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I. LITERACY AND ORALITY 

 

1. The emergence of writing 

The first chapter is an introduction to the main topic of my thesis, that is the beginnings 

of Indian epigraphy. The earliest Indian epigraphical sources known to us are Aśoka’s Rock 

and Pillar Edicts from the middle of the third century BC. This seems to be a rather late date 

for ruling out the possibility that writing was present in one form or other at an earlier date in 

India. The question arises whether the strong orality of Vedic tradition (śruti) could have 

contributed to the late development of writing in India. At the same time, it is hard to believe 

that the extensive Vedic ancillary literature (vedāṅga), with all its special branches of science, 

and the early Indian schools of grammar, could have developed without the use of writing. 

Pāṇini, who in his grammatical treatise mentions words like yavanānī (’Greek writing’) and 

lipikara (’scribe’), clearly attests to the existence of writing in the fourth century BC in India. 

Still, we do not know for certain whether the scribe he mentioned was an Aramaic or a local 

Gandhāran one. Nor do we have unambiguous reports on the state of literacy in India from 

contemporary Greek sources which were written after Alexander the Great’s campaign in 

India. 

From Bactria and Arachosia, the two neighbouring countries to the West of India, which 

as provinces once belonged to the Achaemenid Empire, we have direct evidences for the 

widespread use of writing. Several important finds (letters in Aramaic, Elamite clay tablets) 

have recently come to light from these areas. I have included a summary of these important 

finds in my thesis. These new evidences can add to the probability of a North-Western 

influence on the development of writing in India. At any rate, it is beyond doubt that the 

kharoṣṭhī script, which was used in the North-Western parts of India, derived its existence 

from the Aramaic script. 

The geometric shape, which is a characteristic feature of the brāhmī letters, might seem 

to point to the script being artificially created. We must, however, keep in mind that both 

cursive and lapidary styles were simultaneously used even in the Aramaic writing. Therefore, 

the possibility that the use of brāhmī might go back to earlier times cannot be excluded. In 

this case, the script at a later time would have been adjusted to the royal demands of making 

inscriptions in a lapidary style. Indeed, there are clear indications that brāhmī in its current 

form is made up of different layers. I have gathered a number of evidences to show that 

brāhmī was created out of an already existing script to which probably new letters were 

added. 
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Theories on the origin of the brāhmī script reach back the the nineteenth century. The 

theory of foreign influences was shared for the most part by Western scholars in the Colonial 

Era. Several Semitic scripts were proposed as candidates for influence, among them 

Phoenician, Aramaic, or Greek. Indian scholars, on the other hand, generally argued for an 

inner development, and wished to prove that brāhmī was purely of Indian origin, sometimes 

even seeking for connections with the Indus Valley script. Some archaeological finds, 

discovered recently in Śrī Laṅkā and Tamilnadu, if dated correctly, might go to prove the 

validity of the inner development theory. Another theory, claiming that the brāhmī script was 

invented all at once in the Mauryan period, has gained popularity in the last few decades. 

 

II. INSCRIPTIONS GENERALLY ASSIGNED TO THE MAURYAN PERIOD 

 

In the second chapter, I have given an analysis of four early epigraphical texts. Since all 

of these inscriptions show palaeographical features which would point to an early origin, they 

are generally assigned to the Mauryan period. A further support to this view is given by the 

fact that all four inscriptions have been found in the North-Eastern parts of India, at some 

distance from Pāṭaliputra, the capital of the Mauryan Empire. Some of the scholars who are of 

the opinion that writing existed in India before Aśoka even place these inscriptions some time 

before Aśoka’s reign and regard them as the earliest pieces of evidence for writing in India. 

As far as the beginnings of Indian epigraphy is concerned, determining the age of these 

inscriptions is very important. For if they turned out to be older than Aśoka it would mean 

that we must reconsider our views on the history of early Indian epigraphy. 

It is almost impossible to tell on palaeographical grounds whether these inscriptions are 

older than Aśoka or not, despite all previous attempts of scholars made in this direction. For 

this reason, I have tried to ascertain the date of these inscriptions by resorting to indirect 

evidences. 

