
REPORT OF THE REVIEW COMMITTEE 
FOR THE PROGRAMME  

“ARCHEOASTRONOMY IN INDIAN CONTEXT” 
(Retyped copy of the original report) 

 

  A research programme “Archaeo Astronomy in Indian Context” is 

being pursued by Prof. M.N. Vahia and his team, at T. I. F. R.  It was funded by 

the Sir Jamsetji Tata Trust, for a five year period beginning December, 2006.  This 

programme is now entering its fifth and final year of the present grant.  An 

appropriate review of the programme at this stage is thus necessary. 

 

  A Committee to review the programme was constituted by Prof. M. 

Barma, Director TIFR “to judge the quality of it’s present output, it’s relevance 

and it’s future prospects” with the following membership 

 

       Prof. Virendra Singh   - Chairman 
      Prof. R.N. Iyengar, IISc, Bangalore  
       Prof. S.M. Chitre, CBS, Mumbai 
        Prof. V. Shinde, Deccan College, Pune 
        Prof. Sitabhra Sinha, IMSc, Chennai 
 
  The Committee met on February 16 – 17, 2011 at the ICSSR 
Conference Room, Kalina Campus of Mumbai University. 
 
  The meeting began with an initial briefing by Prof. Barma to the 
members of the Committee about the scope of the Committee.  The Committee 
should review the quality of the work done under the project so far and examine 
the future directions both as to what to pursue and what not to pursue so that 
excellence is achieved.  He informed that at present TIFR provides the 
infrastructure and the base for the project but the funding comes from outside 
TIFR, mainly from Jamsetji Tata Trust.  As it is hard to include the project as one 
of the core projects of the Institute, he said, this situation is likely to remain 
unchanged.  At some future date it may become appropriate to consider locating 
the activity elsewhere but that issue would be then taken up in some appropriate 
TIFR forum. 
 
  After the briefing by the Director, TIFR, the Committee met Prof. 
M.N. Vahia and his collaborators and other invitees.  The following persons 
made presentation at the open meeting : 
 
    Prof. M.N. Vahia 



    Ms. Nisha Yadav 
    Shri Sreekumar Menon 
    Shri Riza Abbas 
    Shri B V Subbarayappa 
    Shri  R.N. Iyengar 
    Dr. Aniket Sule 
    Shri Shrikant Janawlekar 
 
  Each presentation was followed by a question and answer period.  
A report about the presentation, prepared by Prof. Vahia, is attached as 
Annexure – 1. 
 
  After the concluding remarks by Prof. Vahia at the presentations, 
the Committee wanted to have some information from him on a number of 
points. 
 
  Prof. Vahia informed that he has three Project staff members.  It 
was also informed that a three day programme for college students had been 
arranged.  Prof. Vahia also informed that number of people from India and 
abroad have shown interest in his project.  Prof, Vahia requested the Committee 
to provide flexibility in spending the funds.  Prof. Vahia also emphasized that he 
would like to continue his work under the umbrella of TIFR as it has a good 
library and other resources which are required for the project.  He also informed 
the Committee that a MOU has been signed between the Institute and the Deccan 
College, Pune for interaction in achieving the goal.  It was informed that this 
Project is a collaborative work between the Archeologists and the Scientists.  It 
was informed that he could not hold the international conference but has 
attended the international conference. 
 
  After the presentations were over, Prof. A.W. Wolfendale, U.K., 
who was a special invitee to the open meeting, met Prof. V. Singh and gave him 
his notes and comments on the programme.  These are appended as Annexure – 
2 to this Report. 
 
  The Review Committee met at 2.30 p.m. on February 17, 2011 to 
finalise it’s recommendations and was attended by all its’ members. 
 
