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INTRODUCTORY 

The Buddhists were the first in the Indian subcontinent to have used 

the scripts for the composition of their literature in a tangible way. 

They adapted the Brahmi script for the propagation of the Buddhist 

teachings in Pali-Prakrit to a large extend as has been attested by the 
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Asoka’s Bhabru and other edicts. Further, the Asoka’s Girnar 

inscription in Gujarat is the only one of its kind to make the best 

representation of the Asokan Brahmi script depicting all the 14 texts 

of all the Major Rock edicts of the emperor in one place. As a matter 

of fact, it may be reckoned as the best exemplar of the third century 

script with its perfect geometrical dimensions, which has directly or 

indirectly given impetus to the growth of several scripts and 

languages of Asia in general and India, Sri Lanka and Tibet in South 

Asia; Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos in South-east Asia in 

particular. No wonder the oldest Buddhist canon – the Tipi¶aka – 

extant today is in the Singhalese script for writing Pali is a derivative 

of the Asokan Brahmi script. Furthermore, the formation of the 

Shittan script that evolved in Japan out of the Asokan-Buddhist 

script is still used in Japan, China and Tibet to write the title of a 

Buddhist texts composed till date. Thus the paper makes an 

endeavour to demonstrate the evolution of several Indian and non-

Indian systems of writing in the entire Indian subcontinent and even 

beyond that to the large parts of Asia to make its signature mark on 

the growth of several societies of the world. 

 

Felicitation of the author by Professor Mae-Chee Sansanee 

Sthirasuta, Co-Chair of Global Peace Initiative of Women and 

Founder of Savika Women’s University in Bangkok on May 15, 
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2011 after his lecture on Buddhist Languages  Savika Sikhalaya 

University for Women in Bangkok, Thailann. 

As we know, the original Buddhist teachings were compiled in a 

language called Pali, a kind of "Prakrit" or the people's language of 

the ancient India, which was rather the lingua franca of a large part 

of the Indian sub-continent that had thrived in juxtaposition with the 

Sacred Vedic Language; or perhaps, even prior to the composition 

of the Vedic texts. Needless to state that the people's languages, 

collectively called "Prakrit", eventually evolved into most of the 

modern-day vernacular languages of the modern India challenging 

many conservative Hindus. It may further be added that it is 

preposterous to assume that there existed no language across the 

subcontinent when the Vedic language was in use. On contrary, it 

can be affirmed that the use of the Vedic language was the 

prerogative of a handful of people only belonging ,  particularly to 

the privileged priestly class for religious usages only, It is 

noteworthy that the Vedic language, which is often designated as the 

"Chandas", "Devav¡¸i" and "Girv¡¸a V¡¸i" was seldom called 

"Sanskrit" by the traditional Vedic scholars because the word 

'Sanskrit' or SaÆsk¤ta", which means "refined" and "purified" had to 

be designative of those languages which  had to be Sanskritised or 

SaÆsk¡rita (i.e., "refined", "purified", "cultured" and 

"standardized") within the framework of the P¡¸i¸ian scale of 

grammar. The above view is further substantiated by the fact that the 

language of the Veda is considered to be "perfect" owing to the belief 

that it was of divine origin; hence any attempt to refine or purify a 

divine language would become out of question for any orthodox, 

conservative and traditional Vedic scholars; or the dominant society 

that had upheld the Vedic ideals. Moreover, the composition of the 

P¡¸i¸ian Grammar is definitely post-Buddhistic as its composition 

cannot be dated prior to the Age of the Buddha as the history would 

tell us.  

The above view has also been endorsed by the assertion made in the 

Imperial Gazetteer of India - prepared under the "Authority of His 

Majesty's Secretary of State for India in Council" first published in 
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1881 for official use of the government of India – avowedly affirms 

that  

"Sanskrit (literally the purified language) …culminated in the work 

of P¡¸i¸i about the year 300 B.C. … represents a polished form of 

an archaic tongue, which by P¡¸i¸i's time was no longer a 

vernacular. … We may take the language of … the archaic dialect 

of the Upper Doab of which the Sanskrit became the polished 

language… It is thus a mistake to say that any modern Indian 

language is derived from Sanskrit."
*  

All the more, the Vedic language involves accents and intonations 

for impeccable religious chantings and recitations; and was thus 

hardly put to writing or encouraged for writing in the ancient age. 

