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- Ancient Assamese Script

The little experiences I have gathered by my long
association with the Kamarupa Anusandhan Samiti,
Gauhati (Assam Research Society) as an Honorary
Assistant Secretary for the last 13 years, and my recent
deputation to the Indian Museum, Calcutta for receiving
a course of training in Archelogy in June, 1935, actuate
me to compile a booklet on ancient Assamese script. I
confess I have not the scholarship or larger experiences
necessary for such a task. This small pamphlet is meant
only as a humble contribution to the study of the
evolution of the Indian script from the Assamese stand-
- point.  As a pioneer attempt it may not be free from
imperfections.

The history of the Assamese script may be broadly
divided into two Periods, (i) from the earliest historical
times to the 13th century ; (ii) from the 13 century to
the present times. The Assamese script seems to be
older than 1500 years. The origin of the script can be
traced historically from the 7th century when Huien-T’
Sang, the Chinese pilgrim, visited Kamarupa during the
time of Kumar Bhaskara Varma, an ally of Harsha
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Vardhana of Kanauj. The discovery of the following
Epigraphic records has made it possible to study the
Assamese script chronologically ;

(1) The copperplate of Kumar Bhaskar Varma of
610 A.D. - ‘

(2) The terracota seal of Bhaskara Varma found
at Nalanda of 643 A.D.

(8) The Tezpur rock inscription of the Gupta era
520 i.e. 829 A.D.

(4) The Golaghat Deopani image mscr1pt10n of
the 9th century.

(5) - The copperplate of Vanamala Deva of 854 A.D.
(6) The copperplate of Bala Varma III of 883 A.D.

(7) The copperplate of Ratnapala Varma of
1025 AD.

~ (8) The copperplate of Indrapala Varma of
1038 A.D.

*1. Epigraphica Indica, Vol. XII & XIX.
2. Journal of the Bihar & Orissa Research Society Vol. VI.
3. J. B. & O. R. S.—December 1917.
4. Epigraphic Indica, Vol. XVIII, page 329-30.
5. Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, Vo. IX.
6. J.A.S.B. No. 1, 1897. '
7. . A. S. B. 1898.
8. J. A. S. B. Part I—1898.
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(9) The copperplate of Indrapala Varma of
1051 A.D.

' (16) The copperplate of Dharmapala Varma of
1092 A.D.

(11) The Kanai Barashi rock inscription of 1127
Saka era ie. 1205-6 A.D.®

Plates showing the gradual evolution of the
Assamese alphabet have been prepared on the basis
of these records. Some letters have been found in
double forms. For instance § (w) is found written as
g with the dot within the letter. In the plates I have
attempted as far as practicable to adopt those forms of
the letters which are found common and which occur
more frequently. From the 13th century onwards the
Assamese script has been found to belong to different
schools named :—(1) Gargayan; (2) Bamunia; (3)
Lahkari or Kaitheli. In the preface to late Pandit Hem
Chandra Goswami’s Descriptive Catalogue of Assamese
Manuscripts published by the Calcutta University,
Prof. S. K. Bhuyan observes, “The Assamese manuscripts
afford an invaluable opportunity for the study of the
evolution of the Assamese script, which is used in all

9. J. A. S. B. Part I—1897.
10& 11. Annual Report of the Kamarupa Anusandhan Samiti
1920, first edition and
Early History of Kamarupa by K. L. Baruah and
o I PEiAr by P. Vidyavinode. ] ’
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puthis even in Sanskrit ones. Its difference from Bengali
consists in several letters; but at present, only the
letters § (r) and §(w) have maintained the distinction
between the two alphabets. The letter & (th) is a
reproduction of B (ch) with a small dash projecting
from the bottom of the latter. The letters & (n) and
& (1) are sometimes indistinguishable, though some
copyists put a dot below & in order to represent & |
In many manuscripts %, i, ¥ % O and %
approach their Sanskrit prototypes more than their
modern Assamese equivalents. Words written at one
stretch without demarcation from each other by the
necessary gap present enormous difficulties to the un-
initiated reader. The habituated copyist or reader has,
in these cases, to read the text by anticipation, which
is possible only when he is intimately acquainted with
the contents or allied subjects. Thus manuscript read-
ing and copying were confined to a fixed and trained
class of people. There were several schools of Assamese
script, viz.,, Gargaya, Bamunia, Lahkari and Kaitheli,
but their distinction have not been closely studied, and
they have a tendency now to merge into one another,
thus, more or less, producing a common script, which

has further been accelerated by the uniformity of the
printing press.”