  The Committee emphasized that now that exploratory phase of the 
programme is over we have to restrict the number of areas to be pursued.  The 
exploratory phase has given us the necessary experience to do so.  This is 
necessary so as to achieve significant results and to conserve the limited man 
power and funding resources.  After long and elaborate discussions, the 
Committee is of the view that these three areas should be : 



1) Indus Script 
2) Megalith work 
3) Eclipse Records 

     
We now present detailed comments on the three areas : 
 
1. INDUS SCRIPT : 
    This work is the most important contribution to emerge from this 
project so far.  The problem of `The decipherment of Indus Script’ is a rather old 
unsolved problem.  After various proposals in the past that it is (a) Dravidian (b) 
Vedic Sanskrit (c) numbers but with no clear acceptance emerging for any 
possible solution of decipherment, it was even suggested that it is a collection of 
`icons’ and does not represent any language.  The various modern techniques of 
data mining and pattern recognition, used by the group, have established that 
Indus Script has a specific grammar.  It is not just a bunch of icons. This work has 
been widely commended on and taken note of by worker in the field and 
brought recognition to the group.  The work needs to be consolidated by more 
refined analysis.  The diffusion model studies of Indus civilization, which was 
being done by Kavita Gangal (who has left), also needs to be pursued further.  
The Project needs to be strengthened by one more project staff to help Prof. 
Vahia and Ms. Nisha Yadav. 
 
2. MEGALITH WORK : 
    The work on Megaliths in India done so far has been largely 
exploratory and was necessary to get a feel for it.  The need now is concentrate 
on some particular region and obtain significant results.  Shri Sreekumar Menon 
has been working on southern Megalith and has acquired the maturity and 
vision necessary.  In Vidarbha region we have the possibility of help from the 
Archeological Survey of India (ASI).  Dr. Riza Abbas gave a presentation about it 
but he is a newcomer to the field.  One could also explore the possibility of Shri 
Menon morning to TIFR Mumbai from Manipal.  In any case, the work should 
continue with concentration on one region. 
 
3. ECLIPSE RECORDS : 
    While eclipse records about ancient and medieval eclipses are 
available for other parts of the world.  A systematic compilation of such records 
from India has not been attempted.  There is also the possibility that Indian 
records would fill the gaps in records in available world data.  Such data are of 
importance in analyzing the perturbation of earth’s spin over millennia.  The 
work has begun but needs to be brought to completion.  It may need an addition 
of a project staff. 
 



  It was also pointed out by Prof. Shinde that the archeologists’ in 
India have no good laboratories and the scientific expertise available at TIFR and 
a collaborative effort with Deccan College can greatly help the project itself and 
the country’s archeologists’.  It will also help national visibility and exposure of 
the Institute. 
 
  At present Prof. Vahia has three staff members.  Two project staff 
members have left recently.  It is felt that the project would need an induction of 
three young and energetic members as project staff members with one each for 
the three areas recommended.  This is apart from the manpower contribution to 
be provided by the collaborating institutions, such as Deccan College and others, 
which is also necessary.  Prof. Sinha also emphasized that the project should 
follow a decentralized mode of operation where the members carrying out the 
various parts of the projects may be stationed in different institutions across the 
country with the co-ordination being done by the P.I. from TIFR.  This will solve 
the possible space constraint and man power availability problems. 
 
  The Committee strongly feels that the Project “Archeo Astronomy 
in Indian Context” is an important one and the promises to deliver excellent 
results.  It should be supported and strengthened further.  The manpower 
suggestions are given earlier. 
 
  Finally, it was felt that the Institute should support the Project as 
far as possible and not just endorse it for outside agencies for funding. 
 
 
 
(R.N. Iyengar)      (V.S. Shinde)         (Sitabhra Sinha) 
 
 
 
   (S.M. Chitre)    (Virendra Singh) 



ANNEXURE – 1  

Archaeo Astronomy in Indian Context 

4th Review Meeting 
A programme of Tata Institute of Fundamental Research 

Funded by Sir Jamsetji Tata Trust 

 
A review of the TIFR programme titled Archaeo Astronomy in Indian context was held 

at ICSSR, Kalina Mumbai on February 16 and 17, 2011.  The review committee consisted 

of the following members: 

  

1. Prof. Virendra Singh (Chairman)              TIFR 
2. Prof. Chitre S M    CBS, Mumbai 
3. Prof. Iyengar R N               IISc, Bangalore 
4. Prof. Shinde V     Deccan College, Pune 
5. Prof. Sinha Sitabhra   IMSc, Chennai 

 

The programme of the meeting is given in appendix 1. Initially Prof. Mustansir Barma, 

Director TIFR briefed the committee about his expectations from the review committee 

and highlighted specific issues which the committee should keep in mind while 

reviewing the programme. 

