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1. Introduction and Geographical Context

Mohenjo-daro, meaning 'Mound of the Dead Men' in the Sindhi language, stands as one of the
most magnificent urban settlements of the ancient world. Flourishing between 2600 BC and 1900
BC, it was a premier metropolis of the Indus Valley Civilisation, also known as the Harappan
Civilisation. Situated in the fertile floodplains of the Larkana District in Sindh, Pakistan, this
ancient city represents a watershed moment in human history, demonstrating a level of civil
engineering and civic organisation that remained unparalleled for millennia.

The Indus Valley Civilisation coexisted alongside its contemporary counterparts in Mesopotamia,
Egypt, and Minoan Crete. However, it far outstripped them in geographical span, encompassing
vast territories across modern-day Pakistan, northwest India, and northeast Afghanistan.
Mohenjo-daro was uniquely positioned to capitalise on the rich alluvial soils deposited by the
Indus River, facilitating robust agricultural surpluses that sustained a dense, highly specialized
urban population.
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2. Discovery and Archaeological Excavations

For thousands of years, the remains of Mohenjo-daro lay buried beneath mounds of earth and
debris, undisturbed until the early 20th century. The site was first identified in 1922 by R.D.
Banerji, an officer of the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI), who initially recognized the
historical import of the site whilst examining a Buddhist stupa built upon the ancient ruins.
Realising that the underlying structures predated the Buddhist era by millennia, he alerted the
central authority.

Large-scale excavations were subsequently launched under the leadership of Sir John Marshall,
the Director-General of the ASI. Marshall's formal announcement in 1924 of a newly discovered
ancient civilisation fundamentally altered the global understanding of human history, pushing
back the known origins of urban life on the Indian subcontinent. Further critical excavations
were conducted by Ernest Mackay in the late 1920s and 1930s, and later by Sir Mortimer Wheeler
in 1950, whose military precision brought a new level of stratigraphic rigour to the study of the
site.
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The Paradigm Shift of 1924

"Until these excavations, India's history was thought to begin with the Aryan migrations or the
Buddha. Sir John Marshall's announcements placed the Indus Valley firmly on par with the
bronze-age dynasties of Egypt and Mesopotamia."

3. Advanced Urban Planning and Architecture

The defining feature of Mohenjo-daro is its meticulous urban layout. Unlike the chaotic organic
growth typical of ancient Mesopotamian cities, Mohenjo-daro was built on a strict rectilinear grid
pattern. The city was broadly split into two primary zones: the Western Citadel and the Lower
Town.

I The Citadel (The Acropolis)

Constructed atop an immense artificial mud-brick platform rising nearly 12 metres above the
plain, the Citadel served as the administrative, religious, and public nucleus of the metropolis. It
was heavily fortified, presumably to protect against both floods and potential external conflict,
though evidence of warfare is famously scarce. Within the Citadel lie the city’s most monumental
public structures, including the Great Bath and the Great Granary.

I The Lower Town

To the east of the Citadel lay the extensive Lower Town, residential and commercial quarters
where the vast majority of the populace resided. The Lower Town was divided into large
rectangular blocks by wide, straight avenues that intersected at precise right angles. The
residential buildings were uniform in construction, fabricated predominantly from Kkiln-fired
clay bricks of standard proportions (1:2:4), showcasing an astonishing level of -civic
standardization.

PRIMARY FUNCTION KEY ARCHITECTURAL FEATURES

The Citadel Civic administration, religious The Great Bath, Great Granary, Pillared Hall,
i
ceremonies, and public storage. assembly areas.
The Lower Residential sectors, artisanal Grid-aligned avenues, multi-storey brick
Town workshops, and commercial markets. houses, courtyards, private wells.
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4. Engineering Marvels and Civic Sanitation

Mohenjo-daro's achievements in hydraulic engineering and civic sanitation represent an apex of
bronze-age technology. The citizens possessed an sophisticated understanding of water
management, ensuring that nearly every household had access to a private well and an
integrated waste disposal system.

