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Foreword

James Prinsep (1799-1840) was fifteen years younger to the Asiatic
Society, the latter being established in 1784. Ever since he joined the
Society as a member in 1830, the names of Prinsep and Society have
remained almost inseparably associated with each other. The
scholarship of Prinsep is unparallel, to which the contents of this
special issue of the journal stands vindicated. His erudite scholarship
spanning across almost all the disciplines of natural and social sciences
have identified his personality as a stalwart.

The Asiatic Society earlier had occasions to pay homage to his
monumental scholarship by organising symposiums and publishing
works commemorating his academic contributions in various fields
of research. This volume, dedicated to commemorate 225 years of his
birth, however, is set in a slightly different tone. Here we have been
able to situate contributions by distinguished scholars across
disciplines in not only underlining Prinsep’s contributions, but also
revisit the domains in the light of most recent studies.

The publication of this special issue of the journal under the guest
editorship of Dr Rajat Sanyal marks the beginning of a series of
academic and outreach programmes that we contemplate to undertake
throughout the next one year, in order to situate Prinsep in the larger
canvas of India’s scientific and cultural heritage.

Anant Sinha
Lieutenant Colonel
Administrator
The Asiatic Society
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EDITORIAL

Scholarship Indelible: James Prinsep (1799-1840)

Rajat Sanyal

After fighting fruitlessly against the approaches of disease for a couple of
months, he was at last compelled, as will be found recorded in the pages of
this Journal, to quit the country suddenly in the ship Herefordshire in the early
part of the month of November. His friends and brothers are now anxiously
expecting to receive from the Cape of Good Hope, the first accounts of the
effect of the sea-voyage upon his health. In the midst of their anxiety, they may
be excused for the apparent egotism, of placing so much of eulogy, and of
personal memoair, in the Preface to the last volume of his series of the Journal.

Anonymous, Preface to JASB 7, 1838 [Feb. 1839]: xii

Enough has been written by way of descriptive biographical accounts of
James Prinsep’s journey, of which the above words mark the final lap. His
outstanding scholarship has been appraised and critiqued on more than
one occasions, sometimes with repetitive citations to the same course of
events connected with his life, though significant they are indeed. I am not
interested, therefore, in imposing on the reader one more such narrative.
To me, the more crucial issue is, rather than attempting a critical
consideration of his academic, organizational or administrative endeavours,
is to ask, why and how is Prinsep still relevant to us? His inseparable
association and bond with the Asiatic Society is of course one, prima facie.
But in a search for other possible cues to answering both the questions, it is
imperative to dig into the time that nurtured the frame of mind and the
executional faculty of Prinsep. His scholarship was certainly exceptional,
but could not have been divorced from the spatio-temporal contexts within
which it manifested.

Born in the family of a trader names John Prinsep (Fig. 1), with
eleven legal and four illegitimate siblings (Allbrook 2014: xi), quite
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understandably his formal education did not continue for long. But it
was the inner zeal that evinced his is identity as a polymath from an
early age. He successfully employed this passion for multi- disciplinary
vision after he landed in India with an appointment at the Calcutta
Mint. His early interests to participate in the process of ‘reorganizing’
the monetary mechanism of the Raj in a ‘scientific” orientation certainly
emanated from the deeply seated intellectual belief that almost all the
historical beginnings commenced from the West. A closer look into
his proposal in standardising the weight standard of the coinage system
of the subcontinent bears a direct testimony to this (Garg 2001). His
quest for the ‘oriental antiquity’, on the other hand, formed essentially
a part of the Asiatic Society’s ‘cultural project’ of the ‘study of texts,
scriptures, religion, philology, and laws of Orient critiquing Euro-
centrism’ (Basak 2020: 158, Chakrabarti 1999-2000), that oscillated
between the compulsions of colonial rule and a liberal humanistic

intellectual tradition (see Appendix B for a brief Timeline). It was the

Figure 1. Prinsep’s parents: Sophia [1760-1850], ‘copy of a lost portrait
by John Downman’ and John [1746-1831], “after his return from Calcutta
in 1788" (after Allbrook 2014: 59-60).
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latter that gained him the recognition as an ardent admirer of the
Oriental system of dissemination of knowledge. His editorial epithets
(Fig. 2), printed in the six volumes of The Journal of the Asiatic Society
of Bengal (JASB), stands vindicated to the demonstration of this
recognition.

It is impossible to grasp the limits of Prinsep’s scholarship within
the confine of a journal issue. We have, however, chased that ambitious
goal in this collection, by revisiting Prinsep’s scholarship in the domains
of Indological studies, scientific pursuits, aesthetic endeavours and,
above all, his organizational skills and strategies as the Secretary of the
Asiatic Society, by putting together scholarly contributions from all
these fields of enquiry. In the following I have inserted my observation
on his time and academic eruditions by way of brief comments to the
contributions presented here.

Prinsep’s world of ‘India Research’ and ‘Science’ are exclusively
connected with the cities of Calcutta and Banaras, each experiencing
his web of activities for nearly a decade. And, for the case of the
former, it was his six-year stint at the Asiatic Society that drew the
layout of this institution’s academic agenda for years to come. But it
was not the best of Asiatic Society’s times that Prinsep had entered
this organization. The first essay of this volume, signed jointly by
Tapati Mukherjee and Sujata Mishra, revisits the circumstances of
crisis and upheaval from which Prinsep literally saved Asiatic Society’s
principal project of knowledge production by publishing editions of
‘ancient’ texts. By closely re-examining published correspondences of
the Society, the authors demonstrate how Prinsep almost single-
handedly rescued the Society from a baffled financial state of existence
and revived its publication projects by offering and carrying out policy
prescriptions to the government.

The three following articles focus on the palaeographic and
epigraphic studies, the most widely known domain of research
associated with the name of Prinsep. But these are not simply accounts
of Prinsep’s works. Sitabhra Sinha and Nandini Mitra critically reassess
the issue of decipherment of Brahmi, which is conceived by the
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informed public as resulting from Prinsep’s ‘sole genius” in decoding
unknown alphabets. By analyzing a wide range of data from published
sources, primarily on decipherment of Brahmi in its various
chronological incarnations, the authors argue that the notion of
‘sudden breakthrough” should be seriously revisited in the light of an
‘influence network” and examines this concept in the context of
decipherment of Early Brahmi vis-&vis James Prinsep. They theorize,
keeping Prinsep’s decipherment under the lens, that a critical perusal
of the ‘network science’ enables one to demonstrate how decipherment
of ancient scripts can be and should be viewed as a process rather
than a phenomenon. The next essay by Sayantani Pal concentrates
precisely on what has been called the era of decipherment by Richard
Salomon. A closer scrutiny might reveal, as Pal’s essay shows, that
the early phase of this ‘era” may more precisely be designated as that
of ‘challenges’, when both languages and scripts of South Asia
appeared as elements of a larger set of puzzles. Pal explores the
works of Prinsep’s predecessors in general and then turns gaze at the
works of Charles Wilkins, the beginner of the beginners, explaining
how this stalwart had laid the foundation for Prinsep and some of his
close contemporaries to complete the journey of the process of
decipherment of Early Brahmi. Although the first inscriptions of early
India were read and presented by Wilkins, it was Prinsep who
attempted to set a standard format in presenting the deciphered text
of an inscription, by situating the inscription in its area of origin,
reading and translating the text and finally summarizing the content
and historical context of the inscription. Nearly two centuries of South
Asia’s epigraphic publications have witnessed, since Prinsep’s last set
of introspections were published in the JASB, series of changes in
reading, editing, presenting and interpreting inscriptional texts.
Advancements in computational technologies in the last two decades
have almost altered our notions of interrogating and disseminating

c Figure 2. Editorial epithets: Prinsep’s steadily enhancing academic
recognition displayed in his ‘positions’ inscribed in the JASB title
pages between 1832 and 1838.
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epigraphic texts. The third essay by Daniel Balogh is set in this specific
methodological matrix. Balogh demonstrates the scholarly evolution
of epigraphic studies from the time of Prinsep, by selecting a set of
texts, and illustrates how the most recent software-aided encoding
systems can meaningfully contribute to a more effective and easy-to-
explore process of dissemination of epigraphic texts.

In the nineteen years of services in India, Prinsep spent more time
in the city of Banaras than in Calcutta. Thus, it is no wonder that in
Indian scholarship on the history of ‘Prinsep research’, he has been
posited as the ‘Banarsi Prinsep’ (see the entry of R.C. Sharma in
Appendix A). In the astonishingly varied domains and dimensions of
his probing in Banaras, contemplated and accomplished on a row, the
most celebrated one is of course marked by his drawings, published
in different renditions between 1831 and 1833. His exercise of drawings
centring round Banaras started right from the time of his journey
from Calcutta to Banaras. I must be put on record that his passion for
painting must have had its genesis from the family ambience; at least
two of his siblings, William and Emily, were equally talented artists
(Fig. 3). While the history of the making of Prinsep’s Banaras
illustrations has been revisited in the past, the eighteenth century
setting that identified Banaras as a visual index in the Gangetic route
of travellers and how this setting impacted Prinsep’s foregrounding
of the city in a visual album, has hardly been critically addressed.
This exactly is the theme of the essay by Indrajit Chaudhuri. Instead
of setting forth the illustrations simply in terms of manifestations of
Prinsep’s aesthetic eye, the essay raises a number of larger questions.
Divided in three sections, it begins by dealing with the portrayal of
visual indices of Banaras’s architectural and urban heritage in the
minds of eighteenth-century European voyagers. Then it draws on
how Prinsep’s “precursors” have exploited these visual giants of Banaras
and, further, how their imageries have underscored the changing
contours of the city’s landscape. Finally, it has attempted a critical
gaze at the Benares Illustrated. Painstakingly comparing all the available
copies of this book in the repositories in Kolkata, Chaudhuri situates
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the journey of these thirty-four lithographs on the larger canvas of
early nineteenth century history of visual strategies by European
artists, followed by an account of how his drawings of Banaras left a
lasting impact on the substructure of works on Banaras in particular
and that of Indian art in general.

