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ON THE ORIGIN OF THE TERMS WOOTZ,
HINDUWANI AND PULAD
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The origin of the terms wootz, hinduwani and pulad, which are
closely related to wootz steel, has been explored in this article. Various
issues involved in the identification have been laid out and their intricacies
discussed. Several possibilities have been identified and the most likely
possibility has been critically singled out. The use of these terms provides
an appreciation of the wide spread geographical appeal of high carbon
wootz steel that originated from India.

Key words: Dos (or dus), Hinduwani, Pulad (or fuladh), Uruku/
Urukki, Swords of different kinds and their trade, Hindi sword.

INTRODUCTION

An etymological study of specialized metallurgical terms can offer
insight into the transmission of technical knowledge as well as assisting in
our understanding of how people in the past may have conceptualized the
materials and processes. Three such words are wootz, hinduwani and pulad.
They all refer to crucible steel, but the words appear to have geographic
associations. The following study critically discusses the origin of these
terms, which were intricately connected with high carbon steels produced by
the crucible process.

Woortz

The English word wootz is a corruption of the basic word for steel
found in Indian languages, especially the ones spoken in the South. The term
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wootz first appears in print in 1795 in Pearson’s Lecture to the Royal Academy
on Indian steel'. The word originated from terms used in South Indian
languages to denote steel. A simple approach to the problem is the linguistic
one. Most of the South Indian languages have a specific word for steel. We
therefore notice wrukw/uruki in Tamil, urkuw/ukky in Kannada, ukk/urukku/
ukku in Malayalam and wjk/ukku/ukki/karc in Kodagu (karc means very hard
brittle steel)?.

We note that the basic meaning of these words is “melt” or “dissolve”.
These words indirectly describe the wootz steel-making process. The word
for steel used in Deccan was pronounced by Europeans as wootzu and finally
wootz. Interestingly, in Telugu, fukku means rusted iron scrap.

Touissant? has mentioned terms from other Deccani languages for
possible origins of the word wootz; a word in Tula alavuni means “mix, join,
burn” and is also related to the wootz process. The word karc in Kodagu and
Kota languages means “solid block.” The word karagu in Telugu seems to
be a combination of karc (solid block) and urku (melt dissolve)?. Srinivasan
and Ranganathan® trace the etymology of the word ekku used in the ancient
Tamil Sangam literature (3rd Century BC - 2nd Century AD). In the Gujarati
language, we come across the word wuz. Heath* proposed that “wootz” was
the name for steel in the Gujarati language in use at Bombay.

There are also some other interesting interpretations of the word
wootz. Edward Bulfour® suggested that the word “wootz” perhaps meant
“ucca,” meaning “of superior quality,” in several South Indian languages, as
distinguished from “nica” or “of inferior quality.” However, Neogi® did not
find this suggestion satisfactory. There is also a suggestion that wootz derives
from udukku meaning boiling.

Le Coze® has addressed the possible origin for the word wootz. He
agreed that the word wootz certainly had an Indian origin from the South
Indian languages. He went on to explore the word dos. He says, “the origin
of dos (or diis) is unknown. Contrarily to fuladh (pulad), narmahan and
shaburgan, which are Persian words, dos (or diis) is not. Its Persian equivalent
was astah and in Zabulistan - between Afghanistan and Pakistan - its name
was ro. Nor is it an Arab word, as the Arab word for water is different. This
substance could be identified either with liquid metal or liquid slag. It must
be remembered that the significance of the word could have changed from
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the 9th to the 12th AD, and that it could represent quite different products
as compared to our present definitions of iron and steel, because the products
were identified from their fabrication process, not from a chemical composition
as of today.” Without discussing the details, it is clear that the substance
represented by dos has the property of “flowing like water”. Following
Mazaheri’, the word dws in oriental Arab can be transformed into wds in
occidental Arab, due to a common confusion between the sounds represented
by d and w. Mazaheri proposed that dws, after transformation into wds
during its travels from East to West, indicates the origin of the name wootz.

Coze’s hypothesis rests on the fact that the word dos (or dus) is from
Arab or Persian. However, the origin could be completely different. Coze®
suggests that the simplest solution would be that wus (a Gujarati word) did
exist independently of Arab travelers and that Al-Biruni, who seems to be
the first to write the word dos, could also have been the author who
transformed wus into wds.

