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Exploring Archaeological 
Remains in Chatrikhera 

Village, Rajasthan, India

by teresa p. raczek and 
namita s . sugandhi
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I
t was a sweltering day in June of 2009. We were 

walking in the sun, striving to finish our sur-

vey work in the cotton fields in the few days that 

remained before the monsoon arrived. The villagers 

had already plowed the fields several times, which 

brought fresh artifacts to the surface and helped our study. 

Soon, however, the farmers would start planting, and we 

wanted to wrap up our transect work so that we would not 

trample the young seedlings. We were working in the out-

skirts of Chatrikhera, a small village that has been occupied 

for thousands of years. By walking transects in the plow-

zone, we sought to determine how far the ancient occupa-

tion extended into the fields beyond the boundaries of the 

modern village. As one of us photographed pot sherds that 

we had just discovered, the other took copious notes to 

describe our finds. Although it was unbearably hot, a large 

group of children—our daily companions—approached to 

show us their homemade wire toy cars and offered us tiny 

yellow fruits that they had retrieved by climbing high up 

a nearby tree. Disappointed that we were too busy to play 

with them, they eventually moved on. We were looking  

Left, Chandibai Jat adroitly balances four of her clay cooking pots. Top 
right, map of Chatrikhera village indicating undeveloped and intact por-
tions of mound and Dev Narayan Temple. Middle, a close-up of the 
north-facing profile of the northern mound deposits. A string-cut bowl 
base and small pot are shown in the matrix. Bottom, Chatrikhera village 
with intact portion of mound as seen from highest roof in the village.

O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O
 O



24     volume 52 ,  number 1   expedition

C
ha

tr
ik

he
ra

 A
rc

ha
eo

lo
gi

ca
l R

es
ea

rc
h 

P
ro

je
ct

forward to finishing up in the fields, eager to begin our work 

in the village itself. Our research took us right into the heart 

of the small agricultural community of Chatrikhera, which 

had been built on top of an ancient habitation mound that 

was first occupied in the 3rd millennium BC. 

The village is small, with approximately 30 households, 

and only four narrow lanes (two run north-south and two 

run east-west). Although many houses were built on top of 

the mound generations ago, two undeveloped areas remain 

in the center of the village. Approximately 9 m high at the 

apex, these currently unoccupied deposits have been cut 

open in several places to accommodate expanding houses 

and courtyards. The result is a mound that has been trans-

formed into a series of courtyard walls that are almost per-

fectly straight. These vertical profiles reveal stratigraphy and 

artifacts including house floors, hearths, whole pots, stor-

age pits, and miscellaneous objects of everyday life spanning 

nearly 5,000 years. The mound grows smaller every year 

since the monsoon brings heavy erosion; after the rains, 

the residents clear the eroded mud and artifacts, remove 

unstable deposits, and make room for themselves in an 

ever-expanding village. 

The Chatrikhera Archaeological Research Project, a joint 

project of the University of New Hampshire, City University 

of New York, the Institute of Rajasthan Studies, Rajasthan 

Vidyapeeth University (Udaipur, India), and Deccan 

College (Pune, India) documents the long-term history 

present at this site. In our first season (Summer 2009), we 

mapped the mound and village, conducted a field survey, and 

extensively photo-documented the mound and artifacts. In 

addition, because of the unique nature of the site, our first 

season focused on building trust with the local commu-

nity. With this in mind, we concentrated on interviewing 

residents about the mound and village history, and creating 

relationships within the local community, so that we could 

establish agreements for continued work in the future, and 

understand how our research might impact or be perceived 

by residents. Before beginning our work we met with the vil-

lage Sarpanch (elected official) and held a public meeting to 

explain our project. Many residents were familiar with the 

five-year long excavations that took place at Gilund, a con-

temporaneous archaeological site located 4 km away, and 

recognized our research goals. Some residents had visited 

those excavations and seen the exposed mudbrick buildings 

and artifacts firsthand. 