Besides, the conservative outlook and priestly zeal to preserve the 

purity of the Vedic texts also blocked its accessibility to a common 

man and woman for sacred reasons. Thus, notwithstanding all the 

merits and ancient historicity the Vedic texts continued to be 

transmitted only orally from one generation to another down the 

ages. No wonder the scholars and Indologists like Professor Michael 

Witzel of Harvard University, who has, as of now, not been 

successful in tracing a single Vedic manuscript that could be 

conclusively dated prior to the fourteenth century A.D.  

On the contrary, the archaelogists and historians have no 

disagreement in admitting that Brahmi script adopted by Asoka in 

the third century B.C. for inscribing the Pali-Prakrit texts (depicted 

in his edicts all over the Magadhan empire and extending even 

beyond the Indian sub-continent to include parts of Greece and Syria 

as well as is clearly corroborated by Major Rock edict XIV of the 

Asokan empire, are as a matter of fact, still extant and readable 

today. These Pali-Prakrit inscriptions on the stone tablets and 

metallic pillars are vocal not only to feel the heat of the Buddhist 

influence on the emperor; but also radiate the emperor's faith in the 

                                                        

*  See Imperial Gazetteer of India, republished by Clarendon Press, Oxford: 

1909 pp. 357-58.  
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triple gem of Buddhism, namely, the Buddha, the Dhamma, and the 

Sa´gha, which he so tenaciously sought to glorify. For example, the 

famous Bhabru inscription affirms not only his faith in the triple gem 

with rich referencing to the Pali canonical texts on  the Vinaya …, 

Upatissa's Questions, R¡hulov¡da Sutta and so on but also declares 

his ardent zeal,  rather avowedly, to eternalize the teachings of the 

Master through those inscriptions: 

… ViditaÆ ve bhante ¡vataka ham¡ Budhasi, DhaÆmasi, Sa´ghas¢ti 

galave ca pas¡de ca e keci Bhagavat¡ Budhena bh¡site sabbe te 

subh¡site v¡. .. im¡ni bhante dhaÆmapaliy¡y¡ni Vinayasamukase 

…. Upatisapasine ca L¡hulov¡de mus¡v¡de adhigacya Bhagavat¡ 

Budhena bh¡site. Etana bhante dhaÆmapaliy¡y¡ni ich¡mi kiÆ tu 

bahuke bhikhup¡ye ca bhikhuniye c¡ abhikhinaÆ sunayu ca 

upadh¡leyeyu c¡. HevaÆ hev¡ up¡sak¡ c¡ up¡sik¡ c¡ eteni bhaÆte 

imaÆ likh¡pay¡mi abhihetaÆ ma j¡naÆt¡ ti.
* 

Another noteworthy feature of the Asokan Brahmi script, adopted by 

the early Buddhists and the royal Buddhist missionaries sent to 

several countries by the emperor, is that it freely adapted and 

incorporated the local linguistic elements and assimilated the 

geographical and regional variants to meet the local aspirations by 

retaining the same text in conformity with the Buddha's language 

policy embedded in his famous statement recorded in the 

Cullavagga: 

"Anuj¡n¡mi,   bhikkhave,  sak¡ya  niruttiy¡ BuddhavacanaÆ 

pariy¡pu¸ituÆ," which means "O monks, I prescribe thee that each 

individual should grasp my teachings in his/her own language."
†

  

The aforementioned remark made by the Buddha is rather a window 

on the language policy of the Buddhists. No wonder Asoka the Great, 

being an ardent follower of the Buddha adopted the Master's policy 

of 'sak¡ya niruttiy¡' both in letter and spirit by way of the Pali-Prakrit 

                                                        

*  See Bhabru Rock edict. 

