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Problem #6: Deciphering the Brahmi Script (20 marks) 

An archeologist found a rock inscription from the 3rd century BC created by the Great Mauryan 
Emperor Ashoka. She examined the first five lines of this Ashokan edict, reproduced below:  

 

She immediately figured out that it is in Prakrit – an ancient Indian language and is written using the 

Brahmi script. By comparing with other Brahmi inscriptions from the same time period, the 

archeologist could decipher the first line of this edict, which is: 

devānaṁpiye piyadasi lājā hevaṁ āhā ye atikaṁtaṁ 

The archeologist could not decipher the other lines completely, but she made a list of seven Prakrit 

words which she believed were present in the edict: 

etaṁ,   pari,   nocujane,   ca,   esame,   ichisu,   dhaṁmavaḍhiyā 

However, later it was found out that one of these seven words is actually not present in these five 

lines.  

 
A line over a vowel indicates a long vowel. A 

dot under ṭ or ḍ indicates a retroflex sound 

(like in Hindi ṭamāṭar and ḍamru), and is 

different from t and d without a dot, which 
indicates a dental sound (like in Hindi tum and 
desh). The letter ṁ indicates nasal sounds.  
 
Brahmi was an ancient Indian script. It most 
famously features in edicts of the Mauryan 
Emperor Ashoka. In modern times, it was 
deciphered by James Prinsep, a British 
archaeologist, in 1837. 
 

 

 

Assignment 1: 

Find the word that is not present. 

Assignment 2: 

Match the remaining words from the list to 

the words in the Brahmi text.   

Assignment 3: 

Write down the following Prakrit words in 

English using the transcription scheme used 

here (see the gray box for details of 

transcription). 

                                                             

 

– Yash Sinha 
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