Even a precursory glance at the published writings on Prinsep around
the end of the preceding century would show (see Appendix A) that
possibly the most closely appraised areas of Prinsep’s interest, in the
realm of archaeological research, is that of numismatics, thanks to series
of essays by Sanjay Garg and Ajay Mitra Shastri. The next two essays
by professional numismatists in this volume are set in two different
tones. The first one by Susmita Basu Majumdar is essentially an
overview afresh. Here the author has critically focused on the
groundings and endeavours of Prinsep’s roles as an Assay Master.
Besides underlining his pivotal role in bringing in the standardised
currency system in the subcontinent, the essay chronologically
summarises his numismatic contributions between 1830 and 1838 and
underlines how his works influenced future scholarship on Roman
coinage and Indo-Roman exchange networks. The crucial role of
Prinsep’s engagements with coins in his process of decipherment of
scripts is also aptly underlined, when the author remarks that he “‘would
not have deciphered the scripts if he did not engage in numismatics’'—
a crucial observation when it comes to his decipherment of Kharosthi.
The second essay by Sutapa Sinha, another scholar of medieval
numismatics and archaeology, has excavated data from a hitherto almost
unknown archive of the British Museum, where a wealth of
posthumously documented numismatic corpus, based on Prinsep’s coin
collection, is preserved. Methodologically, the work falls under the genre
of what is labelled as history of collection. It brings to light, for the first
time, rare visuals from the archives of the Ashmolean Museum and the
British Museum. Concentrating on a set of ‘coins and other antiquities
(2642 in number)” acquired by the British Museum from his brother
H.T. Prinsep, it presents a thorough classificatory account of the
collection, further underlining the scope and framework for future
holistic collaborative research on the Prinsep collection of coins.
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Compared to his contributions in Indology and art, the vast domain
of his scientific researches has admittedly received lesser attention. It
is not possible to cover the various fields of his introspection within
the limit of an essay. To my knowledge, there exists three articles
written by Arun Kumar Biswas, Jagtpati Sarkar and Sukumar Sarkar,
on his researches in science. While commenting on his scientific
pursuits, Sukumar Sarkar has rightly identified that he was ‘an
architect, a draughtsman, a cartographer, a chemist, a meteorologist,
an astronomer, a geologist, an engineer, a naturalist, a conservator
and a demographer, all squeezed into one delicate frame” (Sarkar
1997: 91). It is the fourth, viz., Chemistry, that forms the subject of the
essay by Syamal Chakrabarti. By drawing on a brief biographical
account, Chakrabarti synthesizes Prinsep’s published works in
Chemistry chronologically, underlining his interventions in the form
of ‘Chemical Analyses’. The essay also portrays how James Prinsep’s
recognition as a scholar consolidated with the publications of his
musings in ‘science’, one of the principal agenda institutionalized by
the Asiatic Society in its formative decades.

The two following essays relate largely to the publishing and
publications by James Prinsep. The one by Sukhendu Bikash Pal and
Shakti Mukher;ji revisits the genesis of the Journal of the Asiatic Society
of Bengal, as named by Prinsep, from the time of its predecessors
Asiatic(k) Researches and Gleanings in Science. It deals with Prinsep’s
organizational skills and strategies in not only shaping the Asiatic
Society’s publication policy, but in successfully preparing a road map
for the forthcoming volumes of the journal, before he left Calcutta in
1838. The final essay by Anuja Bose is the first ever successful attempt
at making a comprehensive bibliography of Prinsep’s works in all
disciplines. While his publications from the Asiatic Society, Calcutta,
were indexed, those appearing in other venues were less known and
less referred. Further, this thematic bibliography is prefixed with short
annotations on each section, giving an overview of his major
contributions and lines of thought.

The Communication included here offers a fascinating story. The
history of its making is narrated by the author Anant Sinha himself.
It looks back into an almost unknown episode centring round a set of
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Figure 4. The James Prinsep Monument: Recent image (Aug. 2024) of
the magnificent Palladian Porch facing the Prinsep ghat with the
Vidyasagar Setu in the background (Photo: Rajat Sanyal).

sculptures that adorned the celebrated city landmark and heritage
destination called the Prinsep Ghat (Fig. 4). By digging out the history
of the making and ‘disappearance” of the lion figures, Sinha rediscovers
these two extremely significant pieces of art in their present locale, at
another point of heritage interest in the Kolkata city.

The section on Gleanings from the Past coupled with Notes on
Gleanings, in this issue, is a deviation from the regular practice in the
sense that here we have three separate Gleanings, harvested from
Prinsep’s works published between 1832 and 1838, arranged
chronologically. The first Gleanings, annotated by Arun Bandopadhyay,
focuses on a largely unknown area of Prinsep’s interest—demography,
again in the ‘Banaras period” of his works. Here Bandopadhyay has
critically revisited how his pioneering census exercise, in what may be
called the “pre-Census Era’, has left a permanent ramification on future
researches on demographic studies. In the second annotation. I have
tried to argue, in the light of his note on an inscription in ‘Gaur’ script,
that when it comes to palaeographic studies, it is equally important to
look back at Prinsep’s fundamental observations on later Indian writing
systems, besides debating on the issue of decipherment of the ‘earliest’
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scripts. The third Gleanings is taken from his articles on inscriptions of
Asoka—the most well-acclaimed area of his research. By taking a critical
look at his identification of the Greek king Antiochus in one of the
edicts of the Mauryan king, Suchandra Ghosh has presented a detailed
history of research since the time of his first identification and how
later researches have enhanced our understanding of the course of
India’s political-cultural connections with the West in the later centuries
of the pre-Christian era.

Selecting a book for the Book Review section of the issue was a
challenge. The only monograph on Prinsep authored by P. Thankappan
Nair on the occasion of his bicentenary remains an extremely important
piece of work, but I was hesitant in requesting someone to contribute
a review for two reasons: first, this work has been thoroughly cited in
this volume by the contributors, as and when it found relevance, and
second, it was published twenty-five years back. It was almost at the
final stage of preparing the manuscript that Anuja Bose, currently the
James Prinsep Fellow of the Society, drew my attention to a volume
authored by Malcolm Allbrook. The work is a critical biography of
Prinsep’s nephew Henry Charles Prinsep. Though published about a
decade back, it offers a provocative read, coupled with a set of hard-
to-access visuals of members of the Prinsep family. Although the book
does not centre round James Prinsep, it provides a pertinent opportunity
to situate the lineage in longer terms of perspectives. Shreya Mandal
kindly agreed to write a review of this book in a seemingly impossible
deadline of a fortnight and delivered the task on time.

Thus, in physical constitution, this issue is framed in accordance
with the current thematic structure of the journal, containing sections
on Article, Communication, Gleanings and Review. The papers contributed
here by specialists from different realms of research have tried to explore
the multiple ways through which James Prinsep’s scholarship and legacy
could be nuanced and approached, from varying perspectives. I
sincerely hope that these contributions published on the occasion of
the Quasquibicentennial of Prinsep will holistically give rise to newer
questions on Prinsep’s cognitive persona in particular and the varying
contours of late eighteenth and early nineteenth century intellectual
eruditions in India in general.
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Appendix A
Major Publications on James Prinsep

Extant literature with references, thorough or in passing, to James Prinsep’s
original researches in Indological and scientific studies, are quite extensive;
it is neither possible nor relevant to include all of them here. Keeping aside
a few books or book chapters concentrating on Prinsep, two major journals
published from Kolkata, containing studies on James Prinsep, are noteworthy.
Both eventually came out around the time of his bicentenary. The first was
the thirty-second volume (carrying the volume year 1997) of the Indian
Museum Bulletin, published in November 1999, embodying eleven essays,
commemorating his bicentenary. The second one was the third number of
the forty-third volume of the Journal of the Asiatic Society, published in 2001,
containing four articles on James Prinsep, taken from seminar presentations
held in 1999 on the occasion of his bicentenary. References incorporated here
are either of the genre of primary source, based chiefly on archival documents
on Prinsep, or that of direct secondary source, focusing on Prinsep’s original
research. I do not claim that this bibliography is exhaustive, but it hopefully
covers all the major published works on Prinsep.
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Appendix B

James Prinsep: A Timeline in Outline

Year

Date

Event

1799

Aug. 20

Born at Chelsea, erstwhile county of Essex (now included
in London), England, as the seventh of twelve sons and
three daughters of John Prinsep

1809

John Prinsep leaves London and James sent to school of
Mr Bullock, along with two younger brothers Thomas
(1800-1830) and Augustus (1803-1830). Studies there for

two years

1817

Possibility of being appointed as the Assistant Assay
Master of the Calcutta Mint being conveyed to his father

1819

Sep. 4

Appointed Assistant Assay Master of the Calcutta Mint
by Patterson, the Director of the East India Company,
under the Assay Master H.H. Wilson

1819

Sep. 18

Arrived Calcutta accompanied by younger brother
Thomas (1800-1830) and received by the elder brother
Henry (1792-1878)

1819

Now.