Much of our season was spent interviewing residents to 

learn about the mound and people’s attitudes towards it. 

We conducted 21 formal interviews and dozens of informal 

discussions in both public and private settings. Interviews 

conducted on house verandahs or the main temple plat-

form (a public gathering place) were simultaneously ad-hoc 

public forums where multiple people joined the discus-

sion. These interviews were paired with sessions conducted 

within the privacy of people’s homes, which allowed par-

ticipants to speak more freely and in an uninterrupted fash-

ion. In addition, we circulated a detailed photo album of the 

small finds from Gilund in order to elicit comments from 

those who had seen these things in their own yards. The 

photos showed small terracotta bull figurines, stone tools, 

silver coins, iron bells, small clay lamps and boxes, copper 

knives, sling balls, shell spoons, and various ornaments like 

ear spools, beads, and bangles. Most villagers said that they 

had seen one or more of these items in the mound or in 

the piles of excavated backdirt on the edges of the village. 

However, few claimed to have saved the items. “They are 

afraid of going to jail,” explained one man who admitted 

that most residents were not interested in collecting these 

broken artifacts. We assured the residents that they were not 

breaking the law, although selling artifacts or collecting arti-

facts from specially designated “centrally protected” sites is 

illegal in India. However, it took time to build trust; some 

of our most important interviews occurred at the end of our 
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Artifacts found during field survey (counterclockwise from upper left): 
terracotta bull (ca. 3000–1700 BC), terracotta animal figurine fragment 
(Early Historic), small pot (date uncertain), chert core (date uncertain). 
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Top, Mangilal Bhil. Below, 
from left, Assistant 
Manish Paliwal records 
the authors’ interview with 
Ratanbai Kauveri. Sarpanch 
Nanji Ram Bhil and Balugiri 
are also shown here.
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Time Periods in Southeastern Rajasthan
The Mewar Plain has been occupied since the Paleolithic; as a result, sites of various time periods can be found every 

few kilometers, and sometimes even more closely packed. Here is a description of the main recognized time periods that 

can be found at Chatrikhera:

mesolithic 5000–3000 bc. Nomadic hunting and gathering groups travelled through the region. The nearest exca-

vated site, Bagor, lies 40 km away, but several lithic scatters that most likely date to this time period lie within a few km 

of Chatrikhera. Towards the end of this time period, people began to herd domesticated sheep and goat. 

ahar-banas period 3000–1700 bc. The Ahar-Banas Cultural Complex refers to the first farming villages in this 

region. Several large sites show evidence of robust craft production including ceramics, copper production, and other 

items requiring pyrotechnology. The residents engaged in long distance trade with the Indus and central India as indi-

cated by pottery sherds, beads, and foreign raw materials including stone. Administrative activities are represented by 

hundreds of seals and seal impressions.

iron age and early historic periods 1200 bc–ad 600. Although 

the Iron Age in Rajasthan is still poorly understood, the subsequent 

Early Historic period witnessed the rise of several new religions such as 

Buddhism and Jainism, and the emergence of the first written records. 

By approximately the 6th century BC, much of the northern and cen-

tral parts of the Indian subcontinent were politically divided into several 

janapadas, or regional kingdoms and republics, that later coalesced into 

a number of expansive imperial polities. The Matsya janapada is histori-

cally associated with regions of Rajasthan, though its capital, Bairat, lies 

far to the north of the Mewar Plain.

middle period ad 600–1300. Following the decline of the many 

imperial polities that held sway over North India during the Early Historic 

period, many regions were ruled as independent kingdoms and princi-

palities. It was during this time that the Rajputs emerged as a ruling class 

across much of Rajasthan. The legendary figure of Bappa Rawal is said to 

have led the Rajputs in defending against Arab commanders during the 

8th century. Forces from Central Asia and the Near East continued to 

threaten the rulers of Rajasthan and surrounding regions until the 11th 

and 12th century conquests of Mahmud of Ghazni and Muhammad of 

Ghur established Islamic rule over much of Northern India. 