But in this booklet it will be seen that all such
forms having little or more variations have been

emhodied.
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Scholar$ are of opinion that Brahmi is the origin
of the Indian script. 1The Edicts of Ascka were written
in Brghmi and Kherosthi character. In the Maurya
period, the Maurya script had three variations. After
it, during the Kushan period, Indian scripts had great
many variations. Then in the Gupta period during the
4th and the 5th century the Gupta script showed three
variaions. In the existing works on Epigraphy the ori-
gin of the Assamese script has not been dealt with in
the different varying forms as shown below. The
Assamese script is a descendant of the Kutila variation
of the Gupta script of Eastern India.

Brahmi
Kushan script

Gupta script
| I |

Kashmiri Deunagri Kutil
Gurumukhi  Gujrati [
: Kamarupi
(Assamese)

Thus the Assamese script assumed the present
form through the above mentioned stages as shown in
the plates. One thing to be noted is that prior to the

t When the seal of Mohenjodara will be deciphered the

.history of the Indian Scripts may be changed.
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Buhler’s
Chart ]
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advent of the Ahoms in the 13th century the script
was known as Kamarupi script. Assamese script is the
nomenclature given by the Ahom kings of the, Shan
dynasty who ruled Assam for a period of 600 years
commencing from the 18th century. In the copperplate
grant of the Ahom kings it is distinctly written &aT-
gtq fefed  (asamaksarena likhitam) i.e. recorded
in Assamese script. One side of the plate was inscribed
in Ahom (Shan) character and the other side was inscri-
bed in the Assamese (Kamarupi) character though the
contents of the grant remained the same. The
Assamese script is found in Epigraphic records from
610 A.D. (Copperplate of Bhaskara Varma) in unbroken
continuity covering a period of about 1300 years. Thus
its evolution of the Kutila variation of the Gupta script
may not be dated less than 1500 years.

GAUHATI , ' S. Karaxx
30-12-35



oLeading Points of the Book

( English Portion)

Introductory—Division of the period of the Assamese
script—the age of the script—sources or records for the pre-
paration of the script—different schools of the script in the
Ahom period—origin of the Indian script—script of the
Eastern School—absence of the right view of the Assamese
script in Epigraphy—Kamarupi or Assamese script originated
from the Kutila variation—illustrated plates.

( Assamese Portion )

il ffiT w— ffE afedy fpfq— =T ST
FARF— Fiftt erest wgfi— wwm ffe piRst— fFtR
- fori—siren T v ww fGfT wg— SRy O
RS FifR T— €8 T a7 S YR Agy— &
TYIT TS SR, AT AGI— ST STOF W4T 6
e A sufieri— eifd — Fft +feda fae wiwEieT—
AT ol WA arm— @ B es— qmt FfR
. wief— wdE ffR deT daw eam— SIS Tte-
oigte el @i Rere— aivafd
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(1) Epigraphica Indica, Vol. XII, XIX.

(2) J.B. & O. R. S,, Vol. VL. '

(3) 1. B. & O. R. S., December 1917.

(4) Epigraphica Indica, Vol. XVII, page 329-30

(5) J. A. S. B, Vol. IX.

(6) J. A.S. B, No. 1, 1897 [Early History of Kamarupa
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(7) J. A. S. B, 1898.
(8) J A. S. B, Part I, 1898.
(9) J. A. S. B, Part 1, 1897.
(10-11) - Annual Report of the K. A. S., 1920, First Edition.
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PRI @2 SR T REE AR e BT g
ez ofd  Descriptive Catalogue of Assamese
ManuScript F{7a7a 2180 sifd sl Aten vestEaiY
T3t AT FEwel e 79ai3 aF T2
siw, A2 Afde wem sAfers eEnhm weET (o) et
5o, (3) AW 57, (o) AZIA AF FhEAEAT FA—a2
for a7 wwygE R www @ o wifte
e eRRe (r4ais otz | @2 ARSI ATS AT
S5 IET AMY (T SAR T S SR P
epfEe A @3 @fFets Redats w= s @9 |
@2 A3 Arefd s Eie Age THTAT g2 LTS
A7 9] wifers =ify AL T 1=

* «The Assamese manuscripts afford an invaluable oppor-
tunity for the evolution of the Assamese script, which is used
in all puthis, even in the Sanskrit ones. Its difference from
Bengali consists in several letters ; but at present, only the
letters =T’ (r) and ‘g’ (w) have maintained the distinction
between the two alphabets. The letter 3’ (th) is a reproduc-
tion of ‘s’ (ch) with a small dash projecting from the bottom
of the latter. The letters ‘g’ (n) and ‘& (1) are sometimes
indistinguishable, though some copyists put a dot below ‘7
in order to represent ‘@’. In many manuscripts ¥, =, ¥, T,
w7 and % approach their Sanskrit prototypes more than
their modern Assamese ejuivalents. Words written at one
stretch without demarcation from each other by the necessary
gap present enormous difficulties to uninitiated.” 3
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Assamese Script from 13th to 18th century
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