†  Cullavagga  ch. Khuddakavatthu-Khandhaka 5.285. 
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inscriptions in various scripts (though chiefly in Asokan Brahmi) to 

preserve, promote, propagate and perpetuate the Master's teachings 

across his empire, which in course of time, evolved into various 

scripts of the modern age cutting across all regional or political 

boundaries to boldly reach South and South-east Asia viz., Sri 

Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Malaysia, Singapore, 

Tibet, China, Koreas, Japan and so on,  This is noteworthy that the 

Japanese-Chinese 'Shittan' script, too, owes its origin to the 

Buddhist activities. Further, the Asokan edicts made headway to 

Greek, Armenian and Syrian territories that once in part belonged to 

the Asokan empire as is testified by Major Rock edict XIV. There 

the Pali-Prakrit texts have been inscribed in Kharosthi, Armenian 

and Greek scripts exhibiting the liberal, assimilative and tolerant 

outlook of the Buddhists reaffirming their faith in international 

integration. The script factor of the Asokan inscriptions, in course of 

time, further contributed to the growth of most of the modern 

vernacular languages of the Indian republic.
*  

This liberal policy of the Buddhists since the proclamation of the 

Dhamma by the Buddha's Dhamma-cakka-pavattana running 

through the Asokan edicts was also pursued by the Kushans and 

found exemplification in the famous Gandhara Art, which is the 

fusion of Graeco-Indian Art in which the first image of the Buddha 

was cast in the first century A.D.  

Also, this is relevant to point out that  none of the Asokan 

inscriptions has ever been cast in the Sanskrit language, a fact 

that demolishes the myth that Sanskrit was a popular 

language of the people during the third century B.C. 

Historically, it has to be admitted and asserted that the popularity of 

the Sanskrit language has been largely dependent upon the 

popularity and adaptability  of the post-Buddhistic P¡¸i¸ian 

grammar, which in course of time was to be applied to refine, purify 

                                                        

*  For discussion see Buddhist Languages by Chandra B. Varma. 
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and standardise the existing languages of the people often called the 

"Prakrit" with the help of the P¡¸i¸ian grammatical apparatus.   

The Buddhist canons were originally compiled in the first Buddhist 

Council soon after the Parinibb¡na (demise) of the Buddha, and the 

language in which it was compiled is popularly called "Pali" as being 

the truncated version of the term "P¡riyaya" or "P¡½iy¡ya" to be 

interpreted in the sense of "the Precept of the Master". The Buddhist 

canons, however, were finally recompiled to take the current shape 

in the third century B.C in Patna under the patronage of emperor 

Asoka., which in turn, were put to writing in the Brahmi-derived 

Singhalese script for writing Pali in 80 B.C. E. in Sri Lanka. These 

canons, today, are reckoned to be the earliest extant Buddhist canons. 

Later on, with the growing popularity of Sanskrit, other versions of 

the Buddhist canons viz., the Sarv¡stiv¡din Tri-Pi¶aka in the Sanskrit 

language, too, surfaced. These canons, however, are strikingly 

different from the original Pali canons marked with variant 

treatments and classifications of the contents. For example, the 

Sanskrit Abhidharma Pi¶aka comprises the books like 

Jµ¡naprasth¡na á¡stra; and excludes all the seven books - beginning 

with the Dhammasa´ga¸¢ - classified in the Pali Abhidhamma 

Pi¶aka. (Unfortunately, most Indian scholars and popular 

publications cite the two different sets of the canons rather 

inadvertently in all referencing by overlooking the fact that the latter 

is not the verbatim Sanskrit rendition of the former).  

As a matter of fact, the Buddhist languages have contributed not only 

to the process of the growth of north Indian languages but also the 

South Indian and Sri Lankan scripts and languages. For example, the 

Va¶¶elu¶¶u (or the Pallava script called by the scholars like George 

Coedes), which has been popular in Southern Tamil Nadu and Kerala 

was used by the eminent Buddhist scholars like Buddha Dutta and 

Anuruddhacariya. ‘Va¶¶a’ is a Pali word (when Sanskritised it 

becomes ‘Vartta’) to refer to the roundish (vartula) characters.  

Further, the transformation of the SiddhaÆ script into 'Shittan' by the 

Japanese is still in vogue not only in Japan but also in Tibet, China, 
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Koreas and Nepal for ornamentation of the titles of the Buddhist 

books as well as for the expedient usages of their b¢ja mantra  as 

being used in the Mahayana meditations and for healing therapies 

like the reiki.  

In Japan the writing of mantras and copying of Sutras using the 

SiddhaÆ script is still practised in the esoteric Buddhist schools of 

Shingon and Tendai as well as in the syncretic sect of Shugend°. 

