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Arun Kumar Jha’s collection of ten engaging papers is a wel-
come addition to the literature on ancient India's history of 
science and technology. Woven around three major themes: 
pedagogy of the history of science, astronomy, and medi-
cine; the neatly edited volume is the publication of select 
papers originally presented in a seminar at the Tilak Majhi 
Bhagalpur University.

The volume begins with an insightful editorial introduc-
tion by Prof. Jha, who taught ancient Indian history and 
culture at the same university for decades. Highlighting the 
need of locating ancient Indian achievements in the field of 
science and technology from their “socio-historical” per-
spectives, he seems to set the logic of the discussion that 
follows. Still, going through the text, I fear the prospective 
reader would stumble to get drawn to off-the-track notions 
that occur in contemporary historical discourse. The refer-
ences to major relics and symbols of India’s rich scientific 
heritage, followed by a note on the history of science since 
the proto-historical period, other than the usual introduc-
tory summary of papers included in the volume, make his 
paper a good read. Just one point to add: classifying ancient 
texts in terms of religious and secular seems problematic; 
ancient text could be either religious or non-religious; could 
it rightfully be called “secular” in the sense secular/secular-
ism features in the contemporary public discourse?

This is followed by Deepak Kumar’s scholarly paper 
on perspectives on scientific knowledge in ancient India; 
largely what he published earlier, in quintessential form, in 

his well-written recent book on science and society. Begin-
ning with the questions scholars most often encounter in 
studying ancient sciences, he proceeds to unravel the nature 
of what he called the “split science” of South Asia's “think-
ing civilization,” also trying to situate religion and science in 
a rational perspective. He concludes his thought-provoking 
paper with reflective outlines of ancient Indian medicine, 
and technologies, also plant science and agriculture.1 Arun 
Bandyopadhyay introduces the reader to “critical changes” 
in the earlier approach of writing the history of science, 
before its desired shift towards “social dimensions;” thereby 
locating his primary analysis of the methodological ques-
tions on the study of history of science and P.C. Ray’s His-
tory of Hindu Chemistry.

Amarrendra Kumar Thakur’s “Re-reading iron in North-
east India,” rightfully highlights the neglect of the region in 
Indian historical writings on iron, presumably due mainly 
to the lack of exposure rather than bias; how could iron be 
the victim of the so-called “communal approaches” of his-
tory? His well-researched paper explains the state of the 
indigenous iron industry in different sub-regions; the sites, 
their products, and outreach. Based on archaeological data, 
the paper on ancient Odisha by Byomkesh Tripathi and Dibi-
shada Brajasundar Garnayak, takes the reader to many an 
unknown area of the primordial iron working in the region. 
The antiquity of the sites has been dated prior to the first 
millennium BCE, using radiocarbon data; the relationship 
of these sites to the evolution of early urbanization, through 
over-activation of agriculture in the adjoining fertile tracts 
of eastern Odisha, through the use of iron, has been well 
explained.

Next comes the interesting paper by Sabyasachi Chat-
terjee on Aryabhaṭa's legacy, pioneering role in the Indian 
tradition of astronomy and mathematics, on the basis of 
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“objective reality.” Contending the conventional notion, 
he asserts that “Āryabhaṭīya may be the contribution of 
the Kusumpura School,” founded by Aryabhaṭa. Leaving 
his comment for the readers to assess, I would like to draw 
attention to the author’s repeated emphasis on the routes 
of the shift of this knowledge across India, from the far 
south to the east and west, and its journey beyond; which 
seems pertinent to the sidelines of the alleged north–south 
cultural divide. V.T. Viswanathan, writing on proto-historic 
astronomy, refers to the interface between the Sanskrit and 
Tamil texts, on the point. With the textual evidence, he has 
used different tools of archaeo/ethnoastronomy, megaliths in 
particular, to delve deep into an area that is too specialized 
for the general audience.

