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Students’ reflections on archaeological fieldwork
I. Prapti Panda, B.A. (Research) History, 2nd Year
The MANDU project is an Indo-French interdisciplinary research
venture funded by the French National Agency, which is
investigating the area of Mandu in Dhar, Madhya Pradesh, from
a landscape archaeological perspective. Mandu is known to have
been the capital of the Malwa Sultanate from c. 1400 CE, and is
rich in archaeological remains that can reveal patterns of longterm human settlement, activities, and society-nature
interactions. The project is co-directed by Dr. Anne Casile (French
National Research Institute for Sustainable Development) and
Dr. Supriya Varma (Jawaharlal Nehru University), and its first
season of fieldwork took place during February-March 2020. The
primary aim of the fieldwork is to document and map the built
landscape and environment (particularly in relation to water) of
Mandu through archaeological surface survey. Many of us, both
undergraduate and graduate students, who study History or
Archaeology, were able to participate in the survey for a week,
and were trained in various archaeological methods.
Working as survey assistants, all students were
distributed into teams which also contained participants from the
University of Delhi and Jawaharlal Nehru University, and were led
by faculty members and researchers from different institutions.
To survey the Mandu plateau, the project directors had already
divided the area into smaller grid units. Each day, we decided
amongst ourselves which team would survey which area, but it
was difficult to estimate exactly how many grids one would cover
in a day. The terrain varies a lot across the plateau, with some
areas covered almost entirely with wheat crops, while other areas
are barren and only sparsely vegetated by thorny bushes. The
beginning of our fieldwork was marked by very high
temperatures, which then combined with the rocky and uneven
ground on most of the plateau to make the first few days quite
challenging.
We had to be extremely observant about our
surroundings as we surveyed, and we were documenting all

archaeological remains we encountered, along with natural
features such as streams, ponds, and large trees. Natural features
were recorded because their spatial distribution across the
landscape is useful for analyzing the distribution of water
resources and human-nature interaction. Archaeological remains
were encountered very frequently, and included burial slabs,
sacred stones, collapsed and intact architectural features (such as
elite residences, religious structures, stone platforms, gates,
fortification walls), and various water-storing structures (such as
dams, step wells, underground cisterns). Smaller finds such as
potsherds, stone tools, tile or brick fragments, and furnace slag
were also observed, with potsherds being nearly ubiquitous.

The built and natural landscape of Mandu.
Image: Dr. Jaya Menon

To make the surveying and recording process more
systematic, each team was provided with pre-designed survey
forms on which we could mark the categories of finds and
describe features or objects in detail. Along with verbal
descriptions of structures or smaller finds, we also took measurements of each significant find, noted its location using a
handheld GPS device, took photographs with a scale and north
arrow, and drew sketch maps if necessary. During the first few
days, as we had to learn the conventions for all these tasks, we
would usually cover very few grids. However, by the end of the
week, we got used to the format of writing descriptions, learnt to
identify rock types and construction materials, and were able to
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estimate directions and distances. An element of the fieldwork
which was quite new to most of us was the use of digital tablets
for assisting navigation and recording. It allowed us to view our
location on ground using satellite imagery, and often revealed
larger-scale patterns that we could not observe at ground level.