 

The meeting was then opened to the participants in the programme and special invitees. 

The complete list of participants is given in Appendix 2.  

 

The meeting was initiated by the Principal Investigator, Prof. M N Vahia. He gave an 

overview of the work done under the programme. He discussed the genesis of the 

programme and its evolution. In particular, he pointed out that the group was 

concentrating on three specific aspects, namely study of ancient megaliths, Indus 

civilisation and its script and the ancient eclipses. He pointed out how modern 

technologies and developments in computer science were being used for the study and 

how it was in turn producing new insights into these fields. He particularly pointed out 

the use of data mining and pattern recognition, network analysis and diffusive models 

to understand different aspects of the Indian civilisation and its astronomy. He also 

showed how this work was generating new ideas in the parent fields. He also discussed 

how, using methodologies and his roots in physical sciences compelled him to create 

specific models about the origin and growth of astronomy in India, social evolution and 

on the important physical reasons for the perturbative aspects of earth spin derived 

from eclipse data. He also showed that the participation of TIFR in the programme is 

crucial since TIFR’s comfort level with technology, its vibrant intellectual environment 



and its excellent and dynamic infrastructure and responsive administration provide a 

crucial support system without which such work would be impossible to pursue.  

 

This was followed by two talks by Dr. Riza Abbas and Mr. Srikumar Menon who 

discussed various aspects of the group’s work on megalithic structures in south and 

central India. Mr. Menon covered the broad aspects of megaliths in India, their patterns 

and construction. He then discussed his specific reconnaissance of about 25 sites and 

detailed survey of 5 sites. He showed that his studies of at least one site, Byse showed 

that it had significant astronomical alignments while NIlaskal was also possibly an 

astronomical site. Riza Abbas discussed his work on the megaliths in Nagpur region and 

his survey of stone circles in the Nagpur region. He also showed that the stone circles 

tended to have cup-marked stones which were aligned to specific direction. 

 

This was followed by a presentation by Prof. Vahia on what had been learnt from these 

and related studies. He showed that a pattern of intellectual growth of the civilisation 

starting with megaliths, myths, astronomy and religion provided a wide background 

against which the idea of temple and its architecture can be studied. 

 

The afternoon session included a lecture by Ms. Nisha Yadav on Indus miniatures and 

Indus script. She discussed how her work using data mining techniques had succeeded 

in establishing that Indus writing had a specific grammar. She also showed that while 

about 150 signs seemed to be basic, the remaining signs are either a combination of these 

signs or had some interesting additives. However, the environment in which the basic 

signs appeared and the one in which their compounded versions appear, seem to be 

completely different indicating that compounding was not an equivalent of short 

handing. 

 

This was followed by a talk by Prof. Vahia on their studies on the evolution of the 

Harappan civilisation. After discussing the broad aspects of the growth of human 

habitation in the subcontinent, he showed that use of network techniques on distribution 

of Harappan sites, their social evolution and their social parameters it was possible to 

create an analytical model of the rise and decline of the Harappan Civilisation. 

 

The presentations on 17 February began with the presentation by Dr. B V Subbarappa, 

he discussed the complexities of creating the eclipse database and the subtle aspects of 

the database. 

 

This was followed by Prof. Vahia’s summary lecture on different aspects of the ideas of 

eclipses in India. He discussed how the records of ancient eclipses arise and how they 

can be used to understand the perturbations in the earth’s spin over the millennia.  

 



This was followed by a presentation by Prof. Iyengar about his work on the 

astronomical references in Vedic and post Vedic literature.  

 

The last lecture in the presentations was by Dr. Aniket Sule. He covered various aspects 

of work done on megalithic structures, temple architecture as well as interpretative 

work on rock art and ancient astronomical references. 

 

The committee then met at 2.30 p.m. in ICSSR Guest House on February 17, 2011. 