 

1–2. The Sohgaurā copper-plate inscription. The Mahāsthān limestone-plate inscription 

As to their contents, the first two inscriptions discussed in this chapter, the Sohgaurā 

copper-plate inscription and the Mahāsthān limestone-plate inscription seem to be closely 

related. There is reason to believe that the plates bearing these inscriptions were in both cases 

attached to a grain store from which food supply and other necessities were distributed to the 

people in times of need. In both inscriptions, high officials (mahāmātra) are ordered to make 

necessary arrangements for keeping the grain stores filled with supply. 
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At the top of the copper-plate, a number of symbols are visible above the inscription, 

which were variously interpreted by scholars. By comparing these symbols with those on the 

coins of the Śuṅga rulers, I have made the following two remarks. First, a common 

characteristic of the copper-plate and the Śuṅga coins is that they are both made of cast 

copper, in contradistinction to the coins of the Mauryan rulers, which are “punch marked” 

coins made of gold and silver. Second, part of the symbols on the copper-plate inscription is 

identical with those on the coins of the Śuṅga rulers. From these observations I came to the 

conclusion that the Sohgaurā copper-plate inscription is not likely to have preceded the age of 

Aśoka, but instead it might have been issued several decades after his reign. 

 

3. The Rāmgaṛh Hill cave inscriptions 

The two cave inscriptions at Rāmgaṛh Hill are unique in that they are the earliest 

epigraphical texts to show the traits of classical poetry. One of the caves where the 

inscriptions were engraved has been thought to function as a theatre in ancient times, and it 

became a widespread belief still alive today that it was modelled after the Greek amphitheatre. 

Taking all details into consideration, including the shape of the cave and the number and size 

of the seats at its entrance, I could not find any support for the claim that the cave was used as 

a theatre. 

Finally, the frivolous theme of the two inscriptions, the purpose for which caves were 

used in ancient India, and some parallels which I have found in Prakrit and Sanskrit poetical 

literature have led me to believe that these inscriptions were probably engraved on the wall of 

these caves at the time of a Spring Festival. 

 

III. THE MINOR ROCK EDICTS 

 

According to general opinion, Aśoka’s Minor Rock Edicts are the earliest inscriptions 

that were engraved on stones by the ruler. At the same time, they are generally regarded as the 

first evidences for the brāhmī script. 

As a rule, the Minor Rock Edicts are neglected by scholars. The reason for this neglect 

is that they are counted among those of the king’s inscriptions which have Buddhism as their 

subject. The first Minor Rock Edict narrates the king’s conversion to Buddhism. The picture 

about the Mauryan ruler has considerably changed in the last half century. Nowadays, 

Aśoka’s connection with Buddhism is underestimated in its importance, and as a 

consequence, his Buddhist inscriptions are rarely discussed in scholarly literature. There is 
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also a change in the interpretation of dharma promulgated by the king. Scholars now tend to 

emphasize that Aśoka’s dharma is above all religions, and ascribe to this principle a universal 

function with a role of keeping society together. 

However, this approach fails to realize that even in the Rock Edicts there are several 

references to Buddhism (Saṃbodhi-tree, Saṃgha), and these attest to Aśoka’s favourable 

attitude towards his own religion. From this point of view, there is no great distance between 

the Rock Edicts and the Minor Rock Edicts. 

By offering a detailed philological analysis of the Minor Rock Edicts, I wished to 

demonstrate that these edicts bear a more organic relation to the Rock Edicts and Pillar Edicts 

than it was assumed before. The idea that the Minor Rock Edicts are earlier than Aśoka’s 

other edicts cannot be sustained on reasonable grounds. 

 

1. The first Minor Rock Edict 

In the first Minor Rock Edict we read that it is a “proclamation” (śrāvaṇa), which was 

made to be proclaimed by the king, in opposition to what is an “inscription” (lipi), which is 

made to be engraved on stone. Therefore, on account of the years which have passed since the 

king’s conversion to Buddhism – the second or third year after the conquest of Kaliṅga, which 

is the same as the tenth or eleventh year in his reign – a conclusion can only be drawn as 

regards the time of the “proclamation” and not the “inscription”. The proof that the engraving 

took place at a later time is furnished by a number of characteristics in some of the versions of 

the Minor Rock Edict. These betray a strong influence of the Rock Edicts and Pillar Edicts. 

