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on relatively small number of seals. By far the most domi-
nant iconography on the seals is that of a single-horned 
animal referred to as unicorn that adorns the bottom half 
of a vast majority of Harappa seals; there is invariably a 
standard under its head (Fig.  1 ) and apart from the sin-
gle horn pointing forward, there is a saddle like feature 
across the shoulder and curvilinear patterns around the 
neck and head of the unicorn. There is a perforated boss on 
the reverse side indicating the seals are meant to be worn 
with a thread running through.         

 Mark Kenoyer ( 2013 , pp. 107–125) points out that a 
number of terracotta fi gurines of a unicorn bull in three-
dimensional form, found at Chanhudaro and other sites, 
confirm that the Harappans indeed conceived of the 

unicorn as a one-horned animal. Appearance of unicorns 
on seals and fi gurines seems to be closely linked to the 
initial phase of the Integration era, 2600–2450 BCE (ibid., 
pp. 107–125). From the Late Harappan period begin-
ning ~ 1900 BCE, the use of unicorn and related iconog-
raphy was no more apparent in the disintegrating urban 
centers. Possehl ( 1996 , pp.27–35) gives a fairly compre-
hensive review of unicorn seals. 

 Parpola ( 2018 , p. 138) refers to legends woven around 
 Ṛṣyaśṛṅga  (found in  Purān  ic  sources from post Vedic era 
as also in Jain and Buddhist texts), ascetic with a single 
small horn born of a doe, invariably having an association 
with a seductress which results in removal of prolonged 
drought in the region–the  tapā s of the ascetic, I prefer to 

  Fig. 1       Unicorn seal with perforated boss on the back.      © Harappa.com 1995–2020   

  Fig. 2       Left: unicorn with the horn pointing forward, a saddle-like pattern across the shoulder and the cult object under the head; Right: Indian 
gazelle.  
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call it accumulated energy, that parallel the scorching heat 
of the Sun culminating at the Summer Solstice. Interestingly, 
this legend appears to hint at certain parallels with the much 
older  Mṛgaśiraṣa  myths (Sect.  4 ). 

  The Horn : The “S” shape is highly suggestive of the 
horn of the Indian gazelle ( Chinkara ). The horn of an ante-
lope goes backwards over the head whereas the unicorn 
horn goes forward (Fig.  2 ). The horn has been generally 
depicted ridged, occasionally it is shown smooth. Clearly 
then the unicorn horn is also an incorporated element as it 
were, of the chimera that the Harappan unicorn is shown to 
be (Sect.  3 ). Its depiction as a single horn is well attested 
by what appears to be toy fi gurines emulating the unicorn 
of the square seals (Kenoyer,  2013 , pp. 107–125). There are 
depictions with two horns on a few seals which however 
generally curve backward as would be in the real case of a 
deer. In passing, mention may be made of the Vedic priests 
( hotr ) who carried S-shaped antelope horn tied around the 
shoulder; known as  Kanduyanee ; it was used to scratch the 
back during Vedic rituals!         

  The saddle-like feature across the unicorn shoulder : 
This feature gives the unicorn a ceremonial appearance 
(Fig.  2 , Left). The uniformity of this artwork primarily var-
ies to the extent of number of lines making the shape, from 
one to three lines. In the present context, one needs to iden-
tify a purpose. 

     2.2    Standard under the unicorn head 

 Almost over a century since the HC started unfolding in 
right earnest, it is amazing to note that the overwhelming 
frequency of the togetherness of the unicorn and the stand-
ard under its head on the seals have not been considered a 
related story, a related myth. 

 There are a few seals with bison as the primary motif 
where there is a manger under its head and the animal 
appears interested in the contents. Again there are a very 
few occasions where the standard appears by itself, accom-
panied by text (Fig.  3 , Right; from Fig. 1 of Mahadevan 
 1981 –1983). The top segment generally has an appearance 
of a straight or tapered cylindrical object, with a slight waist 
in the middle (concave shape). This is connected on the bot-
tom to a hemispherical bowl with appearance of droplets 
oozing out in several images (Fig.  3 ; also Fig. 10 in Possehl, 
 1996 , p. 32). The designs on the standard show signifi cant 
variation; the standard as a whole has a decorative appear-
ance, suggestive of social and ceremonial function.         

