[ranian Journal of Archaeological Studies

Terracotta Bull Figurines from the Early Historic Garhwal Himalaya and
Adjoining Areas: An Ethnoarchaeological Study

Sunil Singh ! Subodha Mendaly™! and Yogambar Singh Farswan'
“Corresponding Author, ' Department of History and Archaeology, HNB Garhwal Central
University,Srinagar Garhwal, Uttarakhand, India.

E- mail:subodhamendaly050@gmail.com

Received: 0/0/0; Received in Revised form: 0/0/0; Accepted: 0/0/0; Published: 0/0/0

Abstract

In the Indian subcontinent, terracotta bull figurines have held deep traditional, s
significance for centuries. The most common associations relate to fertility, m

Uttarakhand and the adjoining foothills, drawing on key excavations
district, Uttarakhand, and at Mordhwaj in Bijnor district, Uttar Pradesh:.

Museum of Himalayan Archaeology and Ethnography, Hemv
Chauras Campus, Tehri Garhwal, Uttarakhand. By integrati ical and ethnographic data,
we seek to understand and reconstruct the symbolic rol within local society, together

with their enduring cultural significance in the cen imalayan context.

Keywords: Bull figurines, sociq, , Garhwal, Central Himalaya.

Introduction
A substantial body of published ar 1 evidence from different parts of the world
indicates that, since prehistoric times, a s have been a prominent subject of painting and

representation in early human societies (Gampbell ) 119; Bar-Yosef Y34Y: ) «—¥4; Henry ) 99A:

lar, appears to have held special significance, gradually establishing

world and dates’to the Magdalenian period (Leroi-Gourhan and Allain 1979; Aujoulat 2004).
The Cave of Altamira in Cantabria, Spain, famous for its Paleolithic paintings, also depicts
bulls (Neville and Williams Y+ YA; Lasheras Y+ +4: o-YY¥; Skilbeck and Skilbeck Y+Y): AY—

119). In India, numerous examples of rock art demonstrate that prehistoric hunter-gatherers

painted oxen and bulls. Notable sites include Bhimbetka and Chaturbhuj Nath Nala in Madhya
Pradesh; Lekhania (Rajpur), Mukkhadari and Kolia Ghat in Sonbhadra (Uttar Pradesh); and
the rock paintings of Mirzapur and the Chambal Valley (Mathpal 1984; Tiwari 2019: 81,

Allchin Y4AY: VYA e Chattopadhyaya Y+ +A: Yo)_YV+) Furthermore, the Neolithic ash

mounds of South India indicate that animal domestication was under way at this time
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(Allchin and Allchin 1982; Fuller and Kingwell-Banham 2018: 145). A Neolithic rock-bruised
depiction of a bull on dolerite at Hire Gudda (Kupgal Hill) is significant for studying bull

domestication (Boivin et al. Y++A: YY4-Y.+)  Terracotta figurines are small figures

modelled from fired clay, often depicting people, animals or deities. Such figurines have
been produced for thousands of years in many cultures, including those of India, Greece and
China (Portal and Kinoshita 2007; Boardman 2016; Ahuja 2001). Terracotta figurines of bulls
have been found at various Neolithic sites in the Eastern Mediterranean region, such as
Catalhoyiik, Ain Ghazal, Jericho, Munhata, Basta and Netiv Ha-Gdud (Rigoglioso Y« +V: 20—
105; Campbell 1969; Bar-Yosef 1992; Henry 1998; Kafafi 1998; Kuijt and Chesson 2005;

Y+ YA Ve _voo) Baror, Tarkhanwala Dera and Cha

Joshi Y+V)o; Santetal. Y++0:0.-09), (

During the Early Historic period, the bull appears to have been portrayed as a royal symbol,
most prominently on Ashokan pillars such as the Rampurva Bull Capital (Irwin Y3V¥: V17—

720) and the Sarnath pillar capital (Vogel 1954). Furthermore, the coins of the Western