I The Great Bath

The most iconic structure of Mohenjo-daro is the Great Bath, situated within the Citadel.
Measuring approximately 12 metres north-to-south and 7 metres east-to-west, with a depth of 2.4
metres, this pool was engineered with precision. The tank was made completely watertight
through the masterly application of finely fitted bricks laid in gypsum mortar, backed by a thick
layer of bitumen (natural tar). Semicircular steps led into the water from both ends, and a
sophisticated corbelled drain allowed for periodic emptying and cleaning. Historians widely
believe that the Great Bath was used for ritual purification ceremonies rather than mere
recreation.

I The Subterranean Drainage Network

The sophistication of Mohenjo-daro's drainage network surpassed that of any other ancient
civilisation. Wastewater from domestic bathrooms was directed via clay pipes into brick-lined
conduits running alongside the streets. These main drains were meticulously covered with
removable limestone slabs or brick arches, allowing municipal workers access to clear blockages.
Inspection traps and soak pits were installed at regular intervals to capture solid waste,
preventing the contamination of the broader urban environment.

5. Society, Culture, and the Economy

The archaeological record reveals a highly organized, egalitarian, and prosperous mercantile
society. Remarkably, excavations have yielded no grand palaces, monumental royal tombs, or
definitive evidence of a standing army. This has led many contemporary archaeologists to
surmise that Mohenjo-daro was governed not by an absolute monarch, but by a corporate elite
comprising merchants, landowners, and spiritual leaders.

I Artisanship and Material Culture

The artisans of Mohenjo-daro were highly skilled in metallurgy, pottery, and lapidary arts.
Among the most famous artefacts recovered is the 'Dancing Girl'—a bronze statuette cast using
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the lost-wax technique, displaying an exquisite level of anatomical realism and artistic
confidence. Another iconic find is the terracotta 'Priest-King' sculpture, depicting a bearded male
wearing a trefoil-patterned robe, signifying potential religious or elite status.

I Trade, Weights, and Measures

Mohenjo-daro was a major hub of long-distance commerce. The economy relied heavily on trade
networks that extended to Mesopotamia, the Persian Gulf, and Central Asia. To facilitate seamless
commerce, the Indus people developed a highly accurate, standardized system of weights and
measures. These weights, carved from chert blocks, followed a binary system for lower weights
(1, 2, 4, 8, 16, 32, 64) and a decimal system for higher values, showing an extraordinary
commitment to mercantile equity.

6. The Enigmatic Decline and Modern Preservation

By approximately 1900 BC, Mohenjo-daro and the broader Indus Valley Civilisation entered a
period of systemic decline. The grand urban order began to fracture; the sophisticated drainage
systems fell into disrepair, and the uniform grid pattern of the city began to give way to
unstructured, haphazard housing.

I Theories of Collapse

Early twentieth-century archaeologists, notably Sir Mortimer Wheeler, advanced the theory of an
‘Aryan Invasion', suggesting that nomadic Indo-Aryan tribes overran and massacred the
inhabitants. However, modern bio-archaeological analysis has thoroughly debunked this
hypothesis due to a complete lack of military trauma on skeletal remains. Today, the scientific
consensus attributes the collapse to environmental and climate shifts. Crucially, tectonic activity
is believed to have altered the course of the Indus River or caused catastrophic, prolonged
flooding, disrupting agricultural yields and crippling the trade routes that sustained urban
survival.

I UNESCO World Heritage and Preservation

In recognition of its outstanding universal value to human heritage, Mohenjo-daro was
designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1980. In contemporary times, the site faces grave
existential threats from groundwater salinity, weathering, and thermal stress. The high salt
content of the surrounding soil absorbs atmospheric moisture, causing the ancient mud bricks to
disintegrate from within. International conservation efforts continue, striving to safeguard this
ancient marvel for future generations as a testament to humanity's early urban genius.
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