There, the characters are known as Shittan or Bonji. Interestingly, 

the Taisho edition of the Chinese Tripi¶aka preserves the SiddhaÆ 

characters for most mantras, and Korean Buddhist still write seed 

syllables in a modified form of SiddhaÆ. A recent Japanese 

innovation is writing Japanese language slogans on tee shirts using 

Bonji. Japanese SiddhaÆ has evolved from the original script used 

to write s£tras and is now somewhat different from the ancient script. 

It is more typical to see SiddhaÆ written with brushes like Chinese 

writing, but it is also written with a bamboo pen. 

In the middle of the 9th century, China experienced a series of purges 

of "foreign religions", and was thus cut off from Japanese SiddhaÆ 

texts. In course of time, other scripts, particularly Devanagari, 

replaced SiddhaÆ in India, leaving East Asia as the only region 

where SiddhaÆ was to be used. 

The Buddhist elements have also been contributive to the growth of 

several South-east Asian languages in addition to the script. For 

example, hundreds of Pali names like Paµµ¡, Tissa, S¢ha, 

Siribhadda, Dhammasiri, Dhammap¡la, Saddh¡tissa, Suriya are still 

retained in the countries like Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, Sri 

Lanka though completely dropped in India. 

We thus note that With the exception of the Indus script, which has 

still not been deciphered, the Buddhists were the first to have used 

the writing system in the large area of the Indian sub-continet, which 

in course of time permeated the entire Asian continent. The term 

'buta' used in the sense of 'idol' in west Asia or middle east too in all 

probability is the transformation of the Buddha's idol.  
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Even if Asokan Brahmi is not reckoned to be the precursor of the 

Indian writing systems, nonetheless the extensive occurrences of the 

Asokan and the Buddhist texts that mushroomed all over the Indian 

subcontinent and its neighbouring regions not only popularized the 

writing systems in the Indian subcontinent but also gave a fresh 

impetus to the growth of several scripts and languages of the world.  

Needless to state that the Vedic language though highly developed 

even before the rise of Buddhism deprecated and discouraged any 

attempt to the writing or composition and documentation of the 

Vedic texts for its preference for the oral transmissions that ran 

through from one generation to another underlying its conservative 

outlook and policy to preserve their originality and purity to the 

highest extent.  

GROWTH OF THE WRITING SYSTEMS IN INDIA  

With the exception of the Indus script, which has still not been 

deciphered, the Buddhists were the first to have introduced the 

system of writing in a large scale in the India subcontinent and 

spreading it to the neighbouring regions in Asia and far-east.  Despite 

the fact that the Vedic language was highly developed before the rise 

of Buddhism, yet the conservative outlook to preserve the originality 

and purity of the Vedas prevented their written documentation and 

restricted it to mere oral transmissions from one generation to 

another. No wonder the first written texts of the Vedas are of much 

later date and the earliest extant written Veda - which Professor 

Michael Witzel of University of Harvard could trace only in 

Varanasi - belongs to the fourteenth century.  
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Racik edict VI-VIII at Girnar 
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The Buddhists, however, were the first to have developed and used 

the scripts for the composition of their literature by their vindication 

for adapting the Asokan Brahmi script, the archetypal of all 

indigenous scripts based on the Girnar rock inscription for the 

propagation of the Buddhist teachings in Pali-Prakrit as is boldly 

exemplified all through the Asokan inscriptions. Further, Asoka 

himself was deeply concerned to spread the teaching of the Buddha 

through his inscriptions.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For example, in the Bhabru rock edict, we witness a very strong note 

of the emperor's exhortation for a particular set of the Buddhist 

precepts.  

 

Asokan inscription in Kandhar (Kandahar)  written in Greek  and Armaic 
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In the north-west the Buddhists used Kharosthi (KharoÀ¶h¢) script. 

Furthermore, some of the Asokan inscriptions have been found 

engraved in the Greek script in the Greek territories as some portions 

of Greece were the part of the Mauryan empire.
*
 Greece in the Pali 

language was then known as known as 'Yona' country.  