 There are varied speculations on the meaning and purpose 
of the standard: It has been variously projected as a feeding 
trough, an incense burner, off ering stand, cult object and so 
on. Rao ( 1982 ) identifi es the same as a Fire Alter or fi re post 
in a monograph that essentially deals with his decipherment 
of the Harappan script that is traced primarily to  Ṛgvēda . 

  Fig. 3       Left: Various profi les of the standard under the unicorn head; Right: Stand alone standard on seals; from Mahadevan  1981 –1983.  
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Fire Alter is associated with  Agni , the most revered deity 
in the  Ṛgvēda . It may be noted that  Prajāpati  is also  Agni  
( Yajnya , and  Indra ) in the  Saṃhitās  (Sect.  4.2 ). Rao puts in 
considerable eff ort on this interpretation. He cites the almost 
total absence of this device in seals depicting other animal 
motifs, however the almost total association of this device 
with the unicorn on the seals is observed but he does not 
pursue this thread. Worship of fi re and fi re alters are attested 
during the excavations at Lothal and Kalibangan (Sects.  3.2 , 
 4.2 ). 

 On the other hand the cult object has been vigorously 
projected by I. Mahadevan ( 1981 –1983, p. 4) as a Sacred 
Filter, again with primary references from  Ṛgvēda  on  Soma  
making ritual to support his interpretation (Sect.  4.3 ). And 
as quoted by Mahadevan ( 1998 ) in an interview, a model 
ivory piece ~ 2 cm high depicting the standard befi tting a 
 Soma  Filter in physical form has been found in excava-
tions (Kenoyer,  2013 , p. 86 and Fig. 5.12–cited from refer-
ence in Frenez,  2017 , pp. 166–193). Frenez states that in 
absence of factual evidence, this enigmatic object cannot 
be connected to the preparation of any specifi c beverage 
or food as proposed in Mahadevan ( 1981 –1983). Possehl 
( 1996 , p. 35) on the other hand states that “Some of the 
correspondences are very close, and this side of Mahade-
van’s argument cannot be simply dismissed”. We shall 
return to this again later on in Sect.  4.3 . 

     2.3    Unicorn and the associated Standard 
in procession 

 There are a few tablets from Mohenjo-daro and Harappa 
where the unicorn and/or the standard are shown being 
carried in a procession. Figure  4  shows one such terracotta 
tablet, M-491 from Mohenjo-daro. Another tablet from 
Harappa shows only the ‘off ering stand’ held by a man 
[Fig. 5c- tablet H-196 (2262), cited by Parpola,  2011 ]. In 
an Academia posted pdf., S. Kalyanaraman ( 2016 , p. 58) 
refers to the remains of a mosaic panel found by André 

Parrot in 1933–34 during excavation of Ishtar temple of 
the city of Mari on the Euphrates in northern Mesopo-
tamia. Relevant to the present context, there is a single 
horned bull carried at the top of a pole in a procession. 
The panel is dated to Late Early Dynastic Period around 
2500–2400 BCE, “the time when the Harappans prob-
ably took over unicorn and several other art motifs from 
Mesopotamia” (Parpola  2011 ). Kalyanaraman also shows 
various friezes from the region depicting rows of single 
horned bulls. Also one side of the Narmar Plate depicts 
a victory procession with one horn bull and other Egyp-
tian icons carried at the top on long poles (~ 3100 BCE; 
Fig. 2.6 in Brosch  2008  for example).                  

