
The Sarasvati River:
Old and New Perspectives

Michel Danino

Archaeological Survey of 

India, 26 August 2019



I

Sarasvatơ: aάƳȅǘƘƛŎŀƭ ǊƛǾŜǊέΚ

Traced bysatellite imagery?



ü The Rig-Veda often mentions the Saptasindhava or 

ñland of the seven riversò, identified by scholarly 

consensus with the land where the Indus (in the west), 

its five tributaries, and the Sarasvatǭ (in the east) flow.

üThe Sarasvatǭ is described as full of ñgreat watersò 

(1.3.12) whose ñimpetuousò flow is ñunbroken, swift-

movingò (7.95.1) ñfrom the mountain to the seaò 

(giribhya Ǖ samudrǕt) (7.95.2).

üThe Sarasvatǭ receives the highest praise and is the 

only deified river in the Rig-Veda: she is ñthe best of 

mothers, the best of rivers, best of goddessesò 

(ambitame nadǭtamedevitame sarasvatǭ, 2.41.16).

The Problem



The bŀŘơǎǘǳǘƛ{ǹƪǘŀ

NadǭstutisȊkta(Rig-Veda, 10.75) lists 19 rivers from east to 

west:

O GangǕ, YamunǕ, Sarasvatǭ, Shutudri (= Sutlej), Parushni

(= Ravi), hear my praise!

Listen to my call, Asikni (= Chenab), Marudvridha (= 

Maruvardhvan), Vitasta (= Jhelum) with Arjikiya, Sushoma

(= Sohan).



The geography of the 

Rig-Veda: but where is

the Sarasvatǭ?



Detail of the first map pointing to the ñSoorsutyò 

as a tributary of the ñGuggurò

(The  Library Atlas by Bryce, Collier & Schmitz, 1760)



Map by James Rennel, Surveyor General of Bengal,

in his Memoir of a Map of Hindoostan, 1778

(Courtesy: Saraswati Mahal Library)

Sursooty River

Caggar or Kenker River



In the early nineteenth century, topographic surveys of the 

Thar Desert by Lt. Colonel James Tod (1820s), Major 

Colvin (1833) and Major Mackeson (1844) resulted in the 

following observations:

1. A wide dry bed called ñGhaggarò dotted with ancient 

ruins.

2. A local tradition according to which the drying up of 

the river caused  the regionôs desolation.

3. The presence of freshwater wells along the 

Ghaggarôs bed, which would allow ñlarge bodies of 

troops moving by itò (if the colonial powers wanted 

to invade Sindh by that route).

4. A seasonal river called ñSarsutiò among the 

Ghaggarôs tributaries.



French geographer Louis Vivien de 

Saint-Martin, author in 1855 (1860) of 

A Study on the Geography and the 

Primitive People of Indiaôs North-

West, According to Vedic Hymns, 

was the first European scholar to 

propose that the Ghaggar system 

was a relic of the Vedic Sarasvatǭ: 

ñThe trace of the ancient riverbed 

was recently found, still quite 

recognizable, and was followed far to 

the west. [This discovery] confirmed 

the correctness of the tradition.ò



A . Cunninghamôs

map of 1871 (detail)



C.F. Oldham 

surgeon-major in 

the Indian Army: 

óAlthough the 

river below the 

confluence [with 

the Ghaggar] is 

marked in our 

maps as Gaggar, 

it was formerly 

the Saraswatǭ; 

that name is still 

known amongst 

the people.ô (map

of 1883)



Vinashana is an 

important pilgrimage

site in the Pañcavimsha

BrǕhmana(25.10.6) and 

Jaiminya Upanishad 

BrǕhmana(4.26).

Detail of French Indologist

Louis Renouôsmap of the 

MahǕbhǕrataage



The present-day seasonal Ghaggar with its chief tributaries. 
(Map by Michel Danino)