Singlehandedly performed all assays in the Calcutta
Mint.

1819-20

Looked after the Calcutta Mint in the absence of Wilson,
who stayed in Banaras to organise the new mint there

1820

Sep.8

Nominated to succeed Wilson as the Assay Master of
the Banaras Mint

1820

Oct.

Set out for Banaras, continuously doing ‘the exercise” of
‘his pencil’, drawing ‘sketches of the scenery and
incidents of his voyage’

1820

Nov. 26

Landed in Banaras where he found the ‘dress of the
natives [...] far more elegant than in Bengal’

1820

Submitted a revised plan of a proposed architecture of
the planned mint of Banaras to the Military Board of
Calcutta

1820-25

Made the drawings of Banaras, one of them carrying a
date of Nov. 25 1825 and sent to England between 1824
and 1825 for lithography
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Year

Date

Event

1821

Dec. 27

Letter to father John Prinsep detailing the ongoing
‘stupendous work of labour, just for my amusement this
cold weather, making an accurate map of this Holy City’

1822

Sep. 26

Secretary to the Government of India forwarded a
transcribed copy of the map of Banaras to the Secretary
of the Asiatic Society, under the order of His Excellency
the Governor General in Council

1822

Conducted the Census of Banaras, published a decade later
in the Asiatick Researches (see Notes on Gleanings 1)

1822

Prepared the ‘Benares Directory’ (published by P.T. Nair
1999: 225-260)

Undertook successfully the conservation of the
Aurangzeb’s Mosque

Designed and constructed the Nandeshwar Kothi

Designed and constructed the bridge on the river
Karmanasha

1823

Submitted the Census Register of Banaras in Nagari
characters to the Governor General’s Agent in Banaras,
with another copy deposited to the library of the Banaras
Library Society

1824

Mar. 31

The foundation of the new mint at Calcutta laid and
finally commissioned at the end of 1833.

1824

Sep. 5

Gothic architecture of the St. Mary’s Church, designed
by Prinsep was consecrated by Right Reverend Reginald
Heber, Lord Bishop of Calcutta

1824

Sep. 7

Obtained permission for the Lord Bishop of Calcutta to
visit the Jain temple in Banaras

1824-26

Assay Master until 1826 when he was made the Secretary
of the Benares Mint Committee

1825

Publication of the detailed monthly meteorological
register and ‘Latitude of the Hindu Observatory at
Benares’ in Asiatic Researches vol. 15

182629

Controlled Benares Mint Committee until the mint was
abolished

1827

Jun.-Dec.

Continued observation on the longitudinal position of
Banaras based on Lunar transits; results finally came out
in Gleanings in Science May 1830
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Year

Date

Event

1828

Elected a Fellow of the Royal Society, also began
publishing in the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal
Society of London

1828

Publication of the groundbreaking study titled On the
Measurement of High Temperatures. Philosophical
Transactions of the Royal Society of London (see 17.1828 in
Anuja Bose’s paper)

1829

May 19

Banaras Mint abolished

1830

Mar.

Returned to Calcutta Mint as Deputy Assay Master of a
newly constructed mint at the Clive Street under Wilson

1830

May. 5

Name of Prinsep proposed for membership of the Asiatic
Society

1830

Jul. 7

Elected a member of the Asiatic Society

1831

Jan. 15

Publication of ‘Examination of a Metallic Button,
supposed to be Platina, from Ava’, the ancient capital of
Central Myanmar (Burma)

1831

Made the following comment on the geographical
position of Banaras, determined by Reuben Burrow:
‘more recent observations make the latitude 3 seconds
and the longitude about two miles less; but the extant
error is, in the later respect, still uncertain’

1831

Started assisting Wilson in the study of ancient Indian
coins

1831

Took charge of the publication of Gleanings in Science,
when major Herbert left for Oudh

1832

Mar. 7

Society passed a resolution that the monthly journal
hitherto published under the name of Gleanings in Science,
should be permitted to assume the title The Journal of the
Asiatic Society of Bengal, and to continue it as long as the
publication remains under the charge of one or both of
the Secretaries of the Society

1832

Wilson resigned and Prinsep was made the Assay Master

1832

Publication of first volume of The Journal of the Asiatic
Society of Bengal

1832

Jul. 4

First publication of ancient Roman coins preserved in
the cabinet of the Asiatic Society
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Year

Date

Event

1833

Jan. 5

Wilson left to join Oxford

1833

Jan. 9

Prinsep unanimously elected the Secretary of the Asiatic
Society in the evening

1833

Jan. 15

Appointed as the Assay Master of Calcutta Mint

1833

Feb. 7

Became officiating secretary of the Calcutta Mint
Committee

1833

Apr. 11

Prepared and submitted to the Government a project for
reforming weight measures

1833

Apr.24

Noticed a simple method employed by the ‘natives’ in
taking off facsimiles of coins on paper: ‘they daub a little
printer’s or pakka ink on the projecting parts of the coin,
and then transfer it by pressure on to the fleshy part of
the thumb —thence a faithful representation is impressed
upon the paper, previously wetted, which has the
advantage of not being reversed’

1833

Jul. 13

The regulation VII of 1833 was passed, which converted
Prinsep’s weight proposals into legislature.

1833

Dec. 26

Cease of publication under Asiatic Society: letter from
G. A. Bushby, Esq., Officiating Secretary to Government,
General Department, intimating the resolution of the
Hon’ble Governor General in Council, that the privilege
of franking accorded to the Secretary of the Asiatic
Society, and extending to the JASB, should cease from
the 4th June, 1834

1833

Nowv. 8

Submitted detailed note ‘on the device of the Indian coin’,
advocating for the appointment of an ‘excellent native’
engraver named Kashi Nath

1834

Mar.

First publication on inscription, read on 26-12-1833 (see
1.1834.a in Anuja Bose’s article)

1835

May 14

Prinsep accused, by his ‘jealous’ and ‘bitter’
contemporary John Curnin, of indulging embezzlement
at the Benares Mint; it was the same Curnin, who gave
Rs. 100/-, ‘one of the highest subscriptions’, for the
erection of Prinsep’s bust at the Asiatic Society

1835

Jan. 2

Submitted sketches of designs bearing different
inscriptions, as a prototype for the new coinage under
East India company, found satisfactory by the Governor
General
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Year

Date

Event

1835

Apr. 25

Married to Harriet Aubert, elder daughter of Lieutenant-
Colonel Jeremiah Aubert (grandson of Alexander Aubert)
of East India Company’s Bengal Army and Hannah, at
the Cathedral in Calcutta, arranged probably by Agnes/
Catherine Blake, wife (m. 1822) of his elder brother
George Alexander Prinsep (1791-1839)

1835

May. 6

A meeting chaired by Sir Edward Ryan recorded, based
on a piece of information brought to the attention of the
members in the form of a resolution in the preceding
meeting, that the Secretary to take a stand against
government’s decision to stop publication of ‘oriental
works’, undertaken by the Society

1835

Jun. 3

The draft of a memorial, addressed to government
regarding Oriental Publications, prepared by a Special
Committee constituted in the earlier meeting

1835

Jul. 1

Categorically negated any ‘pecuniary aid to the Society,
for further printing of these works [...]". Though the
government allowed the Society to complete the
publications at their own expense

1835

Sep. 2

Reported the general opinion of the Committee of Papers,
in favour of continuing the publication of works of
research and submitted the determination and
arrangements of the Committee of Papers, in regard to
the Oriental Publications made over by Government

1836

Feb. 25

Rare testimony of Prinsep’s talents in performing arts;
on his cast and attire in Macbeth at the Chowringhee
Theatre, Issabella Fane, daughter of Sir Henry Fane,
wrote: “The witch scene was very well managed, but the
hags themselves not well drest, that is to say they were
too well drest, and would have been much better had
they been less smart. Mr. Holroyd was one, and Mr. James
Prinsep another [...] Mrs. James Prinsep was not at the
Theatre on that day as she was expecting,

1837

Birth of Eliza, the only surviving daughter

1837

Jun.7

Deciphered the earliest of the early Brahmi scripts

1838

Nowv. 1

Wrote letter to the President Asiatic Society, conveying
resignation as the Secretary: ‘But the disability of sickness




Sanyal : Scholarship Indelible: James Prinsep (1799-1840) 21

Year Date Event

is an accident to which we are all liable and from which
there is no resource but in temporary departure to a better
climate’

1838 — Publication of ‘Additions to Bactrian Numismatics and
Discovery of the Bactrian Alphabet’, carrying results of
decipherment of Kharosthi (see 53.1838.b” in Anuja Bose’s
article)

1839 Jan. 9 Reached England and was put up at the house of his
eldest sister Sophia Haldimand at 31 Belgrave Square,
London

1839 Nov. 21 | Last testament and will executed: ‘I give and bequeath
unto my dear wife Harriet Sophia my Brother William
Prinsep of Calcutta merchant now a member of the Carr
Tagore and Company of Calcutta aforesaid Acting Clerk
to the Stationery Committee of the Bengal Government
at Calcutta all and every my Estate Property and Effects
whatsoever and wheresoever which I may die possessed
of or initiated to in any manner in trust and with direction
to dispose administer and apply the same [...]’