This may be affirmed that a language can adopt a number of scripts 

for its composition. For example, Sanskrit language can be written 

in various scripts, namely., Devanagari (Devan¡gar¢), Tibetan, 

roman, Oriya, Bengali, Telugu, Tamil and so on. Conversely, one 

particular script can be employed in writing a number of languages 

as we notice in the case of the Devanagari script, which is used for 

writing Hindi, Nepalese, Marathi, Konkani, Sindhi, Sanskrit, Pali, 

Prakrit and so on.  

The scripts for writing the Buddhist teachings in Pali that belong to 

the group of Prakrit languages, has been rather in scores, e.g., 

Brahmi, Kharosthi, Singhalese, Cambodian m£la, Siamese, 

Burmese, Devan¡gar¢, roman, Granthi, old Tamil and so on. The Pali 

manuscripts have also been found in Newari script in Nepal; and in 

the Chinese, Japanese, Korean and Mongolian scripts. The 

specimens are shown in section 2.3 under the head Pali Composition 

in Various scripts. 

In South and South-east Asia, the Buddhist scripts have been directly 

contributive to the growth of the Singhalese, Cambodian mula, 

Khmer, Laotian, Siamese or Thai, old Javanese, Burmese and Mon 

through the medium of the Brahmi or Brahmi-derived-scripts; and 

the Pali texts are still being composed in those countries in the afore 

stated scripts. 

Furthermore, the Buddhist scripts also enriched the Chinese, Korean 

and Japanese scripts particularly by the use of Siddham¡trik¡ 

                                                        

*
  For the details on the extent of the Asokan empire one may see the Girnar 

text of the Asokan edict. 
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script, often truncated as SiddhaÆ, which is called 'Shittan' by the 

Japanese. The Siddham script also influenced the Tibetan, 

Devanagari and other scripts employed for the Sanskrit 

compositions.  

In Japan the sacred Siddham (or 'Shittan') script was introduced by 

the Buddhists in the ninth century and is still in use by the Mikkyo 

Buddhists in particular for writing the mantra, sutras and magico-

religo tantric formularies and seed symbols or b¢ja mantra. It is also 

used by Reiki healers beyond its meditative use. 

BUDDHIST ROLE TO THE GROWTH OF INDIAN 

SCRIPTS  

This may be interesting to place on record that most of the Indian 

scripts invented for writing vernacular Indian languages have been 

derived from Brahmi; particularly evolved by the Buddhists. 

GROWTH OF NORTH INDIAN SCRIPTS 

In north India Brahmi evolved into Gupta script, which in turn gave 

rise to Sarada and Nagari scripts, which branched off in several 

northern scripts for writing several modern vernacular languages like 

Punjabi, Gujarati, Bengali, Assamese, Manipuri and Oriya. Nagari 

in particular evolved into Devanagari in the twelfth century, which 

is now used for writing Hindi, Sindhi, Konkani, Marathi, Nepalese 

and so on.  

The post-Gupta era - particularly the sixth to tenth centuries  - 

witnessed variations in style with the rise of Siddham¡trika script or 

early Nagari script. It entered Deccan and Maharastara in the eighth 

century and replaced the southern Kannada and Telugu scripts, 

which were in vogue in the region. 

Siddham¡trika evolved as Sarada in Punjab and Kashmir; and as 

Nagari in east. Sarada gave birth to Landa, Gurmukhi, Takri and 

Kashmiri scripts. Nagari evolved into Newari of Nepal, Kaithi of 

eastern U.P. and Bihar, Gujarati and Devanagari. The eastern or 

Magadhan form of Nagari gave birth to Bengali, Oriya, Assamese 

and other scripts.  



Varma C.B., Buddhist Contribution to Writing System                   63 

A popular Buddhist script sometimes called 'Lantsa' in Tibet and 

'Ranjana' in Nepal are still being used in Tibet for ornamentation of 

the titles of the Buddhist books in Sanskrit. Further, this script has 

been adapted in China, Mongolia and Japan in production of the 

Buddhist books. Ranjana has been a popular script in Nepal for 

writing the Buddhist texts in Pali, Sanskrit and other languages. 

Some paleographers also identify this script a closed variant of the 

Kutila script. 