Kshatrapa (Kardamaka) rulers Rudrasimha I and II and Rudrasena IT and III (Shah Y« YY: V-YY)
indicate that such symbols played an important role in projecting royal authority, legitimising

royal power and reinforcing socio-cultural and religious associations of strength, fertility and
sovereignty through visual forms. Bull figurines, both humped and non-humped, have also
been found at Early Historic sites such as Amreli and Vadnagar in Gujarat and Kumrahar in

Patna Bihar (Sen Y+)1: 1v-78; Gotad and Ambekar 2024: 1206-1254; Sinha and

Naraln 1970). Overall, the widespread presence of bull imagery, from prehistoric rock
paintings to Early H'1stor1c terracotta artifacts, highlights the importance of this animal and the
human—animal;lationship across time and space.

Previous archaeological studies have interpreted bull imagery from different chronological and
cultural contexts in multiple ways. While some scholars emphasise its association with fertility,
agricultural prosperity and economic life, others interpret bull representations within broader
ritual, religious and symbolic traditions. Ethnoarchaeological research further suggests that the
meaning of animal figurines cannot be understood solely through their form but must also be
interpreted in relation to their archaeological context, associated material culture and the
cultural practices of the communities that produced and used them. Despite extensive research
on the symbolism and representation of bulls in prehistoric and protohistoric contexts,
comparatively little attention has been paid to terracotta bull figurines from the Early Historic

2



Iranian Journal of Archaeological Studies

Garhwal Himalaya. In particular, the archaeological contexts and cultural significance of the
terracotta bull figurines from Ranihat, Supana and Mordhwaj have not been examined in a
focused regional study. Furthermore, the relationship between these archaeological figurines
and contemporary cultural practices associated with bulls has not been explored within an
ethnoarchaeological framework. This study addresses these gaps by integrating archaeological
evidence and ethnographic observations to examine the possible functional, symbolic, and
ritual dimensions of terracotta bull figurines in the Garhwal Himalayan region.

Against this background, the present study investigates terracotta bull figurines from the Early
Historic sites of Ranihat, Supana and Mordhwaj, examining their symbolic apd functional
significance through an ethnoarchaeological approach. Rather than assumifg afr unbroken
continuity between past and present, the study explores whether selected sy
of bulls, particularly those related to ritual practices, agrarian life, and
have been transformed, may have persisted, or may have been rgi me. By
integrating archaeological evidence with ethnographic observatio
a contextual interpretation of the role of bull figurines withi

Garhwal Himalayan region.

Objectives of the Study

The present study has four principal objectives;

(4) To evaluate the possible symbolic,
through an ethnoarchaeological f

Area of Study A
e

This study investigates Early Historic sites in the Himalayan region, with a particular focus on
previously excavated sites at which terracotta bull figurines were discovered by the Department
of History, Ancient Indian History, Culture and Archaeology, Hemvati Nandan Bahuguna
(HNB) Garhwal University. The excavated materials are currently on display in Gallery 3, the
historical gallery of the Museum of Himalayan Archaeology and Ethnography at the university.

and socio-cultural significance of these figurines
amework.

The sites of interest are Ranihat and Supana, both located in the central Garhwal Himalayan
region of Uttarakhand, and Mordhwaj, situated in Bijnor district, Uttar Pradesh, in the
Himalayan foothills (Fig. 1).

Ranihat and Supana are situated on the right bank of the Alaknanda River, opposite the city of
Srinagar (Garhwal), within the broad Srinagar valley in the central Garhwal Himalaya. The
valley offers relatively favourable conditions for settlement, agriculture and movement
compared with the surrounding mountainous terrain. Both sites are archaeologically significant
for their Early Historic habitation, as evidenced by ceramics, metal objects, beads and terracotta
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animal figurines. Mordhwaj is located in the Himalayan foothill zone of Bijnor district, Uttar
Pradesh, near the Malini River. Its position within the wider Ganga basin places it in an
important zone of cultural interaction between the Himalayan region and the northern plains.
Excavations at the site revealed successive Early Historic cultural phases containing ceramics,
architectural remains, and terracotta figurines, including bull representations relevant to the
present study.
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Figure 1: Map of area (created by the authors using QGIS and the Survey of India
base map).
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Aﬁ Ethnoarchaeological Approach

