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P r e f a c e

In order to avoid any potential misunderstanding, I should point out
straight away that the present book does not deal in any conceivable
way with the so-called «Indus script» of the Indus Valley Civilization. I
had to use the name «Saindhavı̄» on numerous occasions in this study,
even though the script and scriptures which form the main subject of
this book have nothing to do with the ancient culture of Harappa and
Mohenjo-daro and despite the fact that some Indian scholars refer to
the symbols on the seals discovered in the Indus valley by using the
name «Saindhavı̄ lipi» or «Sindhulipi» (i. e., Saindhavı̄ or Sindhu script).
Unlike the enigmatic symbol system of the Indus civilization, the curious
script to be discussed in the following pages has never posed any serious
problems of decipherment. Its discoverer Cecil Bendall read it without
much ado immediately after he came across two rare specimens of it in
Kathmandu and Calcutta some ten years after the first Harappan seals had
been unearthed in the early s. Bendall initially described the script
as «arrow-headed or point-headed character» and then, following a hint
he had once given, most later scholars started calling it «Bhaiks.ukı̄». Since
this script appears indeed to have been used exclusively by Buddhists,
and its original name was rather «Saindhavı̄», as I have suggested recently

 Recently Parpola acknowledged that «[t]he potential of the Indus inscriptions to shed
new light on the dark prehistory of South Asia has attracted more than  published
claims of decipherment since the s, none of which has been widely accepted.» (Parpola

, p. ), whereas other scholars have argued outright that «the Indus system cannot be
categorized as a ‘script’ [. . .] since the brevity of the inscriptions alone suggests that they
were no more capable of performing extensive mnemonic or accounting functions than of
systematically encoding speech.» (Farmer/Sproat/Witzel , p. , note ).
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in my article «Die entzifferte Indus-Schrift» () and as I argue in more
detail here, it should be perfectly acceptable now to refer to it also as the
«Buddhist Indus script».

I had the chance to see myself one of the few specimens preserved in
this script only as late as  when a microfilm copy of a codex written
allegedly in a script called «Khot.ānga» came to my notice in the vast
collection of the Nepal-German Manuscript Preservation Project. As it
turned out, the two folios microfilmed in Kathmandu belonged actually to
the same codex unicus of the Candrālam. kāra which Bendall had discovered
in the winter of . I was able to study this manuscript more closely
from March  until February  in the course of the Arrow-headed
Script Project which my teacher, the late Professor Michael Hahn, had
initiated at the University of Marburg. I could not have anticipated that
several years later I will have the opportunity to conduct even more
extensive research on the Buddhist Indus script and the scriptures of the
Sām. mitı̄ya Buddhists with even more surprising results collected in the
present volume.

Since the credit for reviving the interest towards the script which I
have proposed to call «Saindhavı̄» goes to Professor Hahn, without whose
initiative the remnants of the Sām. mitı̄ya literature transmitted in several
manuscripts written in this script would have probably remained still
largely forgotten, as a token of gratitude and admiration I dedicate the
present study to the fond memory of my late teacher.

Marburg, December 
Dragomir Dimitrov
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A c k n o w l e d g e m e n t s

The work on the present book started in the second half of , yet due
to various distractions and many other obligations I needed no less than
five years to bring it to completion. It was actually not planned at all
to prepare a book, for it evolved out of the humble idea of writing only
a short paper summarizing mostly what had already been learnt about
the peculiar Buddhist script until the end of the first decade of the third
millennium. It soon became clear, however, that the surprising details
which started emerging in the course of my work on this paper should
rather be discussed within the larger scope of a new book.

It would have never been possible to complete this monograph without
the generous help of many colleagues and friends who assisted me in vari-
ous ways, most importantly by enabling me to get access to literature and
sources which otherwise would have remained out of my reach or which
I would have failed to observe. Most fascinating proved a documentary
shown in the winter of  on Xizang Television, since in this film the
viewers could see among other hidden treasures quite unexpectedly also
a few images of a manuscript written in the same Buddhist Indus script
which more than a century earlier had come to the attention of Western
scholars for the first time. This was followed by another surprising dis-
covery of a similar codex in a private library in Rome, as well as by the
fortunate sighting of several other snippets of a few other comparable
codices kept in Tibet. Once helpful friends had enabled me to consult at
least these few snapshots, I was in a position to re-assess in the light of the
newly emerged sources some other relevant materials which have been
accessible to us for a much longer time. For making my research possible
I owe debts of gratitude to the following persons:
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Reinhold Grünendahl (Göttin-
gen), †Michael Hahn (Marburg),
†Albrecht Hanisch (Marburg),
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Special thanks are due to the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft for sup-
porting my work in its final stages, as well for funding the print of this
book. Last but not least, I would like to thank Prof. Dr. Walter Slaje (Halle)
for kindly accepting to publish this book in the series «Veröffentlichungen
der Indologischen Kommission» of the Akademie der Wissenschaften und
der Literatur, Mainz.