Three papers on medicine follow this; first one by 
Amarnath Thakur on Suśruta’s instruments. He begins with 
the problem of the date of composition of the Saṁhitā; 
and its sections, before focusing on surgical procedures, 
methods, and the instruments, 20 sharp and 101 blunt, as 
well as the types of bandages used. Thakur concludes with 
a reference to the influence of Indian medical science on 
Arab and Greek medicines. The point to add is that the Indo-
Greek civilizational intimacy, post-Macedonian invasion, 
was location-specific; without much impact on the rest of the 
subcontinent. Seema Sahay traces the history of medicine 
from the Ṛgvedic days; the origin of Ayurveda’s basic 
concepts, like tṛdoṣa, from Atharvaveda. From the Vedas, 
she moves to saṁhitās, Caraka in the main, characterizing 
these texts as “more empirical, more judicious, sensible with 
a well-thought approach” in understanding and application 
of medicines.

The two concluding papers relate to the history of 
Tibetan health science, a field not much known. Melarkode 
Narayanaswamy Rajesh seeks to identify Indian influences, 
role of Ayurveda in the main, to the growth of the hybrid 
Tibetan medicine; an amalgam of the indigenous folk 
tradition, the influence of China, and some regions of 
Central Asia, under the cultural umbrella of Buddhism. 
Tibetan medicine thus survives as the repository of some 
lost Ayurvedic norms. The book ends with a brief but an 
engaging paper, by the editor, on neuro-psychobiology in 
the tradition of Tibetan Buddhism; premised on Buddhist 
philosophical notions of change that occur in the state of 
meditation, which helps understand nature, and its relation 
with the body and mind. It argues that the mind is the hub 
of all perceptible phenomena, and training the mind could 
help change the neuro-biosystem and enhance the level of 
physical and spiritual awareness.

Studying ancient sciences has been problematic; scholars 
talk of methodological problems, paucity of sources, dif-
ficulties of language, and interpretation – broadly, issues on 

which contemporary historical writings are usually based. 
Commenting on the problem, David Pingree, distinguished 
historian of ancient sciences, argued, “some scientists, 
who have not seriously considered the subject, denounce 
astrology as "unscientific" when all that they mean is that it 
does not agree with their ideas about the way the universe 
functions and does not adhere to their concept of a correct 
methodology … Can the methodologies of science be limited 
to just those employed by present-day scientists?”2 Under-
standing ancient science requires comprehension of its time 
and environs, a difficult proposition that may call for multi-
specialist initiative, and the use of the updated scientific 
techniques now available for studying the past.

Some general observations, occurring in the text, impinge 
on the narrative of the themes discussed in the volume. 
A case in point is the reference to the confusion arising 
out of the use of certain terminologies; such as “Vedic 
Mathematics,” by Sabyasachi Chatterjee. There could be 
valid disagreements with the official, demi-official, or similar 
approaches to ancient Indian science; but the author, writing 
on Arybhaṭa’s role in Indian mathematical and astronomical 
tradition, stressed the point to the level of obsession. How 
could the Aryabhatiya be called a “Hindu” text? What would 
have been Aryabhaṭa's reaction if he had been asked whether 
he was a “Hindu”? Has there been really any claim that “the 
scientific inputs that went into the design, construction or 
launching of the spacecraft (named after Aryabhaṭa) had no 
relation with the mathematical formulations” made by him? 
(p. 61) Why did he then want to put it on record?

Leave aside, this has been a very good collection of well-
written papers by competent authors. The editors deserve 
an appreciation for appending an exhaustive bibliography, 
much to the benefit of the prospective researcher. The poor 
reviewer stands immensely benefitted by reading this book; 
papers on Tibetan health science in particular. The publisher, 
too, deserves kudos for the neatness of the production, which 
makes it a pleasant reading without hitches. This could be 
used as a book of reference for the study of the history of 
ancient Indian science and technology.
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