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Decoding the Brahmi Script

FEROZ SHAH KOTLA, DELHI

Two thousand years ago there lived a wise king

Who left his word on pillars and stones;

People over time wondered at them in passing,

As to them this ancient script was unknown.

What secrets did these squiggles hide?

It took an Englishman to find

The name of the king who took far and wide

The teachings of a religion that soon declined.
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Inscription in Brahmi on the pillar of Sarnath

Which is the oldest script in India? We don’t have a definite answer to that, but one of the oldest readable scripts of South and Central Asia is called the Brahmi script. It used to be called the stick-figure script, because all the letters looked like stick figures. In fact, for over a thousand years, the script was completely indecipherable to us. No one could read it or make sense of it. Today, we can. So how was this ancient script decoded?

Two thousand years ago, there lived a great king who ruled almost all of India. This powerful king was a devotee of the Buddha. He very wisely inscribed all his ideas, laws and commands on rock faces and pillars. Then he put them up across the Indian subcontinent. He wanted generations of people to read his words. His idea worked. For many years, passers-by read these inscriptions and praised this great king and his many brilliant ideas.

Time went on. Gradually, new scripts came up, and became popular. People stopped writing in the ancient script that this great king had used, and they forgot about his inscriptions too.

Cut to a thousand years later. In the 1350s, Delhi was ruled by a king named Feroz Shah Tughlaq. One day he was out hunting in the forest, when he spotted a beautiful pillar with some strange inscriptions on it. No one knew what it said or who put it there. But Feroz Shah thought it would make an elegant decoration for his new capital city, Feroz Shah Kotla (in modern-day Delhi). He carted the pillar back with him and had it installed at his citadel. Nearly 700 years later, you can still see the pillar standing stoically at Feroz Shah Kotla.


Around 236–237 BCE, Ashoka had commissioned several pillars on which his commands were inscribed. Most of these inscriptions contain only six edicts about right conduct in his kingdom. But the pillar that King Feroz Shah Tughlaq installed at his fort is special for a reason. This contains a rare seventh edict that explains what Ashoka did for upholding morality and why. This is one of the two Ashokan pillars in Delhi. The other one stands outside the Bara Hindu Rao Hospital.



Now let’s jump forward to the 1800s, when the British controlled India. Some of the Englishmen were fascinated by Indian history. In those days, people knew very little about the country’s ancient history. One of the main reasons for this was that no one could read ancient inscriptions like the ones on Feroz Shah’s pillar. Strangely enough, the script that appeared on it wasn’t seen just on that one pillar. British archaeologists found the same script scattered across India – on pillars and rocks.

At that time, there was an Englishman named James Prinsep, who was an employee of the British East India Company. He was a metallurgist at the East India Company’s mint. But Prinsep was not an ordinary metallurgist; he dabbled in many subjects like astronomy, architecture, metrology, meteorology, history, drawing and linguistics. He enjoyed studying old coins. This led him to another field of study. Over time, he noticed that many of the old coins from around India had a variety of scripts inscribed on them. So he taught himself to become an epigraphist or a scholar of ancient scripts.


James Prinsep was an expert in many other fields as well – rocks, fossils, map-making and architecture, among others. Prinsep was also a talented artist. He was the founding editor of the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal. Unfortunately, he died when he was just forty, so the world lost a gifted Indologist all too soon.



When Prinsep spotted Feroz Shah’s pillar, he was intrigued. What did it say? What mysterious secrets did these inscriptions hide? Nobody knew, but Prinsep had a hunch. He learnt that a Norwegian Indologist, Christian Lassen, had done pioneering work on bilingual inscriptions. When an inscription had the same matter written in two different languages, it was possible to decipher the unknown language using the known language as the base. Lassen’s research gave Prinsep a foundation to work on, and he decided to take Lassen’s approach further. Many of the coins he was studying had Greek markings on one side and inscriptions in ancient Indian scripts on the other side. Prinsep was adept at reading ancient Greek. Using that knowledge, he began interpreting the other side. Some letters and syllables began to make sense. Slowly, he began to notice a pattern: one word kept appearing in many of these inscriptions. That word was daanam, meaning ‘donation’. Prinsep began to realize that the inscriptions were about a king who had made a lot of donations. Once he figured this first word out, he carefully and painstakingly broke the script, little by little, until he could read all of it.
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Feroz Shah Kotla Pillar


What’s the difference between a language and a script? A script refers to all the different squiggles and patterns that make up the written alphabet of a language. However, the same script can often be used for multiple languages. Take for example, the Indian script of Devanagari. It is used to write Hindi, Sanskrit, Marathi and many other languages. Or take the Latin script which is used for English, French, German and more. Conversely, one language can be written in different scripts. For example, the Japanese language can be written in Kanji, Hiragana or Katakana scripts.
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The word daanam in the Brahmi script

That is how India got to decipher the Brahmi alphabet – a script that was in use as far back as the third century BCE, nearly 2,300 years ago. Historians say that most scripts used in India today have evolved from this mother script.

But who was this great gift-giving king that Prinsep found out about? The inscriptions referred to this king as ‘Devanampiya Piyadasi’, a title that means ‘Beloved of the Gods’. Judging by the name, Prinsep assumed that the king was from Sri Lanka. But then, why would a Sri Lankan king carve inscriptions way up in the northern parts of India? That’s when Prinsep learned that the Sri Lankan people knew of a great Indian king named Ashoka who also went by the title ‘Devanampiya Piyadasi’. More than 2,000 years ago, it was due to Ashoka’s efforts that Buddhism had spread to Sri Lanka.


How did scripts evolve in India? India has 22 official languages and many more are spoken within certain communities. Many of these languages have their own scripts. Those spoken in north India are largely derived from Sanskrit, which is hardly spoken any more, while the languages spoken in south India are all related to Tamil. Today, Tamil is spoken by over 70 million people and is one of the oldest surviving languages in the world.

Did you know that 2,000 years ago, both these ancient languages – Tamil and Sanskrit – used a derivative of the same script? Most epigraphists think that Brahmi is the oldest readable script in India. As early as the third century BCE, Sanskrit was written in the Brahmi script. The old Brahmi script evolved over centuries into the modern Devanagari script, which is used to write Sanskrit, Hindi and many other north Indian languages. The Brahmi script travelled south and was adopted by the Tamil speakers too. But it was adapted to produce certain phonetics not available in Sanskrit. It was called Damili or Tamil Brahmi. That script underwent major changes, particularly in the second and fourth centuries CE. The modern Tamil script evolved around the 16th century. However, not all scholars agree on this north to south theory. Some believe that there was a pre-existing script when Brahmi came south. But there exists an even older script, referred to as Graffiti, that remains undeciphered to this day. The inscriptions found in the excavations of the Indus Valley civilization, in modern day western and north-western India and Pakistan, were in this script. These inscriptions date back to between 2600 and 1600 BCE.



Soon, other experts translated all of Ashoka’s writings and discovered many more interesting things about him. Today, our history books are full of the achievements of Ashoka the Great, one of the mightiest kings to have ruled in India. But we may have never known of him, if not for the persistence of the English scholar who was intrigued by the mystery of a lost script.
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