modern period ad 1300–present. In the early modern period, the Rajputs, who are famous for building the beau-

tiful and stylistic palaces that now characterize much of Rajasthan, continued to rule this area. In the 16th century, the 

hero Rana Pratap led the Rajputs in battle against the ever-expanding Mughal empire. The struggle for power in Mewar 

continued throughout the centuries until it became part of the princely state of Rajputana in alliance with the British in 

the early 19th century. With Indian independence in 1947, Mewar became part of the Indian union, and was eventually 

incorporated into the modern state of Rajasthan. 
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Map of region with state of Rajasthan outlined. 
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season after people came to know us better, and to under-

stand the nature of our research. 

Many people reported seeing objects and artifacts in 

the mound, including pottery, bones, stone objects, iron 

bell fragments, and coins. Although most of the pottery is 

shattered, full pots were occasionally found. One woman 

led us into her yard where she showed us three large pots 

sitting upright in front of the remaining intact mound. 

She explained that they were such nice pots she was pre-

serving them until she could find a use for them, keeping 

them near the place where they came out of the mound. 

Other residents also showed us whole pots that they had 

found and were now preserving. 

One young woman took an intense interest in our 

project; she brought us into her family’s animal yard, 

which abuts the southern edge of the main mound. She 

Above, section of main mound in Chatrikhera. It serves as the back 
wall of a courtyard that houses animals. Project Assistant Girish Vyas 
holds the stadia rod while mapping the village and mound. Right, 
Tulsi Ram Bhil holds an artifact that his family found and saved.
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showed us how the soil washes down from the top of the 

mound during the monsoon. Often, artifacts fall out of the 

mound, and the villagers take a practical approach to con-

serving them. Her family had saved a pot that they use as a 

planter for a flowering plant. “These are useful things,” she 

said, “so I saved them. Other things are consumed, finished, 

so I threw them away.” This practical approach is shared by 

many of the villagers who also keep or discard the artifacts 

they find based on their use-value. As most artifacts are bro-

ken, they are often scooped up and, with the eroded soil, 

dumped outside. 

In addition to reused pots, we photo-documented the 

reuse of dozens of other items, most notably different forms 

of groundstone, including various querns, mortars, and 

pestles. While many women in Chatrikhera use querns in 

their daily cooking, they tend to use modern querns of dif-

ferent shapes and materials that are purchased outside of 

the village. However, throughout the village, various older 

querns and hand-held grinders are used as construction 

material where they serve as building stones or road pavers. 

Some older querns were used as water troughs for animals, 

while one held a fence post and was used as a door-pivot. 

Still others were cached in much the same way as the three 

intact pots and were being saved for some future use. The 

reuse of artifacts is a common practice in many parts of the 

world. Such reuse likely happened in ancient times as well, 

and results in mixed depositions. Most of these objects lack 

distinguishing marks that indicate in which time period they 

were manufactured and originally used. As a result, we focus 

on the most recent period of use of these artifacts. 

One of the women living on the mound told us, “It’s 

good that you care for these things.” She explained, “I 

also care for my own things” and showed us one pot that  

she found in the mound. “I have been caring for it for 15 

years. . . when I found the pot it was broken on the top, so 

I put plaster on top of the pot.” She showed us the large  

chip in the rim and explained how she fixed it. She likes the 

pot and uses it to catch water that falls from a larger modern 

ceramic pot placed above it. After several weeks of meet-

ing and talking with her and her husband, they granted us  

permission to return and excavate behind their house in 

coming years. 
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Headless Horsemen and Herostones
 

Herostones are small stone markers that memorialize men and women 

who have died in battle or while doing a heroic feat. Great regional 

and chronological variation can be found in the stones, but all con-

tain a central image of the person being honored. One variation is the 

satistone or stones erected to honor women who threw themselves on 

their husband’s funeral pyre. Herostones are often preserved, some-

times within temple precincts, and today many people conduct pujas, 

or prayers, at the stones. 