The basis of Coze’s assertion is the relation of dos/wds to the idea
of “flowing like water” and that this is related to the fulad (see below)
preparation. He proposed that this will help understand the transmission of
the word wds from India to Europe by Arab travelers; and to give a technical
content to wootz as dos, i.e., molten steel.

However dus may be slag. In one of the “recipes,” al-Biruni discusses
the mixing of narmaham and its liquid (dus or dawsa). Al-Biruni states that
dus (Persian astah) is a sub-species of narmahan. “In Zabulistan it is
designated as raw, since it comes out quickly and flows even more quickly
than iron. It is hard, white and inclined to be silvery”®. Other researchers®'°
put forward the interpretation that the properties of dus suggests that it is
white cast iron. However, this may not be so. The association of dus with
narmahan (bloomery iron) and the property that it flows quickly suggests
that it is slag. Partially smelted iron (iron that has slag attached or material
that has not fully reduced) were found in association with a 9™ - 10" crucible
steel workshop found at Merv, Turkmenistan''. The evidence suggests that
some of these slag-rich pieces were placed into the crucible as part of the
crucible charge. Other pieces were hard with a silvery fracture, although they
were not “white” in color. Crucible steel replication experiments have found
that the addition of slag to the crucible charge, while not necessary, can be
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beneficial as the slag layer helps prevent surface oxidation. Furthermore,
dus, as a prefix is found in association with other words in Sanskrit and
perhaps there is a relationship between these words and the ancient meaning
of the term. Dus is used as a prefix to nouns, verbs or adverbs implying
“evil, bad, difficult, hard, inferior, defiled,” or perhaps more importantly, “to
be impure™?. We may note here the Semantic cognates of ‘dus’are: dus spoil;
dusta defiled, bad (in Sanskrit); duttha corrupt, spoilt (in Pali and Prakrt)
(Comparative Dictionary of Indo-Aryan Languages', CDIAL 6472).

Hinduwani

Wootz was also known as hinduwani in the Arab countries, who
reportedly claimed that it had no parallel in the world. In several Arab
accounts, we hear of the terms hindvi and teling swords, which were highly
prized, and were manufactured using Deccani wootz. The word feling could
be a reference to Telungu (a Tamil phonetic variant for the language Telugu)
and “feling” to a sword obtained from Telugu-speaking smiths. Hoyland and
Gilmore" argued recently that the terms “muhannad” and “hinduwani ” do
not necessarily mean that the steel or blade was from India or Sri Lanka, but
that the terms are used to refer to a “good blade” or a blade made in the
“Indian style.” This may not be necessarily correct, based on available literary
evidences. Let us look at literary sources from as late as the 10th century AD
regarding Hindi swords. One contemporary manual provides testimony of
weapons of battle from the Sultanate period'®. This manual of war was called
Adab al-harb wa’l-shaj’a, written by Fakhr-i Mudabbir during Iltutmish
reign, 1210-36 AD. The most commonly employed weapon of close combat
was the sword. The bow was the primary weapon of the horsemen and they
could be deployed from a distance. The terror and the majesty of the sword
was greater than those of other weapons and therefore when a kingdom had
been taken, by force of arms, it is said to have been won by the sword. While
his evidence regarding the superiority of the Muslim bows over the Indian
ones is indecisive, he is clear that the Indians had superior techniques or
material for the manufacture of the sword. Swords of different kinds are
quoted in this text, namely Cini, Rusi, Khazari, Rumi, Firangi, Yamani.
Bilamani (read Saylamani), Shahi, Sai, Hindi and Kashmiri. First, this
implies that there was a great trade in arms extending through medieval
Islamic world from Europe to China. All the varieties that the author
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encountered are famous swords, but he states that the best among them all
was the Hindi sword and the most lustrous (gawdahar-darfar). Many other
references reveal the high esteem in which Hindi swords were held throughout
the medieval Islamic world, rightly attested by their exports to such distant
areas as Umayyid Spain and Seljuq Antolia.

Fakhr-i Mudabbir further identifies several varieties of Hindi sword,
whose names are not readily identifiable. The most costly and choicest of
them all was one called mawj-i-darya (waves of the sea, identifying the
watering of the blade). He also mentions that all the other varieties that he
had named, none were made outside India. Moreover, the Hindi swords
possessed the hardest blades of all swords.