noarchaeological approach, integrating archaeological evidence with
graphic observations to interpret the possible meanings and functions of
terracotta bull frgurines. Ethnoarchaeology examines living communities and their material
practices to provide interpretative frameworks for understanding the archaeological record.
With the emergence of the New Archaeology in the 1960s, scholars such as Lewis Binford
emphasised the value of ethnographic analogy in explaining past human behaviour (Snodgrass
1985: 31-37; Binford 2016: 12-24; Watson et al. 1991: 275-291; Binford 1967: 1-12;
Gosselain 2016: 215-228).

In India, ethnoarchaeological studies have examined settlement patterns, stone tool use, pottery
production and traditional craft practices, demonstrating the value of contemporary
observations for archaeological interpretation (Paddayya 1983: 70-104; Kramer 1998;
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Sinopoli 1991: 177-192; Hashim 1988: 60-63). In Uttarakhand, ethnographic research has
largely focused on folklore, ritual practices and local cultural traditions (Katoch 2003; Sharma
2007; Sexsana 2016: 10—14; Agarwal and Kharakwal 1998). Among these studies, Saklani’s
Ethnoarchaeology of the Yamuna Valley is particularly significant for relating contemporary
practices to the archaeological record of the Garhwal Himalaya; these practices include animal
husbandry, seasonal shelters, local architecture, pottery-making, agricultural tools, wooden
deities, and megalithic monuments. His work highlights cultural continuity through
ethnographic observations and extensive field exploration in the region (Saklani 2008). These
studies provide the methodological background for the present study and demonstrate the value
of ethnographic observations in interpreting archaeological evidence.

where long chronological and cultural gaps are involved (Lyma Wylie
1985). Relational analogy, by contrast, focuses on comparable re ong material
objects, subsistence practices, ritual behaviour and socig than assuming

identical cultural traditions (Hodder 1982; Wylie c 1ve analogy uses
contemporary ethnographic observations as a heuristi¢\fié

explanations of archaeological evidence (Gould 19 Gould and Watson 1982).
The present study primarily employs relationa ve analogy. It does not assume
that present-day ritual practices ig t unchanged survivals from the Early

This study adopts an ethnoarchaeolO pproach to examine the symbolic and ritual
significance of terracotta bull figurines re€overed from the Early Historic sites of Ranihat,

archaeological evidence and contemporary cultural practices
interpret the symbolic role of bulls in ritual, agricultural, and

Mordhwaj (Table 1). The specimens were examined directly in the museum collection and
assessed with reference to their archaeological provenance, cultural phase, overall morphology,
horn form, hump, preserved anatomical features, visible decorative motifs (e.g., Swastika and
Indradhwaja), where present, and associated excavation records. Photographs of the museum
specimens were taken by the authors for documentation and illustration in the present study.
These observations were subsequently compared with ethnographic information collected
during fieldwork to interpret the symbolic, ritual, and pastoral significance of bull figurines in
the Garhwal Himalayan region.

Table 1: Archaeological sample examined in the present study
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Site Cultural Chronology Bull Figurines
Phase Examined
Ranihat Period 1A 400-200 BCE 3
Supana Post-Kushana | 3rd century CE 4
Mordhwaj | Period I1A 2nd century BCE-Ist century | 2
CE
Total — - 9

The ethnographic component of the study was conducted between 2024 and 2025 in
approximately 10-15 wvillages in the districts of Chamoli and
Uttarakhand. The study focused on villages where traditional agricu
cattle rearing, and ritual traditions associated with bulls are still maintaine
collected through informal, open-ended interviews and discussions wit

practices,

comprising farmers (6), elderly villagers (> 60 years) (6), cattle ow. s and
other residents (7). Fieldwork was carried out during repeated vi ary and
April and between July and September over the two-year study perl on on seasonal
rituals, traditional practices, cattle-related beliefs, and oral t i as obfained primarily
through informal interviews and discussions with resid i re conducted in
Garhwali and Hindi, depending on participants’ preferer st author comes from the
Garhwal Himalayan region, and familiarity with ' e and cultural traditions
facilitated communication with local communitie ib 0 the interpretation of the
ethnographic information. The archaeological N1C datasets were compared within
a relational ethnoarchaeological fram n seeking direct one-to-one equivalence
between ancient and modern pué focuses on broader relationships