 The Gujarrā and Maski versions of the first Minor Rock Edict have a tendency to 

replace or paraphrase the key term “exertion” (parākrama) of the edict with stock elements of 

the Rock Edicts, among others with the central principle dharma. Certain grammatical 

constructions (gerundive, absolutive) which are repeatedly found in the Rock Edicts and Pillar 

Edicts push their way into the text of the Minor Rock Edict. Some phrases of the “covering 

letter” preserved at the beginning and the end of several versions of the first Minor Rock 

Edict show close similarities with additional sentences found in Aśoka’s edicts, which refer to 

matters of addressing, engraving, or dispersing. 

These close agreements clearly point to the fact that in composition there was no real 

difference between the Minor Rock Edict and the Rock Edicts and Pillar Edicts. 
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2. The second Minor Rock Edict 

I have traced a similarity in the role of the second Minor Rock Edict and the Separate 

Edicts which are attached to the Major Rock Edicts at the site of Dhauli and Jaugaḍa. In both 

cases, the edicts contain specific orders directed to high officials (mahāmātra). Forwarding 

the king’s command to the groups of persons concerned took place in a hierarchy through 

multiple steps. Scholars so far have failed to specify the identity of the groups of persons 

concerned. Actually, the edict refers to people who have something to do with the so-called 

dharma-components (dharmaguṇa) listed in the text. First, they are persons who must show 

compassion towards living beings in the course of their dealings, such as elephant-drivers, 

horse-trainers, executioners and brāhmaṇas. Second, students who must be obedient to their 

teachers and their teacher’s relatives. This part of the edict has so far been misunderstood. By 

correcting the wrong readings, I have offered a new interpretation, in which the same rule 

would apply to the “fellow students” (sajhaṃtevāsī). The new reading I have proposed can be 

clearly discerned on the stone in more than one versions. 

 

3. The Greek–Aramaic Edict from Kandahār 

In this part of the discussion, I have made an attempt to demonstrate that there are 

several connections between the Greek–Aramaic Edict and the Minor Rock Edict. This 

possibility was not taken into account seriously in previous interpretations. The external 

nature and internal content of the inscription engraved on a solitary boulder make it highly 

probable that it is a bilingual translation of a Prakrit original which must have been close to 

the first Minor Rock Edict in message. 

The structure of the Greek–Aramaic inscription is the same as that of the first Minor 

Rock Edict. The king shows “piety” (εὐσέβεια, which is an equivalent of dharma) to his 

people, who become more pious, which means, they become dharma-followers, in 

consequence of which everything thrives on the whole earth, or in other words, in 

Jambudvīpa. The steps of following dharma can be associated with the dharma-components 

of the second Minor Rock Edict. Finally, the same picture is used for the future, namely that 

this desirable state where people live and act following dharma, will continue in a more 

intense manner. 

I have tried to show the close similarities at several points. In order to do this, however, 

I had to correct some of the inherited errors of the earlier interpretations and establish the 

right contexts. I have also made a proposal for filling out the lacuna at the beginning of the 

Greek text, although uncertainty remains. My interpretation of the last lines gained support 
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from the parallel text of the Minor Rock Edict and the Aramaic translation. By comparing the 

Greek text with the first Minor Rock Edict, I could determine the time of proclaiming the 

“proclamation” by relative numbers relating to years. As a result, the dharma was shown to 

the people on the tenth anniversary of Aśoka’s reign, while the “good news” in the 

proclamation was made to be proclaimed in the first quarter of the eleventh year. As we 

know, the series of the Rock Edicts began to be issued one year after, in the twelfth year. 

 

IV. THE ROCK AND PILLAR EDICTS 

 

1. The sites of the Rock Edicts 

I have reached new results by a precise method of locating the sites of the Rock Edicts 

on the map. Previously, it was held that Aśoka’s Rock Edicts were engraved at sites which 

were provincial administration centres or trade centres or places for religious cult. A 

projection of the sites on the map with exact latitudinal and longitudinal parameters allowed 

me to draw a more coherent and systematic picture of the sites. 

If we connect the opposing sites with straight lines, these will form a right angle so as to 

give a cross or a double cross. The site pairs connected with lines are Kālsī–Eṟṟaguḍi from 

North to South, Girnār–Dhauli and Sopārā–Jaugaḍa from West to East. Around these six 

points a regular circle can be drawn which will give an outline of the whole of Jambudvīpa. 