The word hinduwdni appears to have been corrupted when used by
the early Europeans who came into contact with Asia. For example, wootz
steel has been referred to as ondanique by Marco Polo “which supplied
many a true blade girded by Asiatic conquerors of yore, and may be said to
have overthrown dynasties and established empires.” As Birdwood noted*:

The Ondanique of Marco Polo’s travels refers originally... to Indian steel,

the word being a corruption of the Persian Hundwaniy. i.e. Indian steel:

The same word found its way into Spanish in the shape of “Al-hide” and

“al-finde” first with the meaning of steel and then of a steel mirror and

finally of the metal foil of a glass mirror.

We have to understand therefore that one term used for this high
carbon steel was hinduwani. Juleff'® points out that wani and waney are the
Sinhalese terms for steel and to her knowledge, the words do not appear in
any Indian language and do not appear to derive from Sanskrit. Let us try to
find out the possible origin for this term based on development of words in
Indian languages.

The prefix hind refers to Hindusthan, which is India. Two possible
explanations for the hindwdni could arise depending upon the suffix
wani. In the first case, -wani may be related to vanne, vanniya meaning “the
touch or quality of precious metals; colour, hue, tint; beauty, brightness;”"”.
In this manner, the suffix -wani or wany in the compound hindwani or
hindwany used in Sri Lanka may relate to the brightness of the steel from
Hind, that 1s India.
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In the second case, there is another set of lexemes, related to articles
of trade, vani'®. For example, bani in Santali means “payment for services
made in kind to oilmen, goldsmiths, etc.” If there was some system of barter
for obtaining hindwani, the suffix -wani may relate to such payments made
to blacksmiths who supplied the steel from Hind, that is India.

Hindwani can then simply mean “an article of trade from Hindustan.”
The metal was vanne, vanniya “the touch or quality of precious metal;
beauty; brightness.”

Pulad

Let us look at the word for wootz from the Central Asian region. The
Central Asian region traded wootz from the Indian subcontinent for use in
sword making apart from independently manufacturing crucible steel from
the 11" century AD onwards". The Persian word for steel is pulad. Several
literary accounts reveal that pulad was considered as the finest iron alloy and
that it was being traded all over Europe, China and many other countries.
The variation of this word in other Middle Eastern and Central Asian
languages is known and illustrate how well known this material was in
antiquity. Variations of the word pulad can be found in New Persian (polad
or pulad), Mongol (bolat), Russian (bulat), as well as in Tibetan, Armenian
(p ‘otovat’), Ossetic, Grusinian (poladi), Ukranian (bulat), Chechnian (bolat),
Turkish and Modern Arabic (fuladh).

There is no doubt that pulad (fuladh) referred to crucible steel because
numerous historians such as Al-Kindi and Al-Biruni clearly describe the
crucible steel process and calls the product pulad (or fuladh). Al-Kindi also
states that objects made of pulad produce a pattern that by the description,
appears to be that of “Damascus steel.” It is also the earliest reference to the
typical pattern appearing on Indian blades. He also refers, for the first time,
to swords being etched to bring out the pattern®.

Abaev? searched for the history of the Russian word bulat, which is
a variation of pulad. He proposed that the word may have come from Sanskrit.
Feuerbach'! has recently argued that the word may originate from Sanskrit.
The word pulad can be viewed as the conjunction of two words pu (also
transliterated as fu, phu) and lad (or ladh). She noted that in Sanskrit, pu
means cleaning or purifying, while she could not find a direct translation of
lad or ladh. She noticed several words for iron in the various Sanskrit-based
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languages that use variations of the word /o ha, for example lauha®. Therefore,
Feuerbach'' proposed that pu-lauha meant purified iron and noted its similarity
with pulad. Therefore, there may be a possible Sanskrit etymological origin
for the word pulad.

Let us explore some possible origins of this word pulad from other
Indian languages, as discussed below.

(a) from plusta: Pluta in Sanskrit means: floated, floating or swimming in,
bathed, overflowed, submerged, covered or filled with (for example, in
Yajnavalkya Smrti, Mahabharata, Ramdyana). In grammar, the word
means “protracted, prolated, lengthened” (as a vowel) to three matras
(Panini, 1.2.27). The Sanskrit verb ‘pluta’ may therefore denote some
process of covering or filling. If this is a basic difference, the process
may relate to the following Telugu word: pauli = guggillu, pl. any pulse
boiled but not reduced to a pulp; pulagamu = rice boiled with green
dal or with whole greengram; pulagamu pettuga = adv. having many
things combined, as mere hodge-podge (Te.). Hence, the derived word
phaulad, pulad.