 



Appendix 1 

Archaeo Astronomy in Indian Context 

4th Review Meeting 
A programme of Tata Institute of Fundamental Research 

Funded by Sir Jamsetji Tata Trust 
 

Venue: ICSSR Conference Room, Mumbai University Campus, Vidyanagari, Kalina, Mumbai 

Dates: Feb 16 – 17, 2011 

PROGRAMME 
Wednesday Feb 16, 2011 

 

Inaugural session 

 

   9.15 –   9.45 Brief by Director, TIFR 

   9.45 – 10.15 Overview of the programme, M N Vahia 

10.15 – 10.45 Tea 

 

Session 1: Ancient Megaliths 

 

10.45 – 11.45 Megaliths of South India and Astronomy   Srikumar Menon  

11.45 – 12.15 Megaliths of Central India     Riza Abbas 

12.15 – 13.15 Cosmogony and Space: from rock art to temples  Mayank Vahia 

13.15 – 14.30 Lunch 

 

Session 2: Harappan Civilisation 

 

14.30 – 16.00 Study of Indus Script      Nisha Yadav 

16.00 – 16.30 Tea 

16.30 – 17.30 Rise and Decline of Harappan Civilisation    Mayank Vahia 

 

19.30 – 20.30 Dinner with a slide show on megaliths by Srikumar Menon  

 

Thursday Feb 17, 2011 

 

Session 3: Ancient Literature and experimental techniques 

 

09.30 – 10.15 Record of Ancient Eclipses    B V Subbarayappa  

10.15 – 10.45 Implications of the studies of eclipses    Mayank Vahia 

10.45 – 11.00 Tea 



 

11.00 – 11.30 Astronomical reference in ancient text   R N Iyengar 

11.30 – 12.30 Astronomical Records in Art, Architecture & Literature  Aniket Sule 

12.30 – 13.00 Experimental Technique for Archaeo Astronomy  Shrikant Janawlekar 

13.00 – 13.15 Concluding comments       Mayank Vahia 

 

13.15 – 14.30 Lunch 

 

14.30 – 18.00 Closed door meeting of the Review Committee. 



 

Appendix 2 

Archaeo Astronomy in Indian Context 

4th review meeting of the collaborators 

 
Venue: ICSSR Conference Room, Mumbai University Campus, Vidyanagari, Kalina, Mumbai 

Dates: Feb 16 – 17, 2011 

 

LIST OF PARTICIPANTS 

Review Committee 

1. Virendra Singh  Chairman, TIFR 
2. Chitre S M   CBS, Mumbai 
3. Iyengar R N  IISc, Bangalore 
4. Shinde V    Deccan College, Pune 
5. Sinha Sitabhra  IMSc, Chennai 

 

Collaborators 

1) Abbas Riza    Indian Numismatic Society, Nashik 
2) Bandey, Aijaz   Kashmir University 
3) Iqbal Naseer   Kashmir University 
4) Jamkhedkar A P  Somaiya Institute, Mumbai 
5) Janawlekar Shrikant TIFR, Mumbai 
6) Masood Tabassum  Kashmir University 
7) Menon Srikumar   Manipal University 
8) Subbarayappa B V  Bangalore 
9) Sule Aniket   HBCSE, Mumbai 
10) Vahia M N    TIFR 
11) Yadav Nisha   TIFR 

 

Other Invitees 

1) Mustansir Barma  TIFR, Mumbai 
2) Sampath Kumaran  TIFR, Mumbai  
3) Krishnakumar G   TIFR, Mumbai 
4) Mathur Deepak  TIFR, Mumbai 
5) Menon Kishore  TIFR, Mumbai  
6) Niyati Mehta  Tata Trust, Mumbai  
7) Nandagopal V  TIFR, Mumbai 
8) Phansalkar   Tata Trust, Mumbai 
9) Wolfendale A W  University of Durham, UK 

 



ANNEXURE – 2   
 

VAHIA PROGRAMME 
 
 

Overall  - Very interesting programme – some important results 
   But patchy. 
 
Evolution - 1st 5 year – broad coverage, learning of the possibilities 
   And establishing a `reputation’ 
      Done – 
   Now, 2nd 5 year, focus needed. 
 
Why TIFR ? - Good for programme 
   Good for TIFR 
 

    Focus & Fundamental 
TIFR should evolve. 
 

 E.g. CERN  - CLOUD Project 

 Short sharp presentation to Ratan Tata 
If needed, I can write / see RT. 

 
 

Sir Arnold Wolfendale FRS 
14th Astronomer Royal 

 
 
  

 