The same circle will on the North-Eastern side touch Pāṭaliputra, the Magadhan capital. 

It is the ideal of the “world sovereign” (cakravartin) conquering the four quarters of the 

world which lies behind this arrangement of the sites. The wheel (cakra) is a well known 

symbol used by Aśoka on whose famous capital of the Sārnāth Pillar there was a wheel 

standing over the head of the four lions. This was to represent the conquered empire as a 

whole in the form of a round circle. It is to be noted that the four lions on the capital look in 

the direction of the four quarters. From these observations it follows that Aśoka has chosen 

these particular sites for engraving his Rock Edicts with a view to commemorating his 

dharma-conquest accomplished in the direction of the four quarters. 

 

2. The contents and style of the Rock Edicts 

The contents of the Rock Edicts are not made the subject of enquiry very often. At first 

glance, the edicts with their ever recurring theme of dharma do not seem to offer an exciting 

ground for study. Still, there are some important lines running behind the surface. The Rock 

Edicts can be divided into two main groups according to whether they contain practical 
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measures or are dominated by theoretical content. It is a usual procedure that in the selection 

of their topic a traditional value is taken which is later turned into something of nominal value 

from the higher point of view of dharma. As a result of this procedure such word compounds 

as dharma-ceremony, dharma-gift, or dharma-conquest are constructed. 

Stylistically, the most significant feature is repetition. In formulating the text of the 

edicts, an already existing set of stock phrases was used. Resorting to the same words and 

phrases gave the royal message an educative character, sometimes even accompanied by a 

feeling of majesty. 

 

3. The p1 and p2 branches 

The standard text edition of the Rock Edicts, while setting up the genealogical tree, 

which was to fix the relationship between the two major branches, has assigned to the p1 

branch an inferior place as opposed to the p2 branch. This choice is unwarranted. At the point 

where the two branches are most distinctly separated, the p1 branch provides a more coherent 

text than the p2 branch in the parallel passage. The p2 branch confusingly merges into one 

unified list the persons clearly separated by the p1 branch, and even resorts to tautology and 

unnecessary expansions. 

The p1 branch in its pure form is represented by the two Eastern sites, Dhauli and 

Jaugaḍa. At these sites, however, the eleventh, twelfth and thirteenth Rock Edicts were not 

engraved. The correct explanation for the absence of these three edicts is not in the 

discomforting theme of the war against Kaliṅga, as generally assumed, but in the fact that 

these texts have not yet been formulated. 

The eleventh and twelfth Rock Edicts are both longer elaborations of subjects which, in 

shorter form, have already been included in earlier edicts. And the thirteenth Rock Edict is the 

most elaborate of all edicts. Aśoka himself tells in the clause of his thirteen Rock Edicts that 

the inscriptions have shorter, middle and longer versions. 

 

4. The dialect versions 

Contrary to general opinion, Aśoka did not have his Rock Edicts translated into Middle 

Indic dialects at every sites. Most of the sites have their text in a more or less pure Eastern 

dialect. In fact, it is only in the case of the Western and North-Western sites that the desire to 

translate the text into the local dialects can be observed in a varying degree. 

Even at the Western and North-Western sites, however, so-called “Māgadhisms”, that 

is, Eastern forms which remained unchanged in the text are very common. There are several 
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possible explanations for this phenomenon. We may suspect carelessness on the part of the 

scribe. At the same time, contact between the dialects could as well lead to the existence of 

cover areas, which facilitated mutual dependence. It would help us decide the question if we 

knew whether the dialect variants in the Rock Edicts reflected natural living dialects or had 

the function of official languages artificially created. 

For the sake of illustration, I have provided selected examples of translation from 

Eastern to Western / North-Western dialects, in which the degree of intervention in the text 

varies. Whereas sometimes it only contains phonological changes characteristic of the given 

dialect, at other times it also extends to the elements of vocabulary or the grammatical 

structure. 

 

5. Scribal procedure 

Scribal errors can be found in a smaller or larger number in the different versions of the 

Rock Edicts. The ruler himself was aware of this fact, since at the end of the Rock Edict series 

he gave voice to the problem. Some of the copying errors are well known from textual 

criticism. Sometimes copying from a manuscript is evident from the engraver’s repeating a 

few lines in two different scribal versions, or from keeping the lines of the original 

manuscript. 