, i behaviour and pastoral traditions.
gurines was interpreted alongside ethnographic
observations to explore possible © uities and historical changes in symbolic practices

(Table 2).

evidence of uninter cultural continuity. The interpretations presented in this study
ed evaluation of archaeological context, material evidence, and

Archaa‘ﬂEvid%nce Ethnographic Observation Interpretation

Bull figurines recovered from = Household rituals involving bulls and Suggests that some bull figurines may
habitation deposits and cattle continue to be practised in the have been associated with household
domestic contexts villages of Chamoli and Rudraprayag. ritual practices rather than serving only

decorative purposes.

Swastika and Indradhwaja These symbols are still regarded as This suggests possible symbolic
motifs on bull figurines from  auspicious and are associated with cattle = associations with prosperity, protection,
Supana worship during festivals such as and ritual significance.

Gobardhan Puja and Egas.
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Prominent hump and robust Bulls are regarded as symbols of

horns on the figurines strength, fertility and agricultural
prosperity in local folklore and pastoral
traditions.

Bull figurines associated with | Rituals related to cattle are commonly

pottery, beads and other performed within household and
domestic artefacts agricultural settings.

Bull figurines recovered from = The symbolic importance of bulls

Ranihat, Supana and continues in contemporary agrarian and
Mordhwaj across different pastoral communities, although practices
cultural phases have changed over time.

The exaggerated anatomical features may
deliberately emphasise symbolic qualities
rather than naturalistic representation.

Supports the interpretation that bull
figurines were integrated into everyday
domestic and ritual life.

This suggests continuity in symbolic
importance while recognizing historical
transformation rather than direct cultural
continuity.

Representative terracotta bull figurines and other associated animal figlrines ¢xaminedin the

present study are illustrated in Fig. 2.

Figure 2: Bulls and other animals from the sites of the study area (courtesy of the Museum of

Himalayan Archaeology and Ethnography, HNB Garhwal University, Srinagar,
Garhwal; after Nautiyal and Khanduri Y2%): 1£-1V; Nautiyal and Khanduri Y3YA—

VA ATAY),

Site Description
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In this study, we selected three previously excavated sites, Ranihat, Supana and Mordhwaj,
which yielded materials now on display in the department’s museum. We re-examined the
artifacts housed in the museum to investigate the socio-cultural aspects, symbolism, and ritual
practices associated with animal terracotta figurines, specifically bull figurines, excavated by
archaeologists from the Department of History, Ancient Indian History, Culture and
Archaeology, HNB Garhwal University.

Ranihat

Ranihat is situated on the right bank of the Alaknanda River in Tehri district,AUttarakhand,
directly opposite the town of Srinagar Garhwal. Garhwal University excavated it in 1977 under
the direction of Prof. K.P. Nautiyal, then Director and Head of the Museum and the Department.
The excavation uncovered habitation deposits with a total thickness of 3. 25 ‘m, which were
divided into three cultural periods, Period Il being further subdivided: Period I (Tre=ten BCE)
Period IIA (¢++-Y++ BCE), Period IIB (Y++ BCE-Y++ CE) andj’erlod I (/\~ =Y.+ CE)

(Indian Archaeology: A Review [IAR] Y4YA-79: 75; Nautiyal and Khanduri 1991: 64—

I' Period -lll

| Cultural Gap
i (200 ce-soock) | 0.5-1.m

67) (Figs 3 and 4).

