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1. Introduction and Geographical Settlement

Harappa stands as one of the most vital urban settlements of antiquity, serving as the eponymous
type-site for the Indus Valley Civilisation (hence often termed the Harappan Civilisation). Located
in the Punjab province of modern-day Pakistan, approximately 24 kilometres west of Sahiwal,
the ancient city flourished during the Mature Harappan phase between 2600 BC and 1900 BC.
Positioned historically along an old course of the Ravi River—a major tributary of the Indus—
Harappa commanded crucial trade routes intersecting the fertile agricultural heartlands of the
Punjab and the mineral-rich highlands of northern India and Afghanistan.

While Mohenjo-daro dominated the southern expanses of the Indus basin, Harappa served as the
strategic northern gateway of this vast cultural sphere. Covering an estimated area of well over
150 hectares, the city supported a highly organised, dense population of merchants, craftsmen,
and administrators. Its pioneering rediscovery reshaped the global understanding of South Asian
antiquity, pushing the roots of subcontinent urbanism back into the Bronze Age, contemporary
with Old Kingdom Egypt and Early Dynastic Mesopotamia.
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2. Discovery, Excavation, and Historical Vandalism

The historical trajectory of Harappa's exploration is both monumental and tragic. The ruins were
first recorded by the British traveller Charles Masson in 1826, who mistook the vast earthen
mounds for a forgotten castle related to Alexander the Great’s campaigns. In 1853 and 1873, Sir
Alexander Cunningham, the founder of the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI), visited the site
and retrieved several intriguing stone seals engraved with an unknown script, though the true
age of the ruins remained unrecognised.

Tragically, during the mid-19th century construction of the Scinde, Punjab and Delhi Railway
connecting Lahore and Multan, British contractors and local labourers heavily plundered the
site. Hundreds of thousands of ancient, high-quality kiln-fired bricks were extracted from
Harappa’s structures to serve as railway ballast, irreparably destroying significant upper layers
of archaeological stratigraphy. Systematic, scientific excavations only commenced in 1920 under
Rai Bahadur Daya Ram Sahni. His discoveries, alongside Sir John Marshall, finally unveiled
Harappa to the modern world as a primary cradle of independent urban civilisation.
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The Tragedy of the Railway Ballast

"It is an immense archaeological misfortune that over a hundred miles of railway line were
laid upon a foundation of five-thousand-year-old bricks, permanently erasing massive swathes
of Harappan residential architecture before it could be documented.”

3. Structural Zonation and Spatial Layout

Despite the severe historical brick-robbing, excavations have revealed that Harappa followed the
classic Indus layout, built upon a meticulously organised grid system. The city was segmented
into several walled sectors, each serving distinct administrative, economic, or domestic
functions.

Mound AB: The Citadel

Mound AB constitutes the Western Citadel, elevated significantly above the surrounding terrain
via massive mud-brick retaining platforms. This area was fortified with substantial brick
revetments and towers. It functioned as the civic and religious nerve centre of the settlement,
containing major public buildings, administrative offices, and residences for the ruling elite or
priestly classes.

Mound E and ET: The Lower Town and Suburbs

To the east and south lay the extensive residential and commercial sectors of Mound E and
Mound ET. Unlike Mohenjo-daro, where the residential quarters were consolidated into one
distinct sector, Harappa featured multiple discrete walled sectors separated by wide peripheral
streets. This modular design suggests the city was planned to accommodate distinct craft guilds,
migrant populations, or socioeconomic groups while maintaining centralised municipal control.

SECTOR
NAME FUNCTIONAL ASSIGNMENT DOMINANT MATERIAL FINDINGS
Mound AB Governance, administrative storage, Thick perimeter walls, monumental
(Citadel) public rituals. platforms, high-status seals.
Mound F Industrial processing, state-controlled Circular brick threshing floors, massive
(North) processing. granary blocks, workmen’s quarters.
Commerce, specialized artisanal Pottery kilns, bead workshops, terracotta
Mound E / ET . o . .
manufacturing, domestic living. drains, standardized wells.
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4. Industrial Infrastructure and Agricultural Mastery

Harappa excelled as a major industrial powerhouse and processing center. Its position on the
Ravi River allowed the state to easily collect raw agricultural and mineral resources from
peripheral villages and process them efficiently within the city limits.