(b) from plusta: In Sanskrit, plusta means ‘burned, scorched, singed’; plustamu
= burnt, scorched (Te.); posamu = burning, scorching (Te.); pronda
(prondi) to be alight; prospa (prost-) to light up, ignite; igniting, lighting
up; broda (brodi) to be burned to ashes, bescattered (smoke); pl. action
brotka (brotki); tr. brotpa (brott-); bronda (brondi-) to smoulder, be
fanned into flame (Kui) (Dravidian Etymological Dictionary*' DEDR
4537). The word pulad ‘steel’ could then be a combination of the semantics
of pauli (Telugu) and plusta (Samskrta) meaning: (1) boiling but not
reducing to pulp (Telugu); and (2) scorching.

(c) from pal: hammer for the chisel (Malayalam) palla, leaf of the yoke of
a plough (Bi.); palai id. (Bi.); pala, yoke of a plough (Bi.N of Ganges);
pala, yoke of a plough (Mth.)(CDIAL 7969). pharauta, broad wooden
board (in cotton-carding machine) (Mth.)(CDIAL 9059). Metal cast: palam,
metal cast in moulds (Ta.); ingot (Ma.); valam id., bar of gold or iron;
a hammer for the chisel (Ma.); pala ingot of gold or silver (Ka.);
palamu, pdla, ingot (Te.)(DEDR 4114).

(d) from paghal: The term paghal was used for pig-iron. The semantics are
related to “water channel.” paghilna, “fusing” (H.) paggharati, oozes out
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(Skt.); oozes, trickles, drips (Pali); pagharan, to melt, liquefy; paghrun.
(L.); paghuri, chewing the cud; paghurdeb, to chew the cud (Bi);
paghalne~, paghalne, to ooze, trickle, drip, melt, dissolve (M.)(CDIAL
8482). pagharu sweat (S.); pagghur, pagghar (L.); paghal, ooze, trickling
(M.)Y(CDIAL 8481). paghaja, sweat (L.),pahal, mountain stream (M.); pa
hali, shower (M.)(CDIAL 8484). Pagharanu, to melt, dissolve (S.); pagha
ran (L.); paghariba, to flavour curry with condiments and ghee or oil
(A.); pagharna, to melt by heating (P.); paghalne, to spread out, widen,
enlarge (M.); pdehalne, to let fall in drops, let run (M.);
pigha Ina, to melt, dissolve, fuse (H.)(CDIAL 8485). paghiranu, to be
melted; paghrjanu to be melted, sweat (S.); pighalna (older paghilna,
caus. paghilana), to be dissolved, be melted, be fused (H.); pighalna (P.),
pighalne~ (M.)(CDIAL 8486). See also: pagar = a water channel; pagrao
= to construct a water channel, to lead water by clearing a way for it
dakko pagrao idikeda = they led away the water; pogar, pogar = a
surface drain to surface drain (Santali).

(e) from boldu: There are following lexemes of southern Indian languages,
related to the semantics: “white,” in case the steel was referred to by its
colour, brightness. Kodagu: boli- (bolip-, bolit-) ‘to become white’; Toda
pol ‘white’; polf (polt-) ‘to be white’, Kannada: bilidu ‘that which is
white, the colour white’; Telugu: veli, velidi ‘white’; Tulu: boldu, boldu
‘whiteness, brightness; white, bright’; Gadba: ‘white’; Kota: val ‘sword,
saw’. Toda: pol ‘sword’; Skt.: karavala- sword.

It can therefore be seen that there are several possible interpretations
for the origin of the word pulad The reason why we searched the local
dialects for the origin of this word, apart from Sanskrit, is because the actual
process of making wootz steel was practiced by people speaking the local
dialects. This is quite clear from the origin of the word wootz. Therefore, the
origin of the word pulad has been viewed from different angles and several
suggestions have been put forth. The most likely origin of the word for the
many varieties of pulad appears to be pogar (see suggestion “d” above) and
this has been critically argued in a separate communication®® in this volume.

Finally we shall briefly note here that the Chinese word for wootz
steel from India was called pin-tieh. Wagner?® has described pin-tieh in detail
in his article in this volume.
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CONCLUSIONS
The origin of the terms wootz, hinduwani and pulad, terms closely

related to wootz steel, has been explored in this article. The intricacies and
issues involved in the identification have been laid out and many possibilities
identified. The use of these terms provides an appreciation of the wide
spread geographical appeal of high carbon wootz steels that originated from
India.
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