1-1.5.m

Depth in (meter)

W Period-Il A 1.5-2.5m
BN (400-200 BCE)

'3 Period -I
| ey 2.5 - 3.25m

Figure 3: Stratigraphy of the Ranihat site, based on data provided by earlier scholars (after
Nautiyal and Khanduri Y39): 1£-1V),
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RANIHAT I977: SECTION LOOKING NORTH —FAST
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Figure 4: Section showing the cultural phases of Ranihat (after Ngutiyal anduri 1991:

1E-1Y),

ith smaller quantities of

pebble floor, together with
rarrowheads and needles (IAR

terracotta ram figurines, copper rings and iron oBjects, includ

VAVA_VA: Vo), A

Period 1A (400-200 BCE) is characterised by crude Northern Black Polished Ware and red
ware, including rimless handis and miniature bowls. Key artefacts from this period include
terracotta animal figurines (notably bull figurines), stone beads, copper bangles and iron
objects such as arrowheads and nails, which highlight the prominence of iron.

Period IIB (Y++ BCE-Y++ CE) is characterised by the continuation of earlier pottery
traditions, alongside the emergence of new techniques such as thumb impressions and grooved

decoration (Nautiyal and Khanduri Y44): 1¢-67).

Supana

Supana is located on the right bank of the Alaknanda River in Tehri district, Uttarakhand. It
was excavated in Y 19A-44 by the Department of History, Ancient Indian History, Culture and

Archaeology, Garhwal University, under the direction of B.M. Khanduri (IAR Y43A-99: 216-

217). The excavation revealed a single-phase post-Kushana culture, with evidence of stone

sculptures, iron objects, terracotta artefacts, pottery, beads, grinding stones and pestles (IAR
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1998-99: 216-217; Table ¥). The terracotta artefacts included figurines of rams, bulls and

Pottery Red ware (most common); wheel- Indicates post-Kushana ceramic tradition;
made; medium to fine texture; utilitarian and possibly domestic in
generally unpainted, with  function
occasional incised and stamped
decorations

Pottery forms Bowls, lamps, spouted pots, lids, Variety suggests a range of domestic and
and perforated ware possibly ritual or functional uses (e.g.

lamps, cooking vessels)
Iron artefacts Nails, arrowheads, borers, Evidence of a d iron technology;

needles, fishing hooks, blades, toolsimply d
hooks and forks and possibly
Copper and silver Copper rings, bangles, antimony
items rod, plumb bob, toy silver bangles

unting, fishing,

metallurgy;
lect daily life and
concerns

Terracotta figurines Animal figurines: rams, bulls, or ritualistic
humped bulls iOnspPastoral associations

Decorated figurines  One figurine bears swastika ple indication of ritual or religious
Indradhwaja motifs ism, perhaps linked to fertility,

Other terracotta Earrings, cart wheels
items
Stone tools Grinding 2stles

ikely children’s toys or votive objects;
suggest aspects of daily life and craft
Used for food preparation or craft, typical
of domestic contexts

Beads Type ne Implies ornamentation or trade; common
in post-Kushana assemblages

Faunal remains Animal bone o/ pigs, goats  Evidence of domestication and animal
husbandry
Fish remains Scales and bon€és Indicates that fishing was an important part
| § of the subsistence strategy

humped bulls, which are the focus of this study.

: Cultdra rials !covered from the Supana excavation (IAR Y39A-34: YA1_Y1V),

Mordhwayj

Mordhwaj is situated approximately 15 km southwest of Kotdwar, in the foothills of the
Garhwal Himalaya, in Bijnor district, Uttar Pradesh. It was excavated by Garhwal University

in Y4V4 (Nautiyal and Khanduri ) 4YA-79: 86-87). The excavations revealed three cultural

periods: Period I (5th century BCE to 2nd century BCE), Period IIA (2nd century BCE to st
century CE) and Period IIB (Ynd century CE to ¢th century CE) (Nautiyal and Khanduri Y 4YA—

79: 86-87).
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Period I marks an earlier settlement, characterised by Northern Black Polished Ware and fine,
thin grey ware, represented primarily by dishes and bowls (Nautiyal and Khanduri Y 4YA-Y4:

A-AY; Fig. 5).