1840 Jan. 31 His Will received probate in the Calcutta Supreme Court
and William Prinsep and H.A. Aubert granted letters of

administration

1840 Apr. 22 | Demise at the age of 41, at his sister Emily’s (1798-1860)
house

1840 Jul. 1 Asiatic Society proposed the statement of mourning: ‘The

Asiatic Society is desirous of expressing its sense of the
great loss it has sustained by the death of its Secretary,
Mr. James Prinsep’

1841 Jun. 12 Bust of James Prinsep, modelled by H Weekes, reached
Calcutta

1841 Jul. 30 Proposal of Dr W.B. O’Shaughnessy in the public meeting
held at the Town Hall to commission a Commemorative
Medal for Prinsep

1841 — The newly constructed Prinsep’s Ghat was declared open

1843 Aug. 4 Stand for the Bhabru edict of Asoka with an inscription
recording Prinsep’s decipherment of the ASokan Brahmi,
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Year

Date

Event

was commissioned; it is now kept in the Museum of the
Society

1843

Erection of the James Prinsep Monument at Prinsep Ghat,
based on the design of W. Fitzgerald, later painted in oil-
on-canvas by his brother William (1794-1874)

1858

Posthumous publication of Essays on Indian Antiquities...
under the editorship of Edward Thomas

1910-15

The names Prinsep Street (mostly spelt as ‘Princep’
though), taking off from 63 Bentinck Street and Prinsep
Lane from 99 Biplabi Anukul Chandra Street (renamed
Jul. 5, 1957) were conferred to the road earlier named
Goomghar-ka-rusta

1937

Building of the Banaras Mint declared as a Protected
Monument with note of commemoration: “This house
was built as a Mint in 1820 from the designs of James
Prinsep, who lived here till 1830. It was used as a place
of refuge by the Europeans in June and July 1857’

To cite this article

Sanyal, Rajat 2024. Scholarship Indelible: James Prinsep (1799-1840). Journal of
the Asiatic Society 66/2: 1-22.

ISSN:0368-3308

Rajat Sanyal is Associate Professor and Head, Department of Archaeology,
University of Calcutta.

Email: rsarch@caluniv.ac.in




ARTICLE

James Prinsep: The Architect of the Revival of Thwarted
Oriental Studies in India and its Global Impact

Tapati Mukherjee* and Sujata Mishra

Abstract
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In a crucial juncture when India, under British subjugation, criss-
crossed on one hand by orthodoxy immersed in age-worn ideas and
superstitions under the veil of so-called ‘tradition” and confronted, on
the other, by new ideas ushered in by western enlightenment, was
desperately looking forward to a new lease of life, the foundation of
the Asiatic Society in Bengal by Sir William Jones was a landmark
event because of its outstanding impact on Indian society in general
and Indo-occident relations in particular, stretching for a long period
of time. It may be noted in this context that traditional Indian knowledge
was restricted within the domain of a few upper castes and was hardly
accessible to the general milieu. In medieval India, the pursuit of
knowledge and intellectual creativity was at a low web except in Persian,
Arabic and Urdu. Sanskrit and other regional languages were neglected
leading to erosion of oriental studies in India itself. As pointed out by
Rajendralala Mitra, the first Indian President of the Asiatic Society and
a renowned Indologist, history of India lies underneath its monuments,
inscriptions, coins and manuscripts (Mitra 1881). However, there was
absolute dearth of public awareness about Indian culture and heritage
despite the fact that Itihdsa as ancient synonym of history has been
accorded an exalted position by assigning it a similar status equitable
with the sacred Vedas in ancient India. This unfortunate situation has
been hinted at by O. P. Kejariwal—It seems strange that only about
two hundred years ago, even learned Indians were unaware of the
existence or significance of such names as Chandragupta Maurya,
Asoka, Samudragupta, Kanishka, Harsha and even Buddha—mnames
which form the core of ancient Indian history’ (Kejariwal 1988: 5).
Against this background, the Asiatic Society since its inception in 1784,
has ushered in a cultural revival through unravelling hitherto unexplored
ancient Indian knowledge trove, scattered in the dilapidated, uncared
for ancient relics, undeciphered inscriptions and fragile, age-worn pages
of the manuscripts, pushed into absolute oblivion.

It is a fact that the year 1757 created a significant change in Indo-
British relationship as it was during this period of transformation of
the British from trader to ruler slowly and gradually took place,
resulting in an urge of the British administration to include a group
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of young and luminous personalities in the administrative machinery
for the sake of exerting unassailable predominance over the ruled.
The British officials touched the soil of India in series to shoulder the
responsibility of consolidating British power in India. Charles Wilkins
came in 1770, followed by Nathaniel Brassey Halhed and Jonathan
Duncan in 1772. It was precisely with this objective William Jones
was sent to India as a Puisne judge in the Supreme Court in 1784. But
contrary to the general apathy of colonisers, boosted by a sense of
superiority about European civilisation towards the vast, dark,
unexplored Orient, dumped as uncivilised and barbaric, these young
Britishers had developed a strong attachment and subsequent
admiration towards the ancient Indian literature, religious texts, law
books and above all, about the ancient Indian monuments and
inscriptions, remaining in broken form, withering the ravages of time
and decay.

Apart from Jones, a galaxy of Europeans who came to India at the
behest of the East India Company, nurtured a keen interest in unfolding
the marvels of oriental culture and dedicated themselves to the study
of Sanskrit with the assistance of local Sanskritist Pandits as
intermediaries. Mention may be made of Henry Thomas Colebrooke
who held the position of judge and adorned the position of president
at the Asiatic Society from April 1806 to February 1815 and contributed
nineteen papers in the Transactions of the Society. Well-versed in
Sanskrit, he translated the two ancient Indian digests on law, the
Mitaksarda of Vijiane$vara and the Dayabhaga of Jimtitvahana under
the title Law of Inheritance. His A Grammar of the Sanscrit Language
was also a monumental work. Equally fascinating is the fact that
Charles Wilkins, a writer in the East India Company’s Civil Service,
translated Bhagavadgita, considered as epitomising the essence of
Indian philosophy under the tutelage of then Governor General Warren
Hastings. He also succeeded in deciphering a few hitherto unexplored
inscriptions.! Following these iconic figures and against this

! For a critical appraisal of Wilkins” works, see the essay of Sayantani Pal in
this volume. —Ed.
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background, James Prinsep appeared in the Indian scenario, inspired
by the enthusiasm and a zealous initiative of the British orientalists,
who subsequently played a pivotal role in safeguarding the ancient
Indian texts from isolation and oblivion.

To assess James’s contribution to the revival of decaying oriental
studies in India and also impeded at one stage through Government
intervention, a cursory glance at his activities in India is essential.
James came to India in 1819 and from a humble beginning as Assay
Master at Beneres [sic], where he proved his mettle by preparing the
first map of the city Banaras, by publishing his astronomical
observations, based on findings in the observatory ‘Manmandir’,
situated at Banaras, in his article titled ‘Latitude of the Hindu
conservatory at Beneres’ in the Asiatick Researches, and further by
laying of the underground drainage system in the old city which still
serves the city and through the construction of the bridge across the
river Karamnasa where all previous attempts to construct a bridge
were washed away. His book Beneres Illustrated in a Series of Drawings,
decked with an introduction, demonstrating his profound knowledge
of Indian mythology and literature, is indeed a seminal contribution.?

With the abolition of mint at Banaras and transfer of entire coinage
of the Bengal Presidency to Calcutta Mint, James joined as Deputy
Assay Master of Calcutta Mint under his mentor Horace Hayman
Wilson, an avid Sanskrit scholar and orientalist. Here James developed
a keen interest in Indian coinage and his proposal for introduction of
a uniform coinage system in India was unhesitatingly accepted by
William Bentinck, the-then Governor General of India. Slowly and
gradually, James became involved in intellectual pursuits side by side
with his administrative responsibilities. By this time, the Asiatic Society
had established its position as the most coveted centre of Indological
research under the tutelage of its founder President Jones, Colebrooke
and Wilson.

It was Wilson, the-then Secretary of the Asiatic Society who
proposed his name for membership and James was duly elected as a

2 For an interesting engagement with the celebrated Benares Illustrated and
associated puzzles, see the essay of Indrajit Chowdhuri in this volume. —Ed.
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member of the Asiatic Society in 1830. This was a turning point not
only in the life of James but also for the future of Indological studies
in India. James assumed the responsibility of the Society’s publication
of a science journal named Gleanings in Science. Under his editorship,
Gleanings came to be published under a new title The journal of The
Asiatic Society of Bengal since 1832. The introduction of this journal
was a landmark event in the history of the Asiatic Society as gradually
this journal became a repertoire of reflections of Indic knowledge,
displayed not only in literature, but also in numismatics, architecture,
undeciphered inscriptions and legal texts. His monumental
achievement was his decipherment of ASokan inscriptions, hitherto
unexplored, which had propelled historian Vincent Smith to comment
that for this particular invention, James would be entitled ‘to rank
with the men who unlocked the mysteries of the hieroglyphic and
cuneiform writings and so revealed the long-lost histories of Egypt
and Babilonia” (Kejariwal 2002: 20). This is a remarkable feat in Indian
historiography because of the unravelling of a hitherto unknown saga
of lost king ASoka and Buddhism.