Surveyors measuring an architectural feature.
Image: Manashini M

Each day of fieldwork started very early in the morning, giving us
almost 6-8 hours daily for surveying. After we had finished our
grids for the day, we would then return to our accommodation.
There, after a short break, we would again assemble and enter
the data collected in the survey forms into computers, digitally
saving all our observations, photographs, and GPS coordinates.
This was one of the most enjoyable times of the day, when
everyone would discuss their progress and the finds of the day
over food and cups of tea.
I think this week offered a great opportunity for us to
take our knowledge of archaeology- especially archaeological
methods- a step further. Many of us have done courses such as
‘Field Methods in Archaeology’ and ‘Archaeology of South Asia’,
and the experience we gained in Mandu solidified the techniques
and concepts introduced earlier to us in class. In addition,
observing and interacting with local people showed us the
various relationships communities can have with objects and
monuments of the past. Overall, this fieldwork exposed us to
newer ways of doing archaeology and provided a very different
approach towards understanding Mandu as a settlement and the
lives of its people in both the past and the present.
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II. Gaurangi Malviya, B.A. (Research) History, 1st Year
The Centre for Archaeology, Heritage and Museum studies at
SNU organised a 2-day GIS workshop (15-16th Feb 2020) where
Dr. Anne Casile and Dr. Nicolas Morelle of the French National
Research Institute for Sustainable Development (IRD) instructed
the students about the new software and how it is useful in
archaeological research. Dr. Anne Casile, along with Dr. Supriya
Varma from JNU, had recently started an archaeological project
at the historical city of Mandu in Madhya Pradesh. The town is on
top of a plateau and water is a major concern for the area. It is a
surprise how the people lived and are continuing to live here even
in the water scarcity. The project was to understand the socioenvironmental milieu of the historical site. Most attendees of the
workshop were going to the field sometime soon. Our HOD, Dr.
Jaya Menon, asked my friend and me whether we would like to
take part. We were really astonished by the offer since we
thought that we could not contribute much being first year
students. We doubted ourselves at first but realised what drives
one for archaeology is curiosity and excitement for the past and
material remains. Hence, we registered and went on the weeklong trip from 7thMarch-15th March 2020.
There were students from not only SNU but St.
Stephens and JNU as well. We were accompanied and guided by
a bunch of senior professors who also came for the field work.
The whole area to be surveyed was divided into grids and we
traversed through smaller units of 100 x 100m grids. We left the
hotel everyday by 7:30 in the morning after having breakfast and
came back around 3:30 pm. We paused for light lunch that we
carried in our tiffins. In the evenings, we sat for 2-3 hours to type
out the survey forms that we filled in the day on the laptop.

Recording data in the field.
Image: Manashini M
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III. Manashini M, B.A. (Research) History, 1st Year
For our first day, we went to ‘Buddhi Mandu’ which is about an
hour away from the main town. From the next day, we were
divided into a group of 3-4 to carry out the systematic survey. We
wanted to find the features that were not officially recorded. I
was surprised to see ceramics lying all over the crop fields – they
actually represent continuation of the settlement. We found and
recorded isolated carved remains at different places. Other than
that, we found various standing as well as dilapidated structures.

A fortification wall on the edge of the Mandu plateau.
Image: Prapti Panda

We walked through fields the whole day looking,
discovering, photographing and noting down the important
features. We were introduced to archaeology and archaeological
practises in our classrooms but here, we got practical knowledge
throughout the time we were on the field. A unique thing about
the program was that on the field there was no senior-junior
difference; all work was divided equally among everyone. We
learnt a lot from our seniors and got hands-on experience on how
to conduct systematic surveys. By the end of the whole week, my
sense of direction and distance had improved. On our last day
when our return was due, we took an off for the day and visited
the town and its popular places like the ‘Jahaz Mahal’. Overall,
every day was hectic and work was tiring but it was a fruitful, fun
and enthralling experience.

Students of SNU got the opportunity to volunteer in the Mandu
archaeology project. My internship there was for a week during
my mid semester break. This project was a best starter for a
student exploring the fields for the first time, since it was mainly
surveying. The knowledge gained working in the field opened up
different perspectives and set a good example, in understanding
the practice of archaeology. Analysis of the landscape and
looking at features independently and in relation to the whole
field, helped in building the relation of material remains and the
practices associated with them. I got an experience to work in the
least artifact density to the highly clustered area. This made me
understand the process of listing these features.
Getting a hand on the GPS, compass and the GIS grids,
gave a better sense of direction and distance. Uploading the data
on the excel sheet was tiring yet it had to be carefully done to
avoid any mistake. Finding varying structures like fort, fort walls,
mausoleum, to different scattered remains, and artifacts in a
disturbed context made me realise the influence of different
cultures on each other in the domain of art and architecture.
Since we were walking at long lengths in the fields, we were able
to explore even the agricultural production in the region.
Extensive survey near the talabs, showed diverse settlements
that must have existed explaining the homogeneity of the place.
With no knowledge about the history of the place, I was able to
make some sense of it by the time we left. We were also taken
on a tour to the monuments, which made us realise the relevance
of the project in a region where water scarcity is extreme during
summers. The presence of large structures in distant places, gave
an insight into the extent of the settlement during its epoch.

Elite buildings and water storage structures are a common sight in Mandu.
Image: Dr. Jaya Menon
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It was a very tight schedule leaving early to the fields and
staying up for long to finish with uploading the data. We had only
dinner as a proper meal, we survived the other two meals with fruits
and bread. But sitting in an open field under a tree was a different
experience all together. Above all the most important thing I learnt
from the project work, apart from the technicalities was public
relations. It was at most important for us to explain our work
numerous times to the locals and ensure that they were not
suspicious of us. Also, the difference between the things mentioned
in paper was not enough to work on field. It was disheartening while
walking on the fields, crushing a few crops, but the locals said
nothing and let us do our work and were often excited in knowing
what we did. This support gained from the locals gave us more
knowledge about the region, because how much ever we study
about the region, only the locals know it best.