100%
90% 25
80% 30
70%

X
(5]
2 60% 25
£ 50% = 20
o 40%
0
o 10% 25
0%
Period | Period 1l A Period II B

Cultural Phases

m Ceramics (NBPW, Grey ware) Architectural remains

m Miscellaneous m Terracotta Figurines

= Beads and Bangles Ceramics
Craft Tools Red Ware and decorated ceramics
Stucco Buddha and Religious Icons Beads and Game Pieces

distribution of artefacts at Mordhwaj (after

-87).

Figure 5: Graph showing the pe

Nautiyal and Khanduri ) 4

Period IIB. Burnt bricks were widely used in this period, in standard sizes of 24 x 12 x 6 cm

and 25 X 15 X 6 cm. A terracotta stucco depicting the Buddha was also discovered at the site, along

with terracotta and stone beads and terracotta game pieces.
/7
Contemporary Ethnography

Uttarakhand, commonly known as Devbhoomi, has a rich cultural heritage rooted in Hindu
traditions, pastoral practices and tribal customs. The Khasas, Kiratas and Nagas are ancient
tribal groups of the central Himalayan region of Uttarakhand (Katoch 2003; Khanduri 1994;
Khanduri et al. Y39A: TA-YY), These groups represent some of the earliest nomadic-pastoral
communities in the area (Agarwal and Kharakwal 1998). In this region, bulls hold considerable
importance, playing a vital role not only in ritual practice but also in art and symbolism. Above
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all, bulls and oxen are essential for breeding and agricultural work, and it is difficult to imagine
rural agriculture and cattle herding without them.

Folklore

Uttarakhand has long maintained a rural culture, and its residents follow distinctive ways of
life, belief systems, and traditions. Folk tales and folklore are significant parts of these

guru first called
sed. The guru then

Shidiva, and Viduwa from Gangolihat (Oakley and
iu Bagadwal. According to this tale, Jeetu Bagadwal

was captured on Khait Mountain by the
refers to mysterious or supernatural fe
times eerie or mischi (Khanna and Bhairav 2023). He was released after promising that,
of Ashad (June—July), once he had finished sowing his field, he

These tales the close association of bulls and oxen with agriculture, ploughing and
the cultural life}0t rural communities in the Garhwal Himalayan region. Although these stories
cannot be taken as direct evidence for the function of Early Historic terracotta bull figurines,
they provide an ethnographic context for interpreting the strong association of bulls with
agriculture and pastoral life observed in the archaeological material.

Kal Bisht

Kal Bisht is a pastoral deity who resides at Kotyudh in the Binsar area of Almora and is known
as a cattle herder and protector of cattle. He is said to dream about cattle and the forest while
playing his flute, and these dreams inspire him to take the cattle into the forest to protect them
from wild animals.

12
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In this study, an important episode in the folklore is Kal Bisht’s departure from his home to
travel to Haldwani. In this relatively large town, he first visits a goldsmith. He buys a hoof
ornament for the Jetia (sacrificial bull) that he plans to offer at the temple of his guardian deity
(Budhawar 2010). Many similar stories are common in this region; they reveal a distinct
pastoral background and reflect the importance of animals such as cows, bulls, oxen and goats
in daily life.

Such traditions illustrate the continuing symbolic connection between bulls, pastoral identity,
protection and religious offerings in the Garhwal and Kumaon Himalayan region. Although
these contemporary traditions cannot be treated as direct survivals of Early Hist
they provide an important interpretative framework for understanding the p,
and ritual roles of the archaeological bull figurines.

ic practices,
symbolic

Rituals and Fairs

The bull cult has been discussed in relation to the development o
societies. According to James (1960), the bull symbolises

hip in ancient
snental humafi qualities, such

ploughing their fields (Devi, personal commu -One important ritual involves a
ceremony in which oxen are worshi befor begin tilling the land (Singh, personal
communication 2025). Egas after Diwali and is often called