 In at least one case, however, it seems that the error has not originated in copying, but in 

citing the text of the Rock Edicts from memory. This special case, to which I have drawn 

attention, if properly understood, presupposes the coexistence of literacy and orality in special 

circumstances. 

 

6. The Greek Edict from Kandahār 

The Greek Edict from Kandahār, in addition to the bilingual Greek–Aramaic Edict, is 

another remarkable epigraphical text that contains the translation of some of Aśoka’s edicts. 

During the half century since its discovery, the general opinion prevailed that this translation 

does not follow the original in a faithful manner, often misses its meaning, or is simply too 

loose or liberal in the treatment of its text. 

The philological comparison of the Prakrit original and the Greek translation convinced 

me that this opinion was wrong. In a number of cases, it is not the translator who 

misunderstood the text, but the interpreters misunderstood the intent of the translator. I have 

given a systematic proof of this with a detailed analysis. 
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There are some indications in the text that the translation from the original Prakrit in the 

first phase kept closely to the “letter” of the text. During this process, the grammatical 

elements were translated one by one into Greek, and at a later step adapted to the higher 

requirements of the language. This practice is evident form some casual anomalies which 

remained in the text, the occasional lack of definite articles, and the consistency of choice for 

words, in which even quasi-etymological considerations played a role. 

It is not a useful method to explain some of the idiosyncrasies of the Greek translation 

through stereotypes of the Eastern–Western opposition such as “collective” vs. “individual”, 

“altruistic” vs. “egocentric” or “despotic” vs. “republican”. None of the occurrences can 

justify these assumptions. 

Generally, it is believed that the translations of the Greek–Aramaic and Greek Edicts 

were made by more than one separate translators. Although this is possible, there are hints 

which point to the opposite direction. These are the uniform usage of terms and stylistic tools, 

but first of all, individual solutions in translation which seem unlikely for two different 

translators to come to mind. 

It cannot be established with certainty which dialect version of the Rock Edicts was 

used by the Greek translator. Transcriptions of Eastern and Western forms can equally be 

found in the text. It can, however, be asserted that he knew the whole series of Aśoka’s Rock 

and Pillar Edicts, as he makes use of them in his interpretation of several passages. Contrary 

to earlier opinions, his translation was made not in a superficial manner by way of an 

occasional request, but on the basis of an in-depth knowledge of his subject. 

In my analysis, I have shown that omission of words, clauses or sentences is not made 

unsystematically by the Greek translator. In almost all cases, he wishes to avoid repetitions of 

the original Indian text. 

The translations make it clear that their authors were familiar with the vocabulary of 

Seleucid and Ptolemaean epigraphy, and were in possession of Greek literary, philosophical, 

and rhetorical education. 

 

V. GRAECO–INDIC CULTURAL EXCHANGE AFTER THE MAURYAN PERIOD 

 

1. The Sophytus stele 

Beside the translations into Greek of Aśoka’s Rock Edicts a number of further 

inscriptions in Greek have come to light from the old city of Kandahār. The Greek colony in 

the capital of ancient Arachosia had a history of some centuries after Alexander the Great 
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settled a large number of Macedonian forces in this place during his campaign to the East. 

The presence of Greeks can be attested for a couple of centuries later. The area was under 

Mauryan rule in the third to second centuries BC after an agreement was made between 

Candragupta and Selecus I Nicator. 

The funeral epigram on the stele of Sophytus written in an elegant Greek style contains 

the story of an Indian family which might have undergone Hellenization during the time of 

Mauryan rule. The Greek name Sophytus corresponds to Old Indian Subhūti. Unlike previous 

interpretations of the poem, rich in lively elements, I have proposed that it was about a 

merchant family of Indian origin which went through a series of vicissitudes. Indian 

merchants were well known in the Red Sea area, which connected India to the Western world, 

as is shown by a large number of inscriptions recently found on the island of Socotra. 

The elaborated form of the inscription and the emphatic use of the acrostic give an 

impression that the author wished to express his Greek cultural identity in an intensive 

manner. This has to do with his Eastern origin. Researches have shown that the use of the 

acrostic was first of all charasteristic of areas with mixed ethnicity (Egypt, Asia Minor), and it 

was a means by which to express one’s identity with the common values of the Graeco-

Roman world. 