This is noteworthy that there have been a number of theories to 

designate the Gupta and post-Gupta scripts, which are often 

confusing, complicated and sometimes misleading. The Nepalese 

government's scheme to classify these scripts into Pre-Licchavi and 

Post-Licchavi may be treated to be more appropriate to trace the 

important stages in the growth of the Brahmi scripts; and to have a 

comprehensive picture of the scripts of the time. (Unfortunately, the 

Nepalese classification is not very popular among the Indian 

linguists for some unknown reasons !). The Pre-Licchavi scripts 

belong to the period from the fourth to the seventh century A.D.; and 

Post-Licchavi scripts were developed and used in the period until the 

formalization of the modern Indian vernacular scripts.  

This is underlined that by the close of the thirteenth century five out 

of the seven premier centres of the Buddhist learning thrived in the 

Magadhan region (with the exclusion of Taxila and Valabhi). And 

with the destruction of Nalanda, Vikramshila and Oddantapuri 

monasteries by early thirteenth century under the military 

expeditions of Bakhtiar Khalzi (1208 A.D.) and others: the last nail 

on the coffin of the institution of the Buddhist learning was 

hammered in the region. Yet, the literary activities survived through 

the local scripts like Kaithi (very akin to Gujarati) across Magadh 

and the surrounding regions. Kaithi was also officially used in the 

official documents of Shershah and the British government.  

Greirson in the Linguistic Survey of India Volume V writes: 

"In Gujarat Kaithi was elevated to national character. … In Bihar 

Kaithi assumed the same status. The fount of Kaithi type is adopted 
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by the Bengal government for official publications …. and books 

are now printed in Patna in the same type, so that gradually the 

written character is becoming more correct."
*
  

Until, the late nineteenth century Kaithi script was used in the 

government seals in place of Devanagari, viz. in the Shershah's 

sanads and coins too. Its discontinuity unfortunately, in turn 

stultified not only the growth of languages close to Pali such as 

Awadhi, Bhojpuri, Magahi that hitherto employed the Kaithi script 

with the revival of the Sanskrit and its ancillary languages, which 

preferred the scripts suitable to write the Sanskrit language. This may 

be noted that many Sanskrit characters like ¿a, Àa, kÀa used in the 

Devanagari and many modern Indian vernaculars standardised on 

the Sanskrit grammatical models are not required in Pali.  Thus, the 

Devanagari and Bengali scripts in place of Kaithi, as being based on 

the Sanskrit grammatical model, and nourished by the Sanskrit 

themes by the great Sanskritists like Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, 

Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyaya and others in Bengali'; and Lalluji 

Lal (who wrote Prem Sagar) and Pandit Mishra (who wrote 

Nachiketopakhyan) followed by Bhartendu Harish Chandra became 

the precursors of Hindi who could find congenial atmosphere during 

the British rule for their for their literary pursuits. This is needless to 

reiterate that the British government initially sought to discourage 

the popular academic languages and scripts of the Moghul Era, 

namely, Persian and Hindustani (with Urdu characters) to evolve a 

definite Hindu identity in sharp distinction from the Moslems as has 

been certified by the language policies of the Fort William College 

in Calcutta, ever since its foundation in 1800. The college envisaged 

to promote the use of Bengali and Devanagari scripts by giving 

incentives to the scribes by the conferment of the titles like munshi  

for using the desired scripts; which systematically discouraged 

Persian, Urdu and other non-Sanskritic languages inclusive of the 

tribals'.  

                                                        
*
  George A. Grierson 103 B:21 Linguistic Survey of India Volume V: 1903. 
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No wonder, by the close of the nineteenth century the Grierson's and 

Nesfield's metallic founts for Kaithi compositions suitable for 

writing Pali-Prakrit and their cognate languages like Magahi, 

Bhojpuri, Awadhi, Bagheli, Brajabhasa, Chattisgarhi and a host of 

Central and Western Himalayan languages were abandoned into 

oblivion; and were dubbed as 'dialects' despite the rich literatures 

flourished with Tulsi Das, Sur Das, Kabir Das and so on. This is also 

notworthy that some of the early compositions of Rabindra Nath 

Tagore were in Braj Boli. 

The history however testifies the hey day of the script in question, 

when Kaithi versions of the Tulasidasa's Ramcaritamanasa, Qutbans' 

Mrigavati, Malika Muhammad Jayasi's Padmavat;  and a number of 

translations of the Bibles and so on in the Kaithi script were in vogue. 