Badi Diwali (Rawat 2023). i i ith Hari Bodhani Ekadasi, which falls on

during Diwali, on the day of Mahalaks}
water are imprinted on the backs of cattl
On Gobardhan Puj
oiled. In an agrari
called# Jot or

uja, handprints made from a mixture of rice and
and their horns are coated with ghee (Lamont 2012).
int of ‘Mana’ is applied to the backs of animals, and their horns are
certain days are set aside as rest days for oxen; these days are
hing days’) (Sharma Y+ +V; Sexsana Y+)1: ) ¢),

V4
Pastoralist societies in Uttarakhand and adjoining areas also traditionally held fairs, where oxen
and bulls were traded (Pandey Y+ 'V: Y1-20). The Somnath fair traditionally lasted A to )

days, similar to the Chaiti fair in Kashipur (Moli et al. Y44V: Y¥-24), and historically served

as a trading ground for oxen (Sharma 2007). Even today, bull traders from the Ramnagar area
gather at this fair. Some residents and traders from Teez Bazar in Garur bring oxen to the fair

in Bageshwar (Pandey )4%:; Sexsana Y:)1: 10-14). Additionally, the Gulabrai area of
Rudraprayag district hosts a fair devoted to animal trading, primarily of oxen (Naithani 2024).
These traditions illustrate the deep bond that people have with oxen and bulls. In the Kumaon

and Garhwal region, oxen and bulls are traded at well-known fairs just like other commodities.
The Somnath fair, for example, is held at ‘Manasi’ in Pali-Pachhaun, between Bhikiyasain and

13
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Chaukhutia; it spans around 30 km and takes place in a fertile, water-rich region (Pandey 1990;
Rana 1997).

These ritual practices and animal fairs demonstrate the continuing cultural importance of bulls
and oxen in agricultural, pastoral and religious contexts in the Garhwal Himalayan region.
While such contemporary practices cannot be considered direct survivals of Early Historic
traditions, they provide a useful interpretative framework for examining whether the
archaeological bull figurines may have been associated with ritual activities, agricultural
prosperity, protection and the social importance of cattle.

Agriculture and Fertility A

In mountainous regions, food production has relied heavily on traditional ploughing methods
that make use of healthy oxen. The inhabitants of these fertile lands have depended on strong
oxen since ancient times (Sharma Y+ +V). To meet the demand for quality oxen, traders from
the ‘Bhabar’ region historically brought them to these areas. The geographical and
topographical characteristics of the Himalayan region suggest that agricultural practices have
typically been challenging and small-scale, with a historical tendency towards shifting cattle
herding (Agarwal and Kharakwal 1998). P

Nevertheless, agriculture continues to support the local food economy (Fig. 6). The bull is called
Bald in the Kumaoni and Garhwali dialects (Pandey 1990; Rana 1997). Apart from small
stretches of plain along the rivers, terrace farming predominates in most mountainous areas. In
these harsh climatic conditions and on uneven terrain, bulls are essential for ploughing fields

(Sexsana Y+)1: ):-14). For farmers, livestock is nearly as valuable as land, and among

livestock, a pair of oxen is especially important (Sharma 2007). The value of a pair of oxen is
also reflected in aphorisms from Kumaoni and Garhwali culture (Sexsana Y+)1: )+ ¢),

14
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Figure 6: Terraced agricultural fields of local communities in the Garhwal Himalayan region
(photograph by the authors, 2025).

These agricultural practices highlight the importance of bulls and oxen in the subsistence
economy and cultural life of the study area. Although contemporary agricultural practices
cannot be directly equated with those of the Early Historic period, this ethnographic evidence
provides a useful relational framework for interpreting the association between archaeological
bull figurines and agriculture, animal husbandry and ideas of fertility and prosperity.

Discussion

The interpretations presented in this study are based on a comparatiy assessment of
archaeological and ethnographic evidence. Archaeologlcal observatlons in

figurines, were evaluated alongside ethnographic information on ¢
and local beliefs documented during fieldwork. Rather than assumi ral continuity,
this comparative approach provides an interpretative fra
symbolic and ritual significance of the bull figurines withj res
cultural contexts.