After the departure of Wilson to Oxford as first Boden Professor
of Sanskrit, James became the Secretary of the Asiatic Society in 1833
and continued in this post from 1833 to1838. During his secretaryship,
a disaster struck the future of Oriental studies in India and it was at
this hour of crisis James came forward as one of the pioneers in
safeguarding the interest of Oriental studies — a fact which is almost
lost in oblivion and is hardly discussed today. Contrary to the provision
of the Charter Act of 1813, which in its attempt to promote the interest
of the ancient Indian knowledge trove side by side with the
advancement and propagation of western idea, had made provision
for a sum of not less than one lakh rupees every year, expected to be
spent for revival and encouragement of Oriental studies and for the
promotion of knowledge of modern sciences among the Indians. The
Court of Directors of the East India Company strongly advocated
introduction of European system of education in India at the cost of
Oriental studies in the interest of British Government, so as to make
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them enlightened Indians fit for administrative jobs to assist British
officials. Backed by Macaulay, the Legal member of the Government,
who censured in scathing terms the present General Committee of
Public Instructions for (Nair 2000: 440)

wasting public money for printing books which are of less value than the

paper on which they are printed was while it was blank; for giving

artificial enjoyment to absurd history, absurd metaphysics, absurd physics,

absurd theology; for raising up a breed of scholars who find their

scholarship an encumbrance and a blemish

The Court of Directors finally succeeded in slashing the stipends
of students and discontinuing sanction for the amount earmarked for
publication of Oriental treasured assets embodied in Sanskrit and
Arabic languages, with the fund diverted to the promotion of European
learning. Stiff opposition from Orientalists who were in favour of
granting stipends to students of Oriental subjects and for the general
expenditure on the publication of works in Indian languages was
overruled. Accordingly, on 7th March, 1835, a government order was
issued (Nair 2000: 439) —

His Lordship in Council is of opinion that the great object of the British
Government ought to be the promotion of European literature and science
among the natives of India; and that all the funds appropriated for the
purpose of education would be best employed on English education alone
[...]Ja large sum has been expended by the Committee on the printing of
Oriental works; his Lordship in Council directs that no portion of the
funds shall hereafter be so employed. His Lordship in Council directs
that all the funds which these reforms will leave at the disposal of the
Committee be henceforth employed in imparting to the native population
a knowledge of English literature and science through the medium of the
English language.

This promulgation by the British Government went against the
spirit of the Asiatic Society, which by that time had established itself
as a centre of Indological studies and research in the global scenario.
The Society was forced to intervene and James Prinsep as the Secretary
took upon himself the cudgel of protesting against the prejudiced
decision of the Government. In a meeting of the Society, held on 6th
May, 1835, chaired by Sir Edward Ryan, it was recorded in the
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Proceedings that James as Secretary informed the members about an
important decision of the government, which is going to impact
activities of the society to a great extent as this will suspend the
printing of all oriental works undertaken by the society and were
already in press. Furthermore, this decision will jeopardize oriental
studies in India—a situation to which the Asiatic Society cannot remain
a silent spectator. James also pointed out that this piece of information
was brought to the attention of the members in the form of a resolution
in the last meeting, but was finally withdrawn with the expectation
that the Government decision should be revised and such a step
detrimental to Oriental learning would not finally be implemented by
the government. From the tone of this statement, it is apparent to any
sensitive reader to gauge the disappointment and dismay of an avid
admirer of Oriental wisdom like James, who at the same meeting
showed a copy of the order, directing the printers to discontinue
already undertaken works midway without least hesitation. James
appeared to be more disturbed when he pointed out that transcription
and collation of manuscripts and other allied work connected with
printing of Sanskrit books will also come under the same prohibitory
order. James gave a list of works which were suddenly thrown out of
publication midway and were on the verge of extinction —

1. The Mahabharata, 2. The Rajtarangini, 3. The Naisadha, 4. The
Susruta, 5. The §zirz'mvidyd, 6. The Fatwa Alamgiri (The Committee of
Education however recommended for its publication), 7. The Khazanat
al Ilm (a valuable expose of European Mathematics in Persian), 8. The
Inaya and 9. A treatise on Algebra by Mill and many other gems of
oriental knowledge system.

James vehemently protested against such an attempt, perpetrated by
the Government which will lead to destruction of Oriental learning and

opposed so sternly to the interests and objects of the Asiatic Society
which seemed called upon not only to remonstrate, but in every way to
exert its influence to save the venerable fabric of Indian literature from
such a catastrophe, and to rescue our national character from the stigma
of so unjust and unpopular and impolite an act, which was not far outdone
by the destruction of the Alexandria library itself (Nair 2000: 683).
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James finally proposed for formation of a committee, named
‘Oriental Publication Committee’, which will contemplate further plan
of action for completion of publication of Oriental texts, which was
stopped abruptly as a result of government proclamation. A difference
of opinion among the members about the efficacy of this proposed
committee was finally amicably solved by the President with the
suggestion that an urgent memorial to be sent to government may be
framed avoiding to the utmost all controversial points, which will be
placed at the next meeting of the Society. The President also assigned
the responsibility of drafting the memorial to the two Secretaries
James Prinsep and Babu Ram Comal Sen with two other members
Macnaghten and Mill

In its meeting, held on 3rd June, the draft of a memorial, addressed
to government regarding Oriental Publications, prepared by a Special
Committee as constituted in the earlier meeting, was read out by the
President Edward Ryan and finally adopted. In this long memorial,
addressed to C.T. Metcalfe, Governor General of India in Council, the
Asiatic Society not only raised questions about the propriety of the
Government’s decision to suspend grant for publication of Oriental
works, but also expressed its anxiety about the possible adverse impact
on Indian milieu this decision is going to exert about the goodwill
and motive of the British administration and finally placed a prayer
for resumption of publication grant to the Society for Oriental books
(Nair 2000: 695)—

If the Sanscrit [sic.] and Arabic languages, consecrated as they are by
ages of remotest antiquity — enshrined, as they are, in the affections of
venerating millions — the theme, as they are, of the wonder, and of the
admiration of all the learned nations of Europe; if these languages are to
receive no support from a Government which has been ever famed for its
liberality and justice — from a Government which draws an annual revenue
of twenty million from the people by whom these languages are held
sacred, it is the decided opinion of the Asiatic Society — an opinion which
they want words to express with adequate force, that the cause of
civilization and the character of the British nation will alike sustain
irreparable injury.

Finally, a humble request to renew grant for publication of oriental
works has been echoed (Nair 2000: 696) —
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... the Society respectfully intreat the Governor General in Council, that
he will be pleased to afford to them the assistance of the learned natives
hitherto employed in these literary undertakings, together with such
pecuniary aid as may be necessary to complete the printing of the oriental
works, which has been interrupted by the resolution of Government to
direct the funds hitherto expended upon them to purposes of English
education.

One can easily presume that Jones played a pivotal role in
formulating this Memorial out of his profound reverence for Oriental
knowledge system.

The British Government showed its reluctance to revise its decision
which discontinued its financial assistance for publication of Oriental
works, suspended midway, placing the Asiatic Society under terrible
stress.This decision was conveyed to the society through a letter signed
by G. A. Bushby, Secretary to the Government, dated 10th June, 1835,
addressed to the President, the Asiatic Society. The letter which was
read out at a meeting, held on 1st July, 1835 by the Secretary James
Prinsep, though couched in a modest language expressing its ‘highest
respect for the Asiatic Society and the valuable and laudable pursuits
in which it is engaged’, categorically negated any ‘pecuniary aid to
the Society, for further printing of these works [...]". The reason behind
such discontinuation was Government’s denial ‘to accumulate stores
of waste papers.” However, the government allowed the Asiatic Society
‘to complete the publications at their own expense’ (Nair 2000: 711).

A disappointed and disillusioned James did not deviate from his
vow to protest against such apathy and disregard to Oriental studies
as he firmly believed that ‘civilization and general information would
never be spread through this vast country by English education’. His
proposal to send a Memorial to the Court of Directors, appraising
them of the situation and ‘requesting them to adopt such means as
they think fit for providing a sufficient sum for this important object’
was accepted in the meeting (Nair 2000: 717).

James, as the Secretary of the Asiatic Society, appears to have
taken Government’s decision as a challenge to fight against. On 2nd
September, 1835, at a meeting of the Society, James read out a draft
of memorial, addressed to the Hon’ble Court of Directors, where it
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has been emphatically stated and re-iterated that any attempt to
discontinue financial grant for promotion and publication of Oriental
wisdom may have a disastrous impact on the Indian masses who may
consider it as a reflection of the contemptuous attitude of the rulers
to their ancient heritage and culture. As such it was prayed (Nair
2000: 738) —

that your Hon’ble Court will be pleased to continue the encouragement
hitherto afforded to the revival of learning among its native subjects, and
to direct that such reasonable sum may be supplied from the territorial
revenues, as may be sufficient for promoting among the natives at large,
the study of the ancient language and literature of the country.

