PART I

THE EXCAVATION IN THE CITADEL AREA
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. INTRODUCTION

A. THE PROBLEM AND THE
APPROACH

In view of the cultural importance of the
ancient State and City of Mathura known
to us from literary sources as well as from
the vast material of stone sculptures, archi-
tectural pieces, terracotta figurines and ob-
jects, inscriptions, coins etc., we have to
face that the archaceological research in this
region lags far behind. The images handed
down to us tell of a rich religious life in the
carly historical period in which Buddhism,
Jainism, Hinduism and Folkcults com-
peted with each other. But there are no
structural remains extent enough for a re-
assessment of the antiquity of Mathura and
the nature of early historical settlements in
its environments. This disappointing situ-
ation is, naturally, not to be overcome by a
few new small-scale excavations, but only a
more purposeful attemptina larger project
might help to throw some more light on
the dark period of early Mathura.

With these ideas in mind we decided to un-
dertake something in this direction. Repre-
senting the Indian Artand Archacology re-
search Team of the Museum fiir Indische
Kunst in Berlin we approached as carly as
1964 the then Director General of the Ar-
chaecological Survey of India, Sri A.
Ghosh, for the permission to carry out ex-
cavations in Mathura District. In the hope
of a decision in favour of our application
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mentioning the exact site the realization of
the idea seemed to be within reach.

The first question was which of the numer-
ous sites surrounding the city should be se-
lected for excavation. As it was our main
interest to find some larger areas of archi-
tectural structures of the early period of the
old Mathura State, it seemed to be advis-
able to look for comparably undisturbed
mounds in the surroundings instead of
those in the city itself (Fig.1). And among
all the promising places visited and dis-
cussed in the company of Dr. N. P. Joshi,
the then Curator of the Govt. Museum Ma-
thura, the vast artificial plateau within the
fields of Sonkh, fourteen miles as the crow
flies from Mathura and some eight miles
south of the holy Govardhan, attracted the
author as being the most suitable object for
excavation (Fig. 2).

In his “District Memoir” of Mathura (3rd
ed. 1883: p. 383) F. S. Growse remarked:
“This (township of Sonkh) lies imme-
diately under the Khera or site of the old
fort, of which some crumbling walls and
bastions still remain. 1t was built by a Jat
named Hati Singh, of the time of Straj
Mall of Bharatpur, or Jawahir Singh; baz
the khera itself must be many hundred of years
older”. Exploring the top of the mound,
Growse’s opinion could easily be con-
firmed by a large number of surface finds
of sherds of the Painted Grey Ware and
later potteries, of Sunga, Mitra and Kusana
terracotta objects and small fragments of

MATHURA

]
Ganeshra
erelesinie) |

$
QY . Giridharpure

Gukharauli®

L,

Parkham
[ ]

Kusana stone sculptures. As realized later,
these items were thrown up to the highest
point when a large and deep moat was dug
in the 18th century. Thus a collection of
the contents of the site was presented to us
in a most unusual way indicating that an
excavation at this place was bound to be
successful.

Although the contours of the mound
clearly betray a citadel upon the wide pla-
teau, the expectations were, for a short
time, mislead by the recollection of an im-
portant sculpture sazd to come from Sonkh,
i.e. the fragment of a Cakravartin Buddha
recording in its inscription the latest
known date of Kaniska I, the year 23 (Li-
ders 1961: §136). As during cight cam-
paigns of excavations nothing Buddhistic
has been found in this site, we doubt if the,
inany case uncertain, provenience “Sonkh”
given for that sculpture is correct.