, Supa ordhwaj suggests that bulls
arly Historic societies of the Garhwal

The recurrence of terracotta bull figurines at Ra i
held an important symbolic and ri
Himalayan region. When considg 51 rary ethnographic evidence, these
findings may indicate element§ e inui the symbolic significance of bulls,
while also recognising that’ritual peacti€es and cultural meanings have probably undergone
historical transformation. Furthe the bull figurines examined from the museum

ay practices through which agrarian prosperity, the protection of
livestock, an old well-being were expressed symbolically. While their precise function
cannot be establfshed with certainty, the archaeological context supports an interpretation that
emphasises their social and ritual significance within the domestic sphere.

Although occasional use as toys cannot be excluded, the available archaeological context better
supports ritual and symbolic interpretations than purely recreational use.

The presence of swastika and Indradhwaja motifs on one Supana figurine further suggests a
possible ritual or symbolic dimension. These motifs set the figurine apart from purely utilitarian
or recreational objects and suggest that such bull representations may have carried culturally
meaningful associations. However, the precise religious significance of these motifs cannot be
determined from their presence on the figurine alone, and their interpretation should therefore
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be approached with caution, taking into account both the archaeological context and the
ethnographic evidence.

Ethnographic accounts from the villages of Garhwal revealed that bulls are often symbolically
linked to Shiva’s mount, Nandi, and are sometimes ritually invoked to protect livestock and
crops. This folk religiosity parallels the sacred or protective roles that may have been ascribed
to bull figurines in Early Historic domestic spaces. In contemporary folk songs and stories, the
bull often represents virility, strength and resilience, qualities that may be reflected in the
stylised physical features of the figurines (e.g. strong humps and thick horns). From an
interpretative perspective, the bull may be understood not merely as an economic animal but

pastoral traditions. In this context, the terracotta figurines are interp
expressmns of s001a1 and religious beliefs that relnforced relatlonshlps

on oxen rather than on mechanised ploughing. Bulls are al
fertility among pastoral communities.
The ethnographic evidence offers a useful way to

Terracotta bull figurines are known fro eral parts of the Indian subcontinent, including
Harappan sites (Shinde et al. Y+ +A: YA MWinters Y3A£: Y-A; Atre V3% +: £¥—-0); Ameri Y+ 7;
-Sen 2023; Sharma 2018), Mathura (Kaul 2015; Khan 2024),

in form, and were recovered from habitation contexts. This contrasts with more varied,
molded, and #tylistically elaborate examples reported from northern India and Taxila.
Furthermore, the swastika and Indradhwaja motifs on one Supana figurine suggest that certain
figurines may have had locally meaningful symbolic associations. Thus, while the Garhwal
figurines share features with the wider South Asian tradition of bull representation, they also
show regional characteristics in their manufacture, form, context and symbolism. The
comparison places the Garhwal material within the broader archaeological tradition without
assuming direct cultural transmission from any one region.

Conclusion
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The present study examined terracotta bull figurines from the Early Historic sites of Ranihat,
Supana and Mordhwaj in the Garhwal Himalayan region using an ethnoarchaeological
framework. The archaeological evidence shows that the figurines were predominantly
handmade and were mainly recovered from habitation and domestic contexts. These contexts
suggest that they formed part of household life and may also have been associated with ritual
and symbolic activities. The pronounced humps and horns on the figurines, along with the
decorative motifs on some specimens, indicate that the bull was represented as a culturally
meaningful animal rather than merely an artistic subject. The comparative study also shows
that bull representation was common in South Asian terracotta traditions, while the Garhwal
examples exhibit regional characteristics in manufacture, morphology, decoration and
archaeological context. Contemporary ethnographic observations further show the continuing
association of bulls and oxen with agriculture, pastoral life, fertility, protecti religious
practices. These observations provide a relational and interpretative basis f@r consig€ring the

The study contributes to the understanding of Early Historic mat
Himalaya by considering archaeological contexts alongsi
observations to explore the possible social and symb
figurines. However, the interpretation is constrained
specimens examined, the limited archaeological c
evidence linking individual figurines to particula

ively small number of
nd the absence of direct
urther research based on
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