest Brahmi script and was able to read the edicts of the great emperor Asoka. 
Among Prinsep's colleagues in the work of decipherment was a young officer of the Royal 
Engineers, Alexander Cunningham the father of Indian archaeology. From his arrival in India in 
1831 Cunningham devoted every minute he could spare from his military duties to the study of 
the material remains of ancient India, until, in 1862, the Indian government established the post 
of Archaeological Surveyor, to which he was appointed. Until his retirement in 1885 he devoted 
himself to the unravelling of India's past with complete single-heartedness. Though he made no 
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startling discoveries, and though his technique was, by modern archaeological standards, crude 
and primitive, there is no doubt that, after Sir William Jones, Indology owes more to General Sir 
Alexander Cunningham than to any other worker in the field. Cunningham was assisted by several 
other pioneers, and though at the end of the 19th century the activities of the Archaeological 
Survey almost ceased, owing to niggardly government grants, by 1900 many ancient buildings 
had been surveyed, and many inscriptions read and translated.

It was only in the 20th century that archaeological excavation on a large scale began in India. 
Thanks to the personal interest of the Viceroy, Lord Curzon, in 1901 the Archaeological Survey 
was re-formed and enlarged, and a young archaeologist, John (later Sir John) Marshall, appointed 
as Director General. For a country of the size of India the Archaeological Department was still 
lamentably small and poor, but Marshall was able to employ a number of expert assistants, and 
had funds for excavation on a scale more extensive than anything previously attempted. For the 
first time traces of the ancient cities of India began to come to light—archaeology, as distinct 
from the surveying and conservation of ancient monuments, had begun in real earnest. The 
greatest triumph of the Archaeological Survey of India under Sir John Marshall's directorship 
was undoubtedly the discovery of the Indus civilization. The first relics of India's oldest cities 
were noticed by Cunningham, who found strange unidentified seals in the neighbourhood of 
Harappa in the Panjab. In 1922 an Indian officer of the Archaeological Survey, R. D. Banerji, 
found further seals at Mohenjo Daro in Sind, and recognized that they were the remains of a 
pre-Aryan civilization of great antiquity. Under Sir John Marshall’s direction the sites were 
systematically excavated from 1924 until his retirement in 1931. Digging was interrupted by 
financial retrenchment, and by the Second World War; but further important discoveries were 
made at Harappa during the brief directorship of Sir R. E. Mortimer Wheeler just after the war; 
though the sites are still by no means fully cleared.

Much has yet to be done. Many mounds as yet unexcavated may throw floods of light on the 
dark places of India’s past: unpublished manuscripts of great importance may yet lie mouldering 
in out-of-the-way libraries. India, Pakistan and Ceylon are poor countries, desperately in need of 
funds with which to raise the standard of living of their peoples; but with the resources available 
the archaeological departments of all three countries are working to their fullest capacity to 
reveal the past.

Even in the last century, much valuable work was done by natives of India, especially by 
such Sanskritists and epigraphists as Drs. Bhau Daji, BhagavanlalIndraji, Rajendralal Mitra, and 
the great Sir R. G. Bhandarkar. Now the chief initiative in Indology comes from the Indians 
themselves. Indian scholars have already completed the first critical edition of the gigantic 
Mahabharata, and have started work on the enormous Poona Sanskrit Dictionary, which, when 
complete, will probably be the greatest work of lexicography the world has ever seen. Since 1947 
the Archaeological Department has been entirely under Indian direction, and today the Western 
Indologist cannot hope to be more than the helper and friendly critic of the Asian. In times like 
these, however, when Asia is reacting against a century and a half of European domination, and a 
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new culture, which will contain elements of East and West in firm synthesis, is in the process of 
birth, the European student still has a useful role to play in Indology.

THE GLORY OF ANCIENT INDIA
At most periods of her history India, though a cultural unit, has been torn by internecine war. In 
statecraft her rulers were cunning and unscrupulous. Famine, flood and plague visited her from 
time to time, and killed millions of her people. Inequality of birth was given religious sanction, 
and the lot of the humble was generally hard. Yet our overall impression is that in no other part 
of the ancient world were the relations of man and man, and of man and the state, so fair and 
humane. In no other early civilization were slaves so few in number, and in no other ancient 
lawbook are their rights so well protected as in the Arthashastra (p. 154f). No other ancient 
lawgiver proclaimed such noble ideals of fair play in battle as did Manu (p. 127). In all her 
history of warfare Hindu India has few tales to tell of cities put to the sword or of the massacre 
of non-combatants. The ghastly sadism of the kings of Assyria, who flayed their captives alive, 
is completely without parallel in ancient India. There was sporadic cruelty and oppression no 
doubt, but, in comparison with conditions in other early cultures, it was mild. To us the most 
striking feature of ancient Indian civilization is its humanity.

Some 19th-century missionaries, armed with passages from Hindu and Buddhist scriptures, 
often taken out of their context, and with tales of famine, disease, and the evils of the Hindu 
caste and family system, have helped to propagate the widespread fallacy that India is a land of 
lethargic gloom. The traveller landing at Bombay has only to watch the rush-hour crowds, and 
to compare them mentally with those of London, to realize that the Indian character is neither 
lethargic nor unhappy. This conclusion is borne out by a general acquaintance with the remains 
of India’s past. Our second general impression of ancient India is that her people enjoyed life, 
passionately delighting both in the things of the senses and the things of the spirit.

The European student who concentrates on religious texts of a certain type may well gain 
the impression that ancient India was a land of "life-negating"* ascetics, imposing their gloomy 
and sterile ideas upon the trusting millions who were their lay followers. The fallacy of this 
impression is quite evident from the secular literature, sculpture and painting of the time. The 
average Indian, though he might pay lip-service to the ascetic and respect his ideals, did not find 
life a vale of tears from which to escape at all costs; rather he was willing to accept the world 
as he found it, and to extract what happiness he could from it. Dandin’s description of the joys 
of a simple meal served in a comparatively poor home (p. 446ff) is probably more typical of 
ancient Indian everyday life than are the Upanishads. India was a cheerful land, whose people, 
each finding a niche in a complex and slowly evolving social system, reached a higher level of 
kindliness and gentleness in their mutual relationships than any other nation of antiquity. For this, 
as well as for her great achievements in religion, literature, art and mathematics, one European 
student at least would record his admiration of India’s ancient culture.

(यह लेख ए. एल. बाशम की पुस्तक “The Wonder That was India” से लिया गया है।)
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