B. REMARKS ON THE NAME AND
THE HISTORY OF SONKH

The name SONKH is, in all probability,
younger than the ancient settlement on this
place. There is no seal or inscription men-
tioning the old name as, e.g., is the case
with the neighbouring village of Aring ob-
viously being so fortunate to have pre-
served its original designation. For Sonkh,
we do not have any source to bring light
into its earliest history except archaeolog-
ical excavation. Even for the later periods
we are more or less dependent on hearsay.
It was, nevertheless, interesting to observe
that the “local tradition” on which F. S.
Growse based his notes on Sonkh is still
alive with the younger people in the town.
Among the more ignorant villagers the ab-
surd story that Sonkh is the place where the
demon Sankhasura lived is as current at
present as in Growse’s time. But there are
still people who retain scraps of informa-
tion on Sonkh which are worth to be taken
as serious. According to Mr. Biri Singh, a
teacher in the I. A. College in Sonkh, this
place was called Tomargarh in the 8th cen-
tury AD but named Sonkh in the 11th cen-
tury after Sonak Pal, a Tomar Thakur from
Delhi. For F. S. Growse this Sonak Pal was
a Sohan Pal about whom he says (p. 345):
“Sonkh, Sonsa, and Sonoth, all three
places in the immediate neighbourhood,
would also seem to be named after him and
to prove that he was an historical person-
age of at least considerable local import-
ance”. Growse has probably heard nothing
of a Tomargarh and dates his Sohan Pal ob-
viously in the 8th century when he, else-
where in his book (pp. 382 83), says “ac-
cording to more genuine local tradition,
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2 General view of the mound, looking south

(Sonkh) was first founded in the time of
Ananga Pil, the rebuilder of Delhi, prob-
ably by the same Tomar chief who has left
other traces of his name at Son, Sonsa and
Sonoth”. We are, regrettably, not in a posi-
tion to clear the contradictions on these in-
formationsabout the history of the place of
Sonkh in this period but would like to
point out that the Tomar dynasty knows
also an Ananga Pal I1 (AD 1049—-1079) and
Ananga Pal 111 (AD 1128-1149).

Other records concern the more recent his-
tory of Sonkh, the period of the Jats. Ac-
cording to Growse the “old fort” was, as al-
ready quoted, built by a Jat named Hati
Singh, of the time of Saraj Mall of Bharat-
pur, or Jawahir Singh. We have reason to
assume that the Jat mud fortress of Sonkh
was built at the same time as the rubble-
and-mud citadel of Dig under Badan Singh
(1722-56) by his son, the then prince re-
gent Saraj Mall. Sonkh is also mentioned
as one of the four strongholds of the Jats in
the reign of Aurangzeb (Qanungo 1925: p.
341). This fortress of Sonkh finally stood
in the centre of fierce battles fought be-

tween the Marathas, Rajputs, Jats and the
Mughals (Qanungo 1925: pp. 231ff.; J. N.
Chaudhuri 1977: p. 160) which brought
about its end in ca 1775.

These are all informations available about
Sonkh. Would we know the ancient name
of the locality the situation might be diffe-
rent. But thus it needed the excavations to
prove that this place had a hoary past, re-
aching back far into the first millennium

BC.

C. THE SITE AND THE
EXCAVATION PROCEDURE

The site of Sonkh, 27°24" North Latitude
and 77°30" East Longitude, is located in
Mathura District in Uttar Pradesh. To visit
the place from Mathura one has to take the
more direct road to Kumbher (25 km) or
the detour via Aring and Govardhan
(32 km).

As one approaches Sonkh the mound
would be seen jutting out against the ho-
rizon from far. The site consists of a pla-
teau which originally was of the size of at

least 200000 sqm, but is now diminished
to a large extent. However, an area of
320 x 280m, i.e. about 90000 sqm, of the
old mound still exists surrounded by fields
in the west, north and east. To the south-
west the plateau ends rather abruptly on
the main road from Govardhan to Bharat-
pur. South of this road, the wide-spread
village of Sonkh, population about 6000,
extends on the spur of the ancient mound.
Farther north and north-east of the plateau
the ground is rather fractured by the clear-
ing away of a tremendous amount of soil
for the construction of the canal running in
a bow from north to east along the out-
skirts of the plane. This canal is in all pro-
bability following the line of an old river-
bed bounding the site at least in the early
historical period as suggested by the struc-
tural remains on the small area of ancient
ground preserved within the fields like an
island (see Part II, Introduction).