SaindhavaHAR.pdf page xi/ ui . .  | : h

ui ui

SaindhavaHAR.pdf page xi/ ui . .  | : h

C o n t e n t s

Preface vii

Acknowledgements ix

List of Figures & Plates xiii

Abbreviations & Symbols xv

Prologue 

PA R T O N E

The Buddhist Indus Script 

. The Epigraphic Evidence 

. The Bhaiks.ukı̄ Hypothesis 

. Yi ge sna tshogs kyi phyi mo 

. Rgya dkar . . . gyi yi ge daṅ dpe ris rnam graṅs maṅ ba 
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Editio princeps by Carl Eduard Sachau (, p. )



SaindhavaHAR.pdf page / ui . .  | : h

ui ui

SaindhavaHAR.pdf page / ui . .  | : h

P r o l o g u e

But a time will come, O Babe of Tegumai,
when we shall make letters—all twenty-six
of ’em,—and when we shall be able to read as
well as to write, and then we shall always say
exactly what we mean without any mistakes.

(Kipling , p. )

T he earliest historical account of the Indian script to be discussed
in this book is considered to have been contributed nearly one thou-
sand years ago by the Muslim polymath Abū Raih. ān Muh. ammad

ibn Ah. mad, better known as al-Bı̄rūnı̄ (–). He wrote his Tah. qı̄q mā
lil-Hind min maqūla maqbūla fı̄ l-↪aql au mard

¯
ūla or «Detailed description

of the doctrines of the Indians, whether rationally acceptable or unaccept-
able» in a turbulent period when in the first three decades of the eleventh
century Sultan Mah. mūd of Ghazna (–) had been regularly plun-
dering north-western and northern India during no less than seventeen
campaigns, thereby enabling his court scholars to get a direct access to a
wealth of information concerning the raided territories. Al-Bı̄rūnı̄’s monu-
mental opus written in Arabic, «one of the greatest achievements not only
in the history of Islamic studies of India specifically, but in the study of
South Asia in general», became known in the West much later, in fact
only less than two centuries ago. It owes its accessibility and popularity


Halbfass , p. . 

Strohmeier notes that the first excerpts from this work were
provided in Europe by the French orientalist Joseph Toussaint Reinaud (–) in 
(see Strohmeier , p. ).
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beyond the Muslim world to a great extent to the German scholar Carl
Eduard Sachau (–) who in  first edited the treatise and
one year later completed his English translation entitled Alberuni’s India:
An Account of the Religion, Philosophy, Literature, Geography, Chronology,
Astronomy, Customs, Laws and Astrology of India about a.d. .

The sixteenth chapter of al-Bı̄rūnı̄’s India or Kitāb al-Hind, as this work
is commonly referred to in brief, contains among other things some very
interesting «notes on the writing of the Hindus». These notes include the
following list of eleven Indian scripts:

The most generally known alphabet is called Siddhamâtr. ikâ, which is
by some considered as originating from Kashmîr, for the people of
Kashmîr use it. But it is also used in Varânas.î (sic). This town and
Kashmîr are the high schools of Hindu sciences. The same writing is
used in Madhyadeśa, i. e. the middle country, the country all around
Kanauj, which is also called Âryâvarta.

In Mâlava there is another alphabet called Nâgara, which differs
from the former only in the shape of the characters.

Next comes an alphabet called Ardhanâgarî, i. e. half-nâgara, so
called because it is compounded of the former two. It is used in
Bhâtiya and some parts of Sindh.

Other alphabets are the Malwârî, used in Malwashau, in Southern
Sind, towards the sea-coast; the Saindhava, used in Bahmanwâ or
Almans.ûra; the Karnât.a, used in Karnât.adeśa, whence those troops
come which in the armies are known as Kannara; the Andhrî, used
in Andhradeśa; the Dirwarî (Drâvid. î), used in Dirwaradeśa (Dravid. a-
deśa); the Lârî, used in Lâradeśa (Lât.adeśa); the Gaurî (Gaud. î), used in
Pûrvadeśa, i. e. the Eastern country; the Bhaikshukî, used in Udun. pûr
in Pûrvadeśa. This last is the writing of the Buddha.


Sachau started his work on this book in  and first prepared a German translation

which, however, has never been published.  Tr. Sachau , i, p. .



C o l o p h o n

After taking into consideration the Buddhist
Indus script together with a portion of sacred
texts, as well as the well-known collection of
Dharmapada or «Words of the Doctrine», Śānti-
priya composed here by means of his wit this
work which has now come to a desired end.

E N D



Bauddhasya Sindhulipim āgamakhan. d. asārdham.

sukhyātaDharmapadasam. graham apy aveks.ya |

Śāntipriyena racito ’tra cito balena

grantho ’yam arthitasamāptim alabdha nūnam ||