Thus, ends the saga of the death of some of the scripts and languages 

naturally compatible for the 'Bhasa Magadhi' – which has been 

redesignated as the Pali language in the modern age - had to breathe 

its last in its own homeland in the new socio-political set up.  

Finally, in course of time the language, which was then called 

'Hindustani', became 'Hindi' with the official adoption of the 

Devanagari script, following the resolution of Indian National 

Congress, which was convened in Kanpur in 1925. Since then, Hindi 

practically enjoys the status of the national language of India. 

Furthermore, the quest for the nationalistic identity in the British 

Age through the Devanagari Pracharini Sabha and the cultural 

leadership of Kashi Naresh (who was installed on the throne of 

Varanasi by the British after the famous Allahabad treaty in 1765, 

following the famous Battle of Buxar of 1764 when the fugitive 

Moghul emperor of India residing in Allahabad fort and his allies the 

Nawab of Awadh and Nawab of Bengal were defeated) and the 

political commitments of Purushottam Das Tandon and others in 

north India - gave a fresh impetus to the adoption of the Devanagari 

script for writing Pali in the manner of Sanskrit.  We thus see that 

many Buddhist scholars of India like Bhikkhu Jagadish Kashyap, 

Rahul Sankrityayan, Dharmanand Koshambi adopted the 

Devanagari script for revival of the Pali learning. 
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GROWTH OF SCRIPTS IN SOUTH INDIA AND SRI 

LANKA 

In south India Brahmi first evolved into Grantha and Kadamba 

scripts before assuming any other shape. The Grantha script became 

most suitable for writing Sanskrit in early days. 

Tamil, also evolved out of the Brahmi and became compatible for 

the Tamil expressions, particularly in northern Tamil Nadu. 

Furthermore, the Vatteluttu or the Va¶¶elu¶¶u script, also called the 

'Pallava script' by some scholars like George Coedes, became 

popular in Southern Tamil Nadu and Kerala. This may be pointed 

that the nomenclature of the script appears to be derived from the 

Pali 'Va¶¶a' which when Sanskritised becomes 'Vartta' to refer to the 

roundish (vartula) characters of the script in question. It is often held 

that some of the best known Pali scholars like Buddhadatta and 

Anuruddhacariya belonged to Tamil Nadu. The former wrote the 

famous Pali compendium Abhidhamm¡vat¡ra; and the latter is best 

known for his composition of the Abhidhammatthasa´gaha.  

Modern Malayalam script evolved out of the Grantha script in the 

fifteenth century. The modern Kannada and Telugu scripts, which 

took the final shape by the fifteenth century evolved out of the old 

Kannada script, which was used in either case since the fourth 

century A.D. Kadamba script in turn, too, is a direct descendent of 

the Brahmi script.  
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TIBETAN AND JAPANESE SHITTAN  

The following first hand Japanese account on SiddhaÆ may give an 

account  of the Shittan script used in Japan and China: 

SiddhaÆ ("accomplished" or "perfected") — is the name of a North 

Indian script used for writing Sanskrit during the period ca 600-1200 

CE. Descended from the Brahmi script via the Gupta script, which 

also gave rise to the Devanagari script as well as a number of other 

Asian scripts such as Tibetan. There is some confusion over the 

spelling: siddh¡Æ and siddhaÆ are both common. The script is a 

refinement of the script used during the Indian Gupta empire. The 

name arose from the practice of writing the word siddhaÆ, or 

siddhaÆ rastu (may there be perfection) at the head of documents. 

SiddhaÆ is an abugida or alphasyllabary rather than an alphabet 

because each character indicates a syllable, but it does not include 

every possible syllable. If no other mark occurs then the short 'a' is 

assumed. Diacritic marks indicate the other vowels, the pure nasal 

(anusvāra), and the aspirated vowel (visarga). A special mark 

(virama) can be used to indicate that the letter stands alone with no 

vowel, which sometimes happens at the end of Sanskrit words. See 

links below for examples. 

Many of the Buddhist texts which were taken to China along the Silk 

Road were written using a version of the SiddhaÆ script. This 

continued to evolve, and minor variations are seen across time, and 

in different regions. Importantly it was used for transmitting the 

Buddhist tantra texts. At the time it was considered important to 

preserve the pronunciation of mantras, and Chinese was not suitable 

for writing the sounds of Sanskrit. This led to the retention of the 

SiddhaÆ Script in East Asia. The practice of writing using SiddhaÆ 

survived in East Asia where Tantric Buddhism persisted. 