Again, this request on behalf of the Society did not cut much ice,
but the entire debate created a furore in intellectual circle in Europe.
H.H.Wilson raised his voice against this atrocious decision of British
Government and wrote two essays in the Asiatic journal, London to
give vent to his angst against the arbitrary decision of the British
Government. The Indian press also rendered overwhelming support
to the Society. “The Indian Review” came forward with a bitter
criticism of the Government decision (Kejariwal 2002: 25) —

When the Consul Mummious sacked the Grecian city, he designated in
his ignorance of their values the most precious specimens of painting
and sculpture, as mere waste lumber. The cases are to our judgment
nearly parallel [...] a more unhappy measure never be emanated from
the resolution of this Government.

But James remained undeterred. He resolved to continue printing
of the incomplete Sanskrit, Arabic and Persian manuscripts with
meagre financial resource of the Society.

Taking cognizance of the global criticism, the Court of Directors
finally sanctioned a monthly grant of Rs five hundred to the Society
for publishing standard and useful works of Oriental language in
1838.

James Prinsep finally succeeded in his mission to keep unabetted
thwarted publication of a series of Oriental gems of treasured
knowledge through his perseverance and unflinching devotion to
Oriental wisdom. An avid Indologist who had succeeded in the
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herculean task of deciphering hitherto unexplored Asokan inscriptions,
thus unveiling an unknown chapter of ancient Indian history, showed
the guts and courage to raise his voice of protest as the Secretary of
the Asiatic Society, an Indological Research Centre against an
injudicious decision of British hegemony by withdrawing all financial
assistance to the promotion and publication of Oriental knowledge
repertoire. James deserves to be considered as one of the pioneers
who was instrumental in sustaining the flow of Oriental knowledge
unobstructed for subsequent generations, impeded on one hand
through elitism and superstition of the Indian higher castes and apathy
of the foreign rulers on the other. It may be noted in this context that
hard labour and anxiety had taken a toll on James’s health and he
had to resign from the Secretaryship of the Asiatic Society and return
to England due to his illness. We may conclude this article with a
statement of James Prinsep, recorded in his Preface to the Journal of
the Asiatic Society, volume IV, 1835—a testimony of his dogged
determination to protect Oriental Studies in India: “Without venturing
to impugn in any degree the wisdom or policy of a measure which
has in the face of all India withdrawn the countenance of Government
from the learned natives of the country and pronounced a verdict of
condemnation and abandonment on its literature, it may be allowable
in this place to prophecy, that the conduct of the Asiatic Society in
stepping forward to rescue the half-printed volumes of Sanskrit, Arabic
and Persian, will be approved and applauded by every learned Society
and every scholar in Europe. Left in their unfinished state, they would
have indeed merited the opprobrious designation of an ‘accumulation
of waste paper’, applied to them by the Government which had
originally ordered, and had expended vast sums, upon their
publication. As Prinsep wrote (Prinsep 1835: VII-VIII):

There seems something so anomalous in this sudden change of state
resolve, that it can be explained (excused would be too presumptuous a
term, only by the peculiar constitution of the British Indian Government,
in which the interests of a literature, and of languages, necessarily foreign
to the deputed ruler, of these distant provinces of the British empire,
must be left to the fluctuating opinions and influence of his legal advisers.
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[...] The learned world will at any rate rejoice that our Hindustani, Bengali
Maratti, Tibetan and Sanscrit Dictionaries have passed into permanent
existence anterior to the epoch of interdiction; and that while the Asiatic
Society supplies, however feebly, the patronage lost elsewhere, India need
not be wholly dependent upon France and Germany for its editions of
the Sanscrit classics, and for the development of the ancient history and
philology of the nations under British rule.
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Knowledge Diffusion through Peer Influence Network
underlying Prinsep’s Decipherment of Brahmi
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Abstract

The decipherment of ancient scripts often presents a romanticized
view of lone geniuses making sudden breakthroughs. However, recent
studies emphasize the role of social networks in fostering incremental
advancements that culminate in major discoveries. Here we apply
such concepts to partially reconstruct the influence network underlying
the decipherment of Brahmi script— a pivotal moment in South Asian
archaeology—that is usually solely attributed to the genius of James
Prinsep. By analysing published historical records, we unveil how
ideas spread and evolve through interconnected nodes of scholars
and their contributions. Our findings challenge the simplistic narrative
of solitary genius, highlighting instead the collaborative nature of
knowledge production and the pivotal role of network connectivity in
scientific breakthroughs. This study not only sheds light on the
complex dynamics of intellectual history but also demonstrates the
applicability of network science in understanding the evolution of
ideas across time and space.
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The ancients had only the books which they themselves wrote, but we
have all their books and moreover all those which have been written from
the beginning until our time [...].Hence we are like a dwarf perched on
the shoulders of a giant. The former sees further than the giant, not
because of his own stature, but because of the stature of his bearer.
Similarly, we [moderns] see more than the ancients, because our writings,
modest as they are, are added to their great works.

William of Conches, ¢.1090 — ¢.1154 (Jeauneau1973)

The decipherment of Brahmi provides, at least on the face of it, an
archetypical example of the romantic notion of a “lone genius”
realizing an intellectual breakthrough by their sheer brilliance. In this
view, the English antiquarian James Prinsep in a space of a few years
(1834-1838) single-handedly figured out how to read the inscriptions
carved on pillars and rock faces found at far flung locations on the
Indian subcontinent, as well as, engraved on coins. In the words of
Cunningham (Cunningham 1871), this takes a romantic hue of Prinsep
having worked out the essential clues in just a few days of continuous
work: ‘In these lively letters [from Prinsep] we see that the whole
process of discovery occupied only three days, from the receipt of
Stuart’s plates [quarto engravings of 28 Saurashtra coins, on 11th May
1837] to the complete reading of all the legends [May 14, 1837]’, the
results of this decipherment being published in the Journal of Asiatic
Society of Bengal in the subsequent years (Prinsep 1837b, Prinsep 1837c,
Prinsep 1838).

However, the genius theory of innovation has been increasingly
questioned, certainly in the context of scientific discoveries and
technical inventions (Moon 2014), but also in the social sciences
(Catherine and Doehne 2018) and even in the case of archaeological
findings (Lahiri 1991). The emphasis in this alternative approach is to
reveal the role of social networks extended in both space (e.g., through
personal communication via letters) and time (e.g., through citations
to earlier work published in learned journals) in relaying ideas that
develop and transform over time as a result - eventually culminating
in a paradigm shift. The illusion of a sudden breakthrough appears
because the slow, gradual accumulation of key facts and concepts
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that are essential for the discovery are often not noticeable to
contemporaries until a “tipping point” is reached (Scheffer 2009).
However, recent innovations in network analytics and data science
can provide quantitative techniques for reconstructing such influence
networks from historical data (Finegold et al. 2016), allowing an a
posteriori understanding of the probable sequence of incremental
developments leading to the innovation under consideration.

To explain more clearly using a visual analogy the contrast between
a lone genius theory and that provided by consideration of the
influence network, we can turn to catastrophe theory, a branch of
mathematics pioneered by René Thom (Thom 1975). It is particularly
suited for describing abrupt transitions, providing a mathematical
metaphor for how innovation happens in general, and which we use
here to describe the process of scientific discovery. In analogy with
Paulos (1980), we visualize a three-dimensional space (Figure 1) whose
coordinates correspond to measures of (i) the information accumulated
so far about a specific scientific problem, (ii) the effect of the influence
network, measured in terms of the density of connections between
individuals through which information can flow, and (iii) the level of
understanding, that ranges between ignorance and enlightenment.
Given any pair of values for information accumulated and network
connectance (the pair of horizontal axes in Figure 1), there is at least
one likely outcome in terms of the level of our understanding (the
vertical axis). We note that such a picture is a specific instance of a
more general view of historical events being the joint outcome of the
social/intellectual environment in which historical actors or agents
find themselves, and the interactions between them. Based on a theorem
proved by Thom, the surface representing the level of understanding
under certain conditions will have a very distinctive form,
characterized by a cusp-like shape where the surface curves back to
create a triple layered region. The cusp gradually tapers to a point as
network connectance is increased — as shown by the projection of this
multi-layer region on the horizontal plane at the bottom (shown as a
grey region). The overhanging fold indicates that for a given quantity
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of knowledge accumulated about the scientific question, it is possible
to have two very different outcomes. Thus, depending on the level of
understanding already achieved, one can either be very far from
attaining comprehension, or in other circumstances, immediately
achieve a complete understanding. The middle curve between the
lower and upper surfaces represents the threshold that needs to be
crossed for attaining enlightenment — sometimes referred to as the “a-
ha!” moment in a scientific discovery (Bryce 2014) — realized as a
sudden (or discontinuous) intuitive leap. Such a moment typically
comes about when our brain spontaneously switches to a new
interpretation of the available accumulated information to reach a
previously unanticipated conclusion, perceived subjectively as an
abrupt epiphany.