The Great Granary Block

Located in Mound F to the north of the Citadel, Harappa’s primary state storehouse or granary is
a triumph of utilitarian engineering. It comprised two parallel rows of six elongated brick halls,
separated by a central aisle. Each individual hall featured an ingenious raised sleeper wall
system, leaving narrow air corridors beneath the floors to prevent moisture accumulation and
rot. This state infrastructure suggests a highly centralised system of grain collection, tax storage,
or redistribution to the urban population during droughts.

Workmen’s Quarters and Threshing Floors

Immediately adjacent to the granary complexes lay rows of uniform, two-room dwellings known
as the 'workmen's quarters', indicating a state-managed or highly stratified labour force. Near
these quarters, archaeologists uncovered seventeen circular brick paving platforms. Imprinted
into the central depressions of these rings were traces of wheat, barley, and charred husks,
revealing that these were dedicated, large-scale communal threshing floors where grain was
processed before being safely stored in the state granaries.

5. Art, Script, and Intercontinental Trade Networks

The material remains salvaged from Harappa showcase a society driven by precision,
standardized metrics, and extensive commercial relationships. The Harappans were not isolated;
they were deeply embedded in a globalized Bronze Age economy.

The Harappan Seals and Script

Thousands of square steatite seals have been recovered from Harappa, featuring exquisite,
naturalistic relief carvings of animals—most notably the mythical unicorn, humped Brahmani
bulls, elephants, and rhinoceroses. Accompanying these depictions are strings of symbols
representing the elusive Indus Script. Despite over a century of academic effort, the script
remains undeciphered, though its presence on cargo sealings proves its role in marking
ownership, inventory, and verifying commercial integrity.
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Metallurgy and Exotic Trade

Harappan craftsmen were masters of complex pyrotechnology. They manufactured sophisticated
copper and bronze implements, delicate gold ornaments, and fine faience beads. Lacking local
mineral deposits, Harappa functioned as a trade terminal, importing copper from the Khetri
mines of Rajasthan, lapis lazuli from Badakhshan in northern Afghanistan, jade from Central
Asia, and marine shells from the Arabian Sea coast. Cuneiform tablets from Mesopotamia record
extensive trade with a wealthy land called *Meluhha* a term now universally accepted as the
ancient Mesopotamian name for the Indus Civilisation.

6. The Post-Urban Phase, Eclipse, and Epilogue

By approximately 1900 BC, the tightly regulated administrative fabric of Harappa began to
unravel, initiating what historians term the Late Harappan or 'Cemetery H' culture. This post-
urban phase was characterized by a distinct decline in civic standards.

The Environmental Shift

The collapse of Harappa was not sudden, nor was it driven by catastrophic warfare. Rather,
modern palaeo-environmental studies indicate that shifting monsoonal patterns led to the
gradual drying up or catastrophic diversion of the Ravi and broader Indus river system:s.
Deprived of reliable river transport and the predictable annual floods necessary for massive
agricultural surpluses, the economic foundations of the city collapsed. The standardized weights,
measures, and script disappeared, and the large population dispersed into smaller; agrarian rural
settlements eastward toward the Ganges basin.

Archaeological Legacy

Today, Harappa stands as a protected national monument of Pakistan and a site of global
historical reverence. Ongoing work by the Harappa Archaeological Research Project (HARP)
continues to uncover new data using advanced digital stratigraphy and biomolecular analysis.
Harappa remains the definitive symbol of early South Asian ingenuity, demonstrating that
millennia before modern planning, humanity had already mastered the art of sustainable, grid-
aligned city living.
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