In the south the plateau is dominated by an
elevation rising ca seven to eight metres
above the plane area of the site represent-
ing inits upper levels generations of fortifi-
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3 Trench 1, looking north

cations built one above the other. This ci-
tadel construction covered by hard wea-
therworn mud measures ca 105 X 90m and
shows atits corners the contours of towers.
Into the eastern slope, near to the south-
east tower, a large breach is made, washed
out by the rains and used nowadays as a
path up to the top of the mound. This
breach is most probably connected with
the construction of a new entrance gate in
the last phase of the citadel.

Of the four sloping sides of the citadel elev-
ation the northern fringe appeared to be
the least disturbed one. To get an idea of

4 Profile of moat of Level 4 crossing Trench 1

the successive levels covered by the
mound, this was the most promising place
to makea vertical cut, touching the highest
point of the citadel and leading down to the
natural soil in a terrace-like partitioned
trench. Thus a 36 X 5m long trench, i.e.
Trench 1, was laid in the area 2 V/Ca till
31/Ca, penetrating the citadel elevation ina
depth of only 10m, but cutting 26 m into
the plane towards north (Fig. 3). The upper
part of this Trench 1 reaching into the slope
of the elevation revealed fragmentary walls
of structures built one above the other dat-
ing from the 19th century on top down to

the late Kusana structures at the foot of the
mound, i.e. in the height of the surround-
ing plateau.

The longer part of the trench laid into the
plane ground towards north was expected
to show the continuation of settlements
down to the natural soil. In the beginning
this seemed to be a vain hope because for a
long time nothing but mud, brickbats and
stones without any structural connection
came up. Only when a sufficient depth was
reached, the riddle could be solved: Along
the foot of the citadel elevation a huge
moat had been dug in the period of the last
fortification (Level 4) throwing the old soil
with all its contents up to the rampart and
the highest point of the mound (Fig.4).
Therefore this rampart and the finds in it
would be a constant source of confusion
when excavating the levels in the plane un-
less we were carefully paying special atten-
tion to the respective areas. Fortunately,
the trench was long enough to comprise
the whole width of the moat and to show
the cultural sequence of the levels on the
sloping sides of it. On its surface the moat
measured 13.80m, near to the ground, i.e.
close to the natural soil, it tapered down to
a width of 3.00m. The preserved com-
plexes of culturallevels to its sides brought
us down to the Painted Grey and Black and
Red Wares resting on the virgin soil.

The result of this exploration led to the de-
cision to continue the work by horizontal
digging in the north-eastern quadrant of
the mound at the side of Trench 1. It
needed altogether eight campaigns of ter-
racewise excavations in this limited area to
unearth the ancient witnesses of this place
as reported and discussed in the stratigra-
phic chapter below (Fig. 5).

D. SURVEY OF THE AREA AND
PREPARATIONS FOR
EXCAVATION

As it was found out by the ground-research
survey and the trial trench of the first cam-
paign (1966/67) that the mound of Sonkh
represented a multi-layered site worth to
be excavated on a larger scale, preparations
for a horizontal digging had to be made.

A topographic survey was started by a sur-
veyor (Dipl. Ing. Walter Fauer, Berlin) to
get a contour plan of the mound of Sonkh
and the surrounding area resulting in a
plan drawn in the scale 1:1000 (Fig. 6).
The contour lines are given at 1.0m inter-
vals, the 10.0m lines given in thicker, the
5.0m ones in dotted lines.

The datum point as main site control point
was set arbitrarily due to the lack of a point
of known elevation above mean sea level.
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The highest point reached in the citadel
elevation is about 32.30m, the surround-
ing planes at about 23.00—19.00m, the lo-
west level reached in course of excavation
about 12.00 m.

The surveyed area extends from a section
of the Govardhan-Bharatpur road south of
the mound about 700m towards north
and, starting about 100m west of the
mound, for a distance of about 600 m to the
east. To the north-east the boundary of the
surveyed area was formed by the modern
canal. Thus a plan was prepared including
the mound of Sonkh, the small island of the
Camunda temple north to the main exca-
vation area and the surrounding region so
far important.