Understanding

— A-ha!
Incomprehension :

Threshold

oourtahahietihchoumaiian

Figure 1. A schematic representation of the processof ascientific discovery (e.g., decipherment
of alost writing system) with complete knowledge being achieved as more information is
accumulated over time eventually leading to a coherent synthesis as a threshold to
comprehension is crossed. In absence of knowledge of the peer influence network, this may
appear to be the work of a“lone genius’ having an “A-hal” moment. More likely than not
there are a number of individuals whose prior or contemporaneous labours underlie this
success and the impression of the “lone genius’ being somehow solely responsible for the
paradigm shift resultsfrom our lack of knowledge of the network through which the work of
different individuals cross-pollinate further discovery. Inlight of afuller understanding, the
discovery may seem less abrupt and more gradual (a“Hmm...” moment), becoming almost
inevitable as new datamake retention of older perceptions untenable—even though the actual
path taken to reach it may involve several detours and looping backs.
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Figure 1 also suggests that the threshold to cross this barrier to the
new perception decreases with increasing density of connections in
one’s influence network, so that the supposedly enormous creative
leap required from a “lone genius” working in isolation can be replaced
by pooling together the incremental insights obtained by different
individuals whose results are disseminated to others via the network
connecting them. Indeed, for a densely connected community of
scholars where information flows freely with the accumulated wisdom
being easily accessible to all, the path to comprehension may be smooth
or continuous with the individuals becoming aware that a paradigm
shift has occurred only after the fact. In Figure 1, we refer to this as
the “hmm...” moment, to contrast it with the “a-ha!” moment referred
to earlier. Such an experience fits well the following account of Thor
Heyerdahl (Heyerdahl 1953): ‘Once in while you find yourself in an
odd situation. You get into it by degrees and in the most natural way
but, when you are right in the midst of it, you are suddenly astonished
and ask yourself how in the world it all came about.’

Thus, in the famous aphorism of seeing further by standing on the
shoulder of giants!, the “giant” can instead be a collective entity,
essentially an influence network comprising contemporaneous
scholars, as well as, those who have lived in the past, but whose ideas
can still influence others by being disseminated through written
records.

Several famous instances of deciphering ancient inscriptions, each
of which established an unambiguous relation between a writing
system not yet readable so far and the language which it represented,
provide illuminating examples of how the diffusion of ideas both
through correspondence and via written records (for example, in the
form of archived journal articles or books), as well as, gradual
accumulation of data, are all vital for the eventual breakthroughs.

! While this quote has often been exclusively associated with Newton who
had written in a letter to Robert Hooke ‘if I have seen further [than others],
it is by standing on the shoulders of giants’ (1675), the metaphor has a
much longer history, appearing first in the writing of William of Conches
in 1123 (see the opening quote of this article).
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This is despite the fact that written accounts of these decipherments
are often too ready to ascribe almost the entire credit to a “lone
genius” having an “a-ha!” moment. As mentioned in Gelb and Whiting
(1975)

There are many stories connected with the decipherment of ancient
writings and the recovery of forgotten languages [...] they usually deal
only with the discovery of the key, that brief moment of insight when
some datum is arrived at, which when inserted causes the rest of the
puzzle to fall into place. [Missing from such stories] is the tremendous
amount of work, routine but necessary, which precedes that moment and
make the decipherment possible, and the even more tremendous amount
of work which follows that moment and results in the recovery of the
language.

Apart from its intrinsic value in showing the critical role played by
influence networks in making a scientific breakthrough possible, we
have chosen the deciphering of Brahmi as a case-study, compared to
the almost contemporaneous decipherments of Egyptian hieroglyphics
and West Asian cuneiform writing systems, as there are almost no
secondary accounts (apart from a fairly succinct description in
Salomon 1998) that provide a detailed step-by-step account of the
process by which this remarkable achievement was accomplished?.
This is somewhat surprising as there is no dearth of primary sources
in the form of correspondence and presentations that appeared in
contemporary scholarly journals, most notably the Journal of the Asiatic
Society of Bengal, that was founded and edited by Prinsep himself for
the first few years of its existence.

Prior to embarking on to the main focus of our article—viz., an
attempt at reconstructing the influence network underlying the
decipherment of Brahmi and how it aided Prinsep in taking the final
step of fitting together all the pieces to solve the puzzle—we shall
look at the process of decipherment in general for context. As

2 We note that P. Thankappan Nair’s projected second volume of his account
of the life and work of James Prinsep was to have dealt with ‘his great
discoveries and Secretaryship of the Asiatic Society’ (as mentioned in the
preface of Nair 1999). Unfortunately, the author’s demise in June this year
(2024) means that this volume in all likelihood will never appear.
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mentioned by Gelb and Whiting (1995), decipherments differ in terms
of the extent of one’s ‘knowledge of the two elements involved, the
writing system and the language.” Setting aside the trivial case when
both are known, the decipherer is faced with one of three possibilities:
(a) an unknown writing system used for expressing a known language
(this is the case for Brahmi, once it was correctly guessed in different
contexts to be either Sanskrit or Prakrit—or Tamil, as in the case of
Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions, see Mahadevan 1970), (b) an unknown
language expressed using a known writing system such that it can
be read but cannot be made sense of (an example is Sumerian which
was deciphered by figuring out the Cuneiform writing system that
was used for writing it, after the successful decipherment of cuneiform
inscriptions in Akkadian and Old Persian, see Robinson 2002), and (c)
when both the language and the writing system are unknown (as in
the case of the yet undeciphered Indus Civilization inscriptions).
Needless to say, in the case of (c), decipherment is almost impossible
unless multilingual inscriptions, of which at least one is in a language
already known, are found, or at least through the use of archaeological
context, it can be reduced to either a type (a) problem by correctly
deducing the possible underlying language (as was the case for Linear
B inscriptions, that its decipherer Ventris guessed to be an archaic
form of Greek, see Chadwick 1992) or to a type (b) problem, if a close
relation can be found to another writing system used for writing a
known language. In some cases, one could even surmise that the
unknown writing system is referring to a linguistic object known
from other sources, e.g., the proper names of historical figures (such
as kings) that have been obtained previously from the records of
neighbouring cultures (kingdoms). The decipherer may also use
intrinsic characteristics of the unknown writing through statistical
analysis — e.g., analysing the distribution of occurrence frequency of
the various glyphs or signs and the position of their occurrence in a
text, the significant co-occurrence of pairs of signs, consistent
substitutions indicating syntactic rules for inflection, etc. (Robinson
2002). However, for a successful decipherment, the insights obtained
through some or all of these means would have to be integrated into
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a consistent mapping between sign and sound—and that can often
come about suddenly via an intuitive leap. To paraphrase Daniels
and Bright (1996), several features that characterize many other
decipherments can also be seen in the case of Brahmi, viz., the
discovery of bilinguals (e.g., Christian Lassen’s use of Indo-Greek
coins with inscriptions in Greek on one side, and Brahmi on the
other, to identify the sound value of several Brahmi characters, see
Prinsep 1836), correctly guessing the language which the writing
system encoded (e.g., Sanskrit, as in the case of Charles Wilkins’
decipherment of the Gya cave inscription discussed later, and Prakrit
in the case of many of the early Brahmi inscriptions that were
eventually deciphered by Prinsep), the occurrence of proper names
(e.g., as in the declaratory formula of a royal edict — mentioning the
regnal name of King Asoka—that Prinsep found repeated in many of
the early Brahmi inscriptions, see Figure 2) and the reported sudden
flash of insight (as given in Cunningham’s account mentioned at the
beginning of the article).

W65L- 0L CLALJELS-HE

a ha

De va nam pi ya |pi ya dasi |la  jalhe vam

Beloved of the Gods| Priyadarsin| King | speaks | thus
Figure 2. The original phrase comprising fifteen letters written using the early
Brahmi alphabet, shown along with its transcription into Prakrit language and
translation (in successive rows) of the royal invocation that Prinsep found repeated
in inscriptions on the Asokan pillars of Allahabad, Feroz’s Lath (Delhi) and Mathiah
Lath (Lauriya-Nandangarh). Prinsep guessed this to be “some formula of
invocation” (Prinsep 166834b).

We now introduce the main contribution of this article—the
reconstruction, at least partially—of the influence network that set
the stage for the glanzjahre (golden years) of 1834-1838°.