K£kai introduced the Siddham script to Japan when he returned from 

China in 806 A.D, where he studied Sanskrit with Nalanda trained 

monks including one known as Prajµ¡. By the time K£kai learned 

this script, the trading and pilgrimage routes over land to India, were 

closed by the expanding Islamic empire of the Abbasids. 
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In Japan the writing of mantras and copying of Sutras using the 

SiddhaÆ script is still practised in the esoteric Buddhist schools of 

Shingon and Tendai as well as in the syncretic sect of Shugend°. In 

Japan the characters are known as Shittan or Bonji. The Taisho 

edition of the Chinese Tripi¶aka preserves the SiddhaÆ characters 

for most mantras, and Korean Buddhist still write seed syllables in a 

modified form of SiddhaÆ. A recent Japanese innovation is writing 

Japanese language slogans on tee shirts using Bonji. Japanese 

SiddhaÆ has evolved from the original script used to write s£tras 

and is now somewhat different from the ancient script. 

It is more typical to see SiddhaÆ written with brushes like Chinese 

writing, but it is also written with a bamboo pen. 

In the middle of the 9th century, China experienced a series of purges 

of "foreign religions", thus cutting Japan off from the sources of 

SiddhaÆ texts. In time, other scripts, particularly Devanagari, 

GROWTH OF TAMIL SCRIPT 
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replaced SiddhaÆ in India, leaving East Asia as the only region 

where SiddhaÆ is used.   

SCRIPTS FOR WRITING PALI AND PRAKRIT 

Normally, 41 letters are used for writing Pali. Though in some later 

grammar books like that of the Mogallan's Grammar there are 43 

letters with the softening of e and o vowels. 

MODEL OF TRANSCRIPTION FOR PALI IN ROMAN 

SCRIPT 

There are 8 vowels and 33 consonants in Pali, namely,  

8 Vowels : a  ¡  i  ¢  u  £  e  o 

33 Consonants : 

Guttarals :  ka  kha  ga  gha ´a 

Palatals :   ca  cha  ja  jha  µa 

Cerebrals :  ¶a  ¶ha  ·a  ·ha ¸a 

Dentals : ta  tha  da  dha  na 

Labials : pa  pha  ba  bha  ma 

Assorted :  ya ra la va sa ha ½a Æ  

As the language Pali is composed in a number of scripts, the 

examples given below will be handy in knowing its wide popularity 

and usages. Number of alphabets may be added to Prakrit. 

SCRIPTS ADAPTED FOR WRITING PALI 

The alphabets for various scripts for writing Pali are given below.  
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Brahmi script of Asokan Prakrit 
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Some Examples of Asokan inscriptional Scripts: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kanheri inscription on stone 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Asokan inscription on a pillar 
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Kharosthi Script 

 

Use of strokes 
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Singhalese Script for writing Pali 
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Burmese Script for writing Pali 
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Khmera (Thai capitals) 
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Siamese (Thai script) 
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Gupta Script 
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Siddham Script for Pali and Sanskrit 

 

Vowels 

 

 

Application of Vowels  

 

Consonants 
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Purva Licchavi 

Vowels 

 

Consonants 

 

Conjuncts 
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Uttara Licchavi 
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Conjunct of vowels 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Ka    k¡  ki  k¢  ku   k£  k¤  k¥  ke  kae ko  kau kaÆ kaÅ 

Conjunct consonants 

 

Kya  khya  gya    ghya  ´ya  chya chya jya  jhya  µya 

 

 

¶ya   ¶hya   ·ya  ·hya   ¸ya    tya   thya   dya  dhya  nya 

 

 

pya    phya    bya  bhya   mya          yya    rya     lya    vya 

 

 

¿ya          Àya       sya        hya    kÀya       trya      jµya 
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Ranjana Script for Pali and Sanskrit 
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Tibetan Script 
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Sharada Script 
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 Devanagari and Kaithi Scripts 
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EXAMPLE OF A PALI PASSAGE COMPOSED IN 

VARIOUS SCRIPTS 
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