      3    Unicorn is a chimera 

 Figuratively speaking, unicorn is the mascot of HC. There 
have been continuing speculations on the identity of the HC 
unicorn: From possible existence of an actual unicorn in 
antiquity or a bull species in profi le to stretching the imagi-
nation to accommodate animals of that era having some 
semblance of a horn. Auroch or taurine bull that was origi-
nally a West Asian variety looses out on account of the short, 
thick neck–recall the relatively slender neck of the unicorn 
on the seals of HC (Fig.  1 ), and of course the shape and 
size of the horns; to interpret unicorn as a bull is certainly a 
stretch. Simply put, the comparisons made with the Sumer/
Akkad unicorn bull, as also opinions expressed that perhaps 
that is where the unicorn motif came from (Parpola  2011 ), 
one thing should be absolutely clear that the Mesopotamian 
bull is a  bull from head to tail , no mistaking that, and its horn 
is distinctly that of a bull should also be clear. 

 Nīlgāi (a large deer having bluish hue, commonly seen in 
the Indian sub-continent; Parpola  2011 ) or related antelope 
species have the sexual organ at a wrong place–certainly 
the Harappan artisans will not make this mistake given the 
primacy of the bovines (bull) in the culture. And none have 
the gazelle horn turned other way round as in case of the 
Harappan unicorn. 

 On the other hand, the features of the ubiquitous uni-
corn in HC all point to it being a composite animal. The 
main body has the appearance of a bull without hump. The 
unicorn head is that of an antelope, certainly helped by the 
shape of the horn as also the ears. Marshall ( 1931 , p. 382) 
state that “….The long pointed ears are also characteristic of 
the antelope. Perhaps we have here a fabulous animal which 
is a composite of the ox and antelope”. 

 Another feature of the unicorn head is the varying number 
of ring patterns near the head and the upper neck–a feature 
that is found on some species of the real world antelopes. 
Then again many of the ancient Greek references to the uni-
corn believed to have been present in India as a beast of 

  Fig. 4       Left to Right: the standard, unicorn on a base and a pennant 
carried together in procession.      Adopted from Mahadevan (Gopal 
 1983 , p. 210); originally Marshall ( 1931 , p. 382, Plate CXVIII, 9).   
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to do a comparative study of the accompanying texts as they 
appear with the composites of the M-1171 kind.         

     4.5    Unicorn horn 

 According to Marshall, notwithstanding the forward thrust, 
the “S” shape of the horn makes identifi cation with ante-
lope protome that much more formal, and so does the ear 
(Sect.  3 ). Signifi cantly, the horn is characterized as a phallic 
symbol indicative of fertility, rain since prehistoric times 
(Parpola,  2018 , pp. 435–444 for example);  Prajāpati , the 
god of procreation, fi ts in here perfectly. 

 On the background of the astronomical myths around 
 Mṛgaśiraṣa  referred to, the single horn can be figura-
tively transposed on a section of the sky, starting from the 
 Mrgavyādha  (deer hunter; Sirius), through the three stars of 
the arrow (Orion’s Belt) and ending with  Rohiṇī  (Aldebaran; 
Fig.  5 ). In one variant of the  Mṛgaśiraṣa  myth,  Mṛgavyādha  
and  Rohiṇī  represent the deer piercer (Vahia  2011 ). This has 
a parallel with the myth behind the zodiac Stella from Den-
dera Temple in Egypt.  6    

     4.6    Saddle like pattern across the unicorn 
shoulder 

 Our hypothesis is that the Harappan unicorn is an expression 
of myths associated with  Mṛgaśiraṣa nakṣatra . Given this 
premise, an explanation for the pattern across the shoulder 
should be sought in an associated myth if possible. This 
entire sub-section has a speculative air about it and fasci-
nating at the same time as well. We follow Tilak ( 1893 , 
pp. 143–146) from where the following summary has been 
extracted. 