The herostone at Chatrikhera features the image of a horse; unfor-

tunately, the upper portion of the stone, where the hero would be 

outlined, has been badly eroded (see far right, stone on right). Many 

herostones of southern Rajasthan feature figures called jhunjarji 

(respected struggler) or bhomiyaji (respected protector of the earth). 

Both of these kinds of heroes were decapitated in battle and continued 

to fight fiercely. After the battle, they began to travel towards home, when they met someone, usually a woman, who pointed 

to them and said, “Look, that man is riding a horse, but he doesn’t have a head.” Once the fatal wound has been pointed out 

to the hero, he instantly dies and falls to the ground. In her book, The Goddesses Henchmen: Gender in Indian Hero Worship, 

Lindsey Harlan explains that this story is common throughout Rajasthan, and that it exemplifies the idea that women inter-

fere with and stop the male drive for war. According to legend, the hero is then buried, and the herostone is erected as a 

memorial to the amazing events. 

Herostones next to road in northern Gujarat. 



Many of the villagers told us that the mound is smaller 

today than when they were children. The population 

of Chatrikhera continues to increase, and this has put 

pressure on families to expand their households into all 

remaining available space in the village. As a result, the 

mound grows smaller every year. The villagers also told us 

stories of earthquakes, windstorms, mudslides, and heavy 

monsoon rains, all of which damaged the mound over the 

centuries. Digging has also occurred for centuries as the 

villagers seek out the ash, charcoal, and bone-rich soil to 

spread on their fields as fertilizer. In many ways, the story 

of Chatrikhera is not unusual; hundreds of thousands of 

ancient mounds around the world are located in villages 

that struggle to balance their respect for history with their 

desire to develop and become economically strong. 
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Some say the village name “Chatrikhera” refers to the herostone 
(above right), which was erected to honor a warrior who lost 
his head in battle but stayed on his horse until he fell down in 
Chatrikhera. “Chatri” can be translated from Hindi as “cenotaph.” 
Right, the Dev Narayan temple, the oldest temple in the village, was 
built on top of the intact mound remains; the steps took advantage 
of the natural slope. The chatris are located to the left of the tree 
and the temple.



As many of the families of Chatrikhera have lived here 

for generations, all have stories to tell about the mound, the 

deep history of the village, and the artifacts that they have 

seen. The name Chatrikhera itself is intertwined with the 

oral and material history of the village. The name means 

“hill of the cenotaph,” which the villagers say refers to 

a stone marker located next to the temple on the highest 

point of the mound. The cenotaph is badly eroded but has 

a clear image of a horse and resembles many herostones 

that can be found throughout India that usually date to 

the Middle Period (see sidebar). What makes this stone 

unusual, though, is that the horseman is said to be headless. 

According to the residents, the stone was placed there in 

ancient times to mark a remarkable arrival in the village 

of a headless horseman. The story says that the man had 

been fighting in a battle when he was decapitated. Although 

headless, he continued to fight until he won the battle, and 

then he rode on his horse until he arrived in Chatrikhera 

and fell down. The ancient residents were so amazed by this 

event, that they buried the man and created a monument 

to honor him. The Village Sarpanch, Nanji Ram Bhil, says 

that all of this happened, “many years ago, a long time ago. 

This is how people remember the story. Adults tell the story, 

children tell the story, like this, people remember this story.” 

Our discussions with the residents of Chatrikhera helped 

us to understand how they think about the mound in their 

midst. They also helped to build trust and address their con-

cerns about our work. As we move into the excavation phase 

of our project, we look forward to having many more con-

versations with the residents about the mound, archaeology, 

ancient objects, heritage, and history. 
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Namita Sugandhi (left) and Teresa Raczek in the field.