Digitizing collected data.
Image: Dr. Jaya Menon

As a first-year student, it was an opportunity too soon, but
has indeed helped us gain some knowledge if not to great depth
about archaeology and studying landscape. This internship will
definitely help in understanding in a more nuanced manner the
other courses that we will do.

4

SNU DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY NEWSLETTER
www.history.snu.edu.in

SPRING 2020

Annual Departmental Trip
Jodhpur, Rajasthan: 30thJan-2nd Feb, 2020
Undergraduate and graduate students, as well as the faculty members of the Department of History, went on a field trip to the city of
Jodhpur, Rajasthan, at the end of January. The purpose of this field trip was to engage with the tangible and intangible aspects of history
through visiting historical monuments, experiencing local culture, and learning more about the city’s heritage and past. A crucial aspect
of this trip was also to strengthen relationships among the members of the department. As students and faculty members have diverse
interests spanning across archaeology, museum studies, architecture, oral history, and food history, Jodhpur as a city showed us that it
has something of interest for everyone. Over the course of three days, we visited Umaid Bhavan Palace and Museum, Mehrangarh Fort,
Toorji ka Jhalra (stepwell), Jaswant Thada, Ghanta Ghar and its markets, and also explored the local cuisine.
Taking us out of the classroom and letting us immerse in the culture, heritage, and visual brilliance of Jodhpur’s landscape, this
trip inspired us to analyze these elements through the critical approach that SNU trains us in. All of us interpreted and processed the
sights and lives we encountered in diverse ways, and the photo essay in the next section showcases some of the creative outputs that
we generated from this trip. This experience has definitely enriched our knowledge and appreciation of history, while also bringing us
closer together as a department.

The Department of History at Umaid Bhavan Palace.
Photo: Prapti Panda
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“The Jodhpur Snapshot”
A collection of photographs, thoughts, and memories
by
Srabondeya Haldar, Akash Bharadwaj, Manashini M, Angel Roy Thomas, Atharva Patkar, and Prapti Panda

A memory tucked away into the warmest corner of the mind, the trip to Jodhpur was more than a mere educational trip. The
city, whose humanity, heritage, and history are interlinked, has found a home in our hearts. The following notes and
photographs aim to showcase the experiences and thoughts we shared there:

A section of the sprawling Umaid Bhavan Palace. Photo: Prapti Panda

Umaid Bhavan, a palace still occupied by members of the royal family of Jodhpur, has been standing on its grounds since
1929. Dotted with tourists, pigeons, and peacocks, its rooms and gardens are an opulent display of power. The Palace was
the first stop of our trip, and exploring this overwhelming monument after a sleepless night on the bus was quite a novel
experience. The Palace has seemingly innumerable rooms and corridors- many of them set up with museum displays- and
even in the limited rooms that we could enter, some of us managed to get lost!
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The next place we visited was Toorji ka Jhalra,
which, for many of us, turned out to be our favorite spot in
Jodhpur. Between the overwhelming beauty and intricacy
of Umaid Bhawan Palace and Mehrangarh Fort, the quietly
beautiful stepwell stood out. Believed to have been made
in the 18th century, the stepwell is where we collapsed,
tired, after a long morning of examining, admiring, and
arguing about Umaid Bhavan’s architecture and objects.

Objects on display, Umaid Bhavan Museum. The right vase
seems to have a portrait of King Edward VII (r. 1901-1910).
Photo: Prapti Panda

The objects on display there were quite diverse: there were
sea-shell adorned rocks and boxes, figurines carved from
camel bone, and an array of porcelain plates and vases.
Often chipped and scratched with time, many of these
vessels were depicted with visages of people long gone.
Smiles, grimaces, or looks of longing frozen on their faces,
we observed as tourists passed them by with empty looks,
highlighting the lack of labels with historical information in

Toorji Ka Jhalra. Photo: Srabondeya Haldar

the museum.
“The stepwell looks quite stunning in pictures, but I
was astonished by my reaction to it. The visceral
experience of being there, among the steep, sometimes
moss-lined steps, watching the fish move in coordinating,
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circular patterns in the turquoise water has been unmatched. The place seemed to radiate a sense of tranquility, and even
as it teemed with tourists and eager Instagram photo opportunists who came and left, we sat calmly at the bottom stairs on
the water’s edge and absorbed it all.”
Later, we went and explored our options for lunch: there were numerous quaint-looking rooftop restaurants nearby,
and when we finally settled on one, we were greeted by this view of Mehrangarh Fort:

Mehrangarh Fort: view from a rooftop near the stepwell. Photo: Prapti Panda

The Fort, built in the 15th century, stands guard over the landscape, with the city of Jodhpur bustling all around it. Teaming
up in white and blue, the city below seems to cover a vast expanse that is difficult to fathom. Yet it is a matter of life and
death- a measurement, yet difficult to measure. According to many popular accounts, it was here that a local man was buried
alive by the king for his descendants’ safety, a prince’s mistress was hurled from a window, a Prime Minister was pushed
from the ramparts, and an opium-induced fall led to the tragic death of a Maharaja.
Having admired it thus from afar, we were impatient to visit it the next day. The remainder of the first day was left to us to
wander about as we pleased, and experience the local food, shops and views. As the second day dawned, we were all ready
to tackle the fort, fueled up on steaming hot street-side kachoris, samosas, and tea.
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The road which led into the fort was long, steep, and winding, and we wondered what it would have looked like when the
fort was in its prime, bustling with occupants going about their daily activities. There were many sights to take in along the
way: the beautiful battlements and ramparts offered amazing views of the entirety of Jodhpur’s landscape, and we could
even identify landmarks such as the Umaid Bhavan Palace, Toorji ka Jhalra, and Ghanta Ghar in the distance.

Walking into Mehrangarh Fort. Photo: Manashini M

Carved windows and balconies, Mehrangarh Fort.
Photo: Srabondeya Haldar

“Once a sign of power,

The place where we stood, was not the same where the

Now a sense of pride.

ordinary people would have lived their lives...The rulers

The monument remains the same,

then displayed their power by not allowing their men in.

But the memories have changed their meanings”

Now, they exhibit their grandeur by greeting every visitor.
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Jodhpur in the backdrop of Mehrangarh fFort.
Photo: Akash Bharadwaj

“What prompted me to take this image? I can hardly recall.
Standing at an edge, with both the opulence and the void
Loha Pol, Iron Gate, Mehrangarh Fort.
Photo: Akash Bharadwaj

“It is perhaps not a mere coincidence that women who are

of history at my back, there was perhaps a moment that
drew me in: an open sky, rugged stones, and the hands that
must have fetched them together to call it a fort.”

set on a pyre as part of the practice of sati in Rajasthan are
memorialized through the imprints of their hands. Human
hands have remained the most intimate and intricate
source of history.”
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Hall, Mehrangarh Fort. Photo: Prapti Panda

We were quite amazed by the intricate carving on sandstone on the exterior of the fort, but we had really not anticipated
the kind of extravagance we would encounter inside! Like Umaid Bhavan, there were sections in the fort that had display
cases containing everything from swords and armaments to the clothing and accessories used by Jodhpur’s royal family in
the past. The paintings, carved wooden palanquins, and panels of tinted glass were particularly striking.

Looking out through a stained-glass window, Mehrangarh Fort. Photo: Prapti Panda
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“To stand where you are, to have stood where you stood,
and to know and have arrived at a moment, is perhaps what
remains to be seen and photographed of a place.”

Central Market. Photo: Srabondeya Haldar

The Central Market (Ghanta Ghar, pictured above) serves
as an important landmark, with hundreds of shops and
street vendors surrounding it. We explored the market
both by day and by night, and reveled in its buzzing,
friendly chaos.
Ramparts, Mehrangarh Fort: seen from Jaswant Thada
Photo: Srabondeya Haldar

Also, one of the best parts of this trip was being
able to wander the city on our own and find places of
interest. Trudging past arrays of never-ending shops selling
winter wear, and continually nagging the one person who
had Google maps open, is now a very fond memory.
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The gardens of Jaswant Thada. Photo: Prapti Panda

We ended our trip by visiting Jaswant Thada, a 19th century cenotaph which is built of marble and is surrounded by lush
vegetation. After two days of continuous traveling and barely enough sleep, this location gave us the perfect opportunity to
unwind, and process everything that we had seen so far.
Some of us started sketching the elaborate architecture, while others sat under the shady trees and talked about
tourism, heritage, and conservation until the sun began to set. The two-day field visit had come to an end, but we knew that
we would carry our memories of it for years to come.
*****
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