 Briefl y, carried over from a period before the Indo-Iranian 
split, Tilak fi nds a reference in the 26th verse of the very 
ancient Hoama Yasht of Avesta that mentions “star-bespan-
gled girdle” –here the God has given a natural star-studded 
girdle to Hoama ( Soma ) which is none other than the Belt 
of Orion. Tilak connects this to Hindu rituals originating 
in the Vedic era through ages centered around the myths of 
 Prajāpati  as  Mṛgaśiraṣa , to essentially parallel the Greek 
myth of the Orion saga related to the Belt of Orion–all 

linked through a perceived common heritage from a bygone 
era. This girdle of  Mṛga  according to Tilak evolves in to 
aspects of  upanayana  ceremony that remain in practice on 
the Indian Sub-continent till date (Footnote 4). 

 We speculate that the saddle like pattern across the shoul-
der (Fig.  2 , left box) in the unicorn iconography symbolizes 
the ‘the three-knotted arrow’, the ‘girdle of  Mṛga ’–at the 
joining of antelope protome ( Mṛgaśiraṣa ) with the torso of 
the bull ( Prajāpati ). To relate the trefoil patterned adornment 
across the left shoulder of the Harappan priest in parallel 
with the  Yajňopavita  (originally a strip of deer skin) of the 
 upanayana  ceremony to the ω–shaped shoulder cover of the 
unicorn is indeed tempting (the priest emulating  Prajāpati ?). 

      5    Concluding remarks 

 Showing that the Harappan unicorn cannot reasonably 
escape being a chimera, a bull with the protome of an ante-
lope (Sect.  3 ), the myths around  Prajāpati  as  Mṛgaśiraṣa  
become a paradigm for unraveling the enigma. The unicorn 
of the HC and the associated cult object on a very large 
proportion of the Harappan seals necessarily had certain rev-
erence about it; the procession seals confi rm this (Fig.  4 ). 
Now, when one studies the pertinent myths from the Vedic 
sources, the  Saṃhitā s and  Brāhmaṇa s in particular, centered 
on  Prajāpati  as the central deity (Sect.  4.2 ), not only the 
interpretation of unicorn as  Mṛgaśiraṣa  and the associated 
cult object as  Soma  Filter (Sect.  4.3 ) but also the horn (Sects. 
 4.5 ) and the saddle-like pattern around the unicorn shoulder 
(Sect.  4.6 ) follow notwithstanding a certain speculative air. 
A strong support perhaps comes from the Harappan seal 
M-1171showing a composite animal with protomes of a bull, 
a unicorn and a gazelle affi  xed to the main body of a bull as 
a unicorn story (Fig.  5 ; Sect.  4.4 ). 

 When the unicorn took pole position as it were on the 
Harappan seals, it likely had to be something of an already 
existing myth; certainly it takes centuries to stabilize an 
association to be in a position to register the same in socio-
cultural consciousness. It then also follows that among the 
seals showing obvious mythological motifs, at least some 
are likely to represent associated Vedic myths, and a text 
line if available on these seals may at least occasionally be 
descriptive of the same. 

 The repercussions of the assertions made in the pre-
sent work are profound—they nail the pre-existence of the 
Vedic lore in the  Sapta-Sindhu  region as the HC entered 
Mature Phase. If some of this holds, then most conserva-
tively at least some of the contextual matter covered in Vedic 
 Saṃhitās  and  Brāhmaṇa s is likely to have a thread running 
through the Harappan civilization. 

   6    Sirius ( Mṛgavyādha ) and Orion ( Mṛgaśiraṣa ) both have bow and 
arrow myths associated with them. One zodiac Stella from Dendera 
Temple in Egypt, on display in Louvre records astronomical events 
of ~ 50 BCE, that shows Sirius in the form of a fi ve-pointed star 
between the horns of a celestial cow carried in a boat; the boat is fol-
lowed by the goddess Satet (also known as antelope goddess wear-
ing a pair of long antelope horns and goddess of fertility) with a bow 
and arrow pointed at Sirius (Brosch  2008 ). Orion is also a lover of 
Goddess Dawn (Aldebaran) and has a dog (Sirius) as companion–all 
this has parallels in the Vedic mythology wherein  uṣās  (the Dawn) is 
another description for  Rohiṇī  (Aldebaran). 
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