History of writing in India 
 From: ‘ A History of Writing  By Steven Roger Fischer”
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India has the world;s richest treasury of scripts.  There are hundreds of scripts in the subcontinent and have numerous Asian and Pacific derivatives. 

The scripts must have started not later than 8th century bce.- not counting the Indus script(if it is a script- kishore patnaik)  Even after the writing has begun, oral transmission has continuing till date.  Finally, the art of writing flourished to embody great literature in a variety of languages and scripts though restricted to small groups of practitioners and generally devoid of the honor and prestige writing commanded nearly everywhere else. 

India displays one of the world’s ‘richest and most varied literary traditions ever’ In India, the writing reveals a socio symbolic significance: much more than a tool to record speech, writing is the emblem of the social franchise. 

Lord Ganesha is credited with inventionof writing. 

Scholars in general agree that semitic writing was the direct source for writing on the Indian subcontinent, “ PROBABLY (capitalization mine) the Aramic script that dominated the Middle East in the first mill bce. Though fragments earlier Indian writing are known, the first longer documents are the famous edicts of King Asoka (253- 250 bce) carved on the stone pillars or rocks throughout Hindustan. 

The two earliest Indian scripts are Kharosthi and Brahmi and both these scripts appear in the Asoka inscriptions. The writing is not native.- no script was ever created from scratch on the Indian subcontinent. 

The region;s more than 200 scripts owe their origin to Brahmi script which itself is derived from a semitic source. 
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Inscription in the Kharosthi script, 3rd century BC.
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Reading from right to left, the Kharosthi script was “ apparently”  inspired in northern India by Aramic , which was the interlingua and script of a region that stretched from Syria to Afganistan. In Kharosthi , each letter conveys Ca (consonant + vowel /a/) unless another vowel is specified just as in the LATER Ethiopic script in which case it then indicated by its respective diacritic attached to the consonantal letter. Though some scholars see this as a syllabary, its consonantal framework identifies it as an abudiga system, whereby each composed character represents a consonant to which a specific vowel attaches; remaining vowels are represented by a consistent   modification of each consonant sign. 

The name abudiga is actually Ethiopic, after the first four consonants and first four vowels of this script’s traditional order. 

Commonly used through out NW India in the first few centuries of BC (sic) Kharosthi in time succumbed to the ascendant Brahmi script.  
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Brahmi script from the Asoka inseriptions, . 53250 8C:
“Thisis a decree of King Piyadasi, beloved of the gods...”



 
Subsequent Indic scripts were intentionally modeled only after Brahmi , ancestor of all Indic writing but Kharosthi. 

Brahmi originated in 8 or 7th century bce and already in widespread use by the  5th bce  Brahmi is also follows abudiga system. 



It is noteworthy here that the Indian scribes have designed  the script according to well understood phonological principles. The Indians were antiquity’s finest linguists; the West did not begin to approach their level of linguistic sophistication until the early 1800 and in some cases, the early  1900s.

 Ancient Indian scribes classified their letters according to places of articulation ( a surprisingly ‘modern’ practice): first vowels, then diphthongs, then consonants (with ‘default’ /a/), in the exact back to front order as in the human mouth – gutturals, palatals, cerebrals (palatals), dentals, labials, semi vowels and spirants. It appears to confirm the fundamental equality of writing systems that the Indians, possessing such linguistic insight, did not abandon their ‘cumbersome’ system for a streamlined alphabet once they encountered Greek writing. That is, they maintained their system because it best conveyed the full repertoire of Indic sounds. The ‘Graphic syllables’ of their abudiga system of consonants  + diacritic seemed, at least to Indian scribes to yield more salient phonetic information than a mere letter. So in all derivative scripts, Indic writing remained consonantal alphabetic. 
Brahmi consonants possess an inherent /a/ unless they display an attached diacritic indicating that another vowel is to be used instead. Initial vowels, ie /a/, /i/, /u/ and /e/ beginning a word have their own separate letters also known as syllabic vowels  The simple consonantal ‘skeletons’ one is accustomed to finding in Semitic scripts are here complicated by the Indic languages’ greater repertoire of C(consonant) and  V(vowel) structure, which demanded the identification of specific vowels; V, CV, CCV, CCCV,CVC, VC and other syllabic possibilities.  Brahmi is commonly written from left to right, as in the Asoka inscriptions, though the earliest Brahmi insciptions , like most semitic scripts, are written from right to left. No one knows why Brahmi scribes suddenly reversed their writing direction over two thousand years ago. 
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The Brahmi has branched into two main script families : NI and SI. All used the same Brahmi principle of vowel indication through diacritics  and many were alike in appearance. However, being able to read one did not facilitate reading another; though the underlying writing system was almost identical , the shapes of letters and diacritics were not. 