For the purpose of excavation an overall
grid system was designed for the whole
area, basis of division being 100 m squares.
Numerous cemented bench marks as site
control points were set in the area of exca-
vation, their position coinciding with the
points of intersection of the 100 m squares,
marked by numbered circles and giving the
respective height at theabove datum point.
The orientation of the survey map and the
plans of the excavation was agreed upon as
true north being at the top of the plans.
The northern direction has been fixed by
measuring the pole star, making allowance
for the deviation from the geographic
North pole.

The 100m squares were marked, starting
at the south-western corner, by numerals
1-8 in south-north direction and by letters
A—G in the west-east direction. For ease of
recording within these basic squares a grid
system was devised by dividing the 100 m
squares in 20m squares, carrying each in
south-north direction the Roman numerals
I-V, in west-east direction the small letters
a—e, e.g. giving the designation of the first
20m square as 1 I[/Aa and so on.

So that all the data could be easily re-
corded, and all the finds unearthed in their
respective area were correctly labelled,
measurement started always at the south-
western corner of a 20m square or sub-
square in northern resp. eastern direction.
A measured point will thus have e.g. the
data2 V 12.50m [ Ca 9.20 m, accompanied
by its height according to the bench marks.
As the 20m squares were still too large for
actual excavation work 10m squares were
chosenas the working unit. The ground of
the excavation area was pegged out, the
nodal points of the 20m and 10 m squares
respectively marked by wooden pegs, dia-
gonally posed, giving the designation of
the square under excavation.

For the measurement of the excavated
structures, and to establish the exact posi-

tion of major excavated objects, the me-
thod of geometrical triangulation was
used, height data were measured as far as
possible by use of theodolite and levelling
rod.

The width of the vertical working balks,
taken down after recording the results of
the excavation work, was chosen to be
1.0m, giving as inner field of excavation an
area of 9.0 X9.0m. For the study of the
sequence of levels the inner eastern and
southern sides of the working squares were
recorded. Apart from detail drawings, the
scale of plans and sections is 1:50 uniform-
ly.

The north-eastern corner of the citadel
elevation was chosen as the main exca-
vation area. The western profile of Trench
1 and its prolongation towards south-west,
running in a deviation of 17 degrees to the
south-north direction, was taken as the
western boundary of the selected area. The
southern border was chosen, starting ap-
proximately in the centre of the citadel,
running south-east in a deviation of 21 de-
grees to the west-east direction. The west-
ern and southern border lines of the exca-
vation area are meeting thus in an angle of
94 degrees.

In the beginning the total area under ex-
cavation was about 50 X 48m, i.e. about
2400 square metre, reaching in its larger
extension in course of excavation an area of
about 4.800 square metres, not including
the site of the Apsidal Temple no. 2 (see
Part I1).
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5 Terraces of excavation, Levels 36 to 16
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"lo the south of the here 7.00m wide main
road (no. 3) have been found remains of
walls following the ground-plan of Level
28. The scanty remains of this Block I, un-
fortunately, do not allow a reconstruction
of the layout of rooms. Preserved is, how-
ever, the place of the public well of Level
28. This well was most probably still in use
in the beginning of Level 27 before it be-
came more and more usual to erect private

wells in the houses, as practised in Block D
and F.

Block G; south of road no. 1, is traceable
by scanty remains of walls only along the
street, the arrangement of rooms in this
complex can not be reconstructed.

Block H, in 21V/Be, could be unearthed in
a small section only showing remains of
three rooms which do not betray the layout
of this Block. But it is remarkable that here
the highest point of Level 27 with a height
of 19.60m could be registered.

Levels 26 and 25

At the end of Level 27 most of the de-
scribed blocks of houses were overbuilt
with mud-brick structures. Whether exter-
nal circumstances or influences were re-
sponsible for the striking change in the
building method is not recognizable. Such
a step backward most probably coincided
with a cultural, economical and political
decline in the time after Suryamitra. The
new structures complied however closely
with the old layout of houses. Only with
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