3 See Ernst Windisch: “Die Jahre 1834 bis 1838 waren Glanzjahre der auf die
indischen Altertimer gerichteten Forschung, deren Ergebnisse zum grof3en

Teil in den Banden des Asiatic Journal of Bengal niedergelegt sind” (The
years 1834 to 1838 were the golden years of research on Indian antiquities,
the results of which are largely recorded in the volumes of the Asiatic
Journal of Bengal) (Windisch 1917).
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Tracing the historical route for decipherment of Brahmi with
reference to diffusion of ideas over such a reconstructed network
provides an illustration of this landmark event in South Asian
archaeology being only the culmination of a series of advances,
beginning with the first decipherment of a Brahmi inscription in 1785
by Charles Wilkins (Wilkins 1785)—but not published until 1788 along
with a description of the cave where it was found by John Herbert
Harrington (Harrington 1788)—to the series of papers James Prinsep
published between 1834 and 1838 providing the complete key to
reading all extant inscriptions in the script. Indeed, this work can
serve as a template for examining other decipherments, many of which
were contemporaneous to that of Brahmi. In particular, one can point
to the case of Egyptian hieroglyphic writing that was deciphered in
the 1820s, with the most prominent figure in this venture, Jean-Francois
Champollion, deliberately promoting a narrative of his entire life being
a guided trajectory dedicated to the eventual cracking of hieroglyphic
writing and thereby underplaying the vital contribution of others,
most notably, Thomas Young (Robinson 2002). We also note that, just
as for many scientific inventions that occurred in the nineteenth
century it has been reported that the social networks responsible for
the different innovations were often interlinked (Moon 2014), so is the
case for the decipherments that occurred in this era. There are indeed
passing references to the work of Champollion and Young in the
papers of Prinsep, indicating the influence of their work on him. This
is unsurprising in light of the fact that such discoveries permeated
the zeitgeist and was a topic of frequent public discussions—often in
the context of Anglo-French rivalry for intellectual laurels that crowned
successful decipherments. Indeed, this period has been referred to as
the “Age of Wonder” by recent historians (Holmes 2008), as a period
when Europeans sought knowledge from all realms—physical,
geographical, biological, anthropological, cultural - with a curiosity
that still at the time was relatively free of a racist or supremacist
agenda (Schwab 1950). Indeed, it is extremely unlikely that Prinsep
had not been aware of the highly influential entry on Egypt written
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in 1819 by Thomas Young as a supplement for the Encyclopaedia
Britannica which outlined how hieroglyphic signs can be used to
phonetically spell out the name ‘Ptolemy’ in the royal cartouches of
the trilingual Rosetta stone which proved to be the crucial step in
deciphering the hieroglyphic writing system. We also note that by
1822 Champollion had presented the elements of his proposal for
reading hieroglyphics in the Lettre a Dacier. The sinologist John
Barrow’s publication in the Quarterly Review of a scathing commentary
to the Letter inaugurated a bitter fight for credit that was predictably
divided along national lines. Indeed, it is in this background that we
can understand Prinsep’s parting words in his first ever article on
Brahmi decipherment (Prinsep 1834a):
[...] when its [Brahmi,] simplicity of vocables is compared with ... the
more abstruse hieroglyphics of Egypt attempted by Young and
Champollion, it seems almost a stigma on the learned of our own country
that this should have remained so long an enigma to scholars; and the
object of the present notice is to invite fresh attention to the subject, lest

the indefatigable students of Bonn or Berlin should run away with the
honor of first making it known to the learned world.

This clear appeal to nationalistic sentiment suggests that at this
early stage Prinsep was possibly looking at the possible decipherment
as a battle for English intellectual pride — a sentiment that, to Prinsep’s
credit, is no longer observed in his later works where he
enthusiastically promotes the contributions of not only the Norwegian-
born, German orientalist Christian Lassen, but also extols the Indian
pandits (e.g., Sdrodaprasad Chakaravarti, ‘a boy of the Sanskrit college,
who had studied in the English class lately abolished’, who Prinsep
had gotten to make a “more literal rendering’ of the Gya cave inscription
translated earlier by Wilkins and about whom Prinsep goes on to say
‘how useful the combination of Sanskrit and English grammatically
studied by these young men might have been made to both to
Europeans and their own country’). Their assistance in rendering the
Later Brahmi era texts to standard Nagari characters were an invaluable
aid in deciphering the writing system (Prinsep 1837d).
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However, apart from these allusions and surmises, we can also
point to a more substantial connection of Brahmi decipherment
exercise to one of the other two great decipherments of this era, viz.,
that of cuneiform. Carl Ludwig Grotefend, the German scholar whose
work on Kharosthi was contemporaneous with that of Prinsep on the
same script, was the son of Georg Friedrich Grotefend, who had
played a key role in deciphering Persian cuneiform. Subsequent to
Prinsep’s decipherment, the decipherment of the cuneiform systems
used for writing Akkadian and Sumerian was completed by among
others, Hincks, Creswicke and Rawlinson, although the last-named
individual—in a familiar pattern—deliberately tried to write out the
others’ contributions from the narrative (Cathcart 2011). Thus, the oft
celebrated decipherment of two of the earliest writing systems
bookends the period in which Prinsep gave the finishing touches to
the initiative that had begun in 1785 for reading the oldest extant
South Asian script at the time.

Figure 3 shows the partially reconstructed influence network based
on scanning the contents of the principal papers that contributed to
the Brahmi decipherment effort. Even a casual perusal of the network
of individuals who have been linked - in one way or another - to the
decipherment of Brahmi, immediately gives the lie to the popular
perception that, e.g., in the words of Wikipedia, “The first successful
attempts at deciphering the Brahmi script were made in 1836 by
Christian Lassen... The task was then completed by James Prinsep,
who was able to identify the rest of the Brahmi characters, with the
help of Major Cunningham”*. In fact, as has already been stated, the
first Brahmi inscription to be read—as early as 1785 by Charles Wilkins
better known as the first translator of Bhagavad Gita into English
(Johnston 1940)—was the Gya Cave inscription or what is now known
as Gopika Cave Inscription (alternatively, Nagarjuni Hill Cave
Inscription) of Anantavarman dating from 5th-6th century CE, which
is written in Sanskrit using late Brahmi characters. Unfortunately,

4 https:/ /en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_Lassen (accessed June 3, 2024)
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Wilkins, in his brief introductory note to the translation (which is
substantially correct) leaves little clue as to how he managed this feat
except mentioning that the syllabic metre in which the verse was
written and that he identified as Sardalavikridita, “was no small help
in decyphering the vowels” (Wilkins 1785). One can only speculate
that his experience as a printer and font-maker (he is credited with
creating the first successful metal type font cast in India) gave him an
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Figure 3. A partial reconstruction of the influence network, that indicates only a
few principal figures, showing the diffusion of ideas — represented as shaded arrows
— from Charles Wilkins, the first to read an inscription written in Brahmi (albeit,
that of a later era) to James Prinsep’s final crowning achievement showing the
evolution of the Brahmi characters in 1838. The principal resource used by each
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next to their pictures (for lack of a known picture, we use schematic representations
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5 In this context of the knowledge of metre helping in disambiguating a text,
Colebrooke mentions of “the aid which was derived from a knowledge of
Sanscrit prosody, in decyphering passages rendered obscure by the
obsoleteness of the character, or by the inaccuracy of the transcripts”
(Colebrooke 1811)
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unique perspective amongst his peers in looking past the superficial
differences in various letterforms representing the same character. It
is possibly this intuitive feel for fonts that enabled him to read an
inscription written in Sanskrit - a language that had become an
obsession for him - even though it was written in an archaic set of
characters. Again, it is popularly believed that even though Wilkins
may have been the first to decipher a Brahmi inscription, this was
either not widely known or at least did not influence Prinsep (Keay
1981). The multiple references by Prinsep to the work of Wilkins in
his published papers clearly reveal otherwise. In fact, even in his first
paper on the subject (Prinsep 1834a), Prinsep credits Wilkins with
deciphering the Gya inscription, which Burt, in the immediately
preceding article (Burt 1834), had pointed out as being “identical in
character” to the “No. 2” inscription (that is, the Gupta-era carving)
in the Allahabad pillar.

Following Wilkins” pioneering work, there appears to be a long
gap in the published record about work done on inscriptions written
in (what would later be recognized to be) Brahmi characters, until Dr
Benjamin Guy Babington on July 12, 1828 read his account of the
sculptures and inscriptions at ‘Mahdmalaipur” (present Mamallapuram)
close to Madras, in a meeting of the Royal Asiatic Society and which
was published in their Transactions in the following year (Babington
1829). Apart from describing the architecture of the temple remains
and sculptured rocks—illustrated by drawings made on the spot by
himself and Andrew Huddleston—Babington’s article provides a
detailed analysis of the inscriptions found among the ruins. Unlike
earlier European visitors, Babington had a fairly good knowledge of
Tamil that he had acquired soon after coming to India to join the
Madras Civil Service in 1812. In 1822 he had published the Tamil
Grammar compiled by the Italian Jesuit priest Constantine Joseph
Beschi after editing and translating it from the Latin. In fact, Babington
would continue his Tamil studies even after going back to England in
1819 where he began studying to become doctor, although after
graduating as MD in 1831 he no longer contributed to activities of the
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Royal Asiatic Society. Thus, it is no surprise that in his account of the
inscriptions, Babington could make out that a number of them were
in Tamil even though written in archaic scripts—which we now know
to be the Pallava Grantha alphabet that was in use between 4th—8th
c. CE, and which had developed from the Tamil Brahmi script (third
c. BCE-first c. CE). He also recognized that the other inscriptions
were written in an early form of the Dévanagari script. Most strikingly,
he mentions having ‘lately received” (i.e., much after his visit to the
site) inscriptions ‘purporting to be from the neighbourhood of
Mahamalaipur'—which we can identify to be inscriptions from the
Atirachanda Cave Temple located in Saluvankuppam, a few kilometres
north of Mamallapuram—a pair of which he recognized to contain
the same Sanskrit invocation but written in different characters. While
one was in Pallava Grantha, the other was a ’‘species of ancient
Divandgari’. Being able to read the inscription, Babington drew up an
alphabet of these various characters—which proved to be the crucial
clue to the next stage of the decipherment. This is attested in the
article of Anthony Troyer (Troyer 1834), the third in a series of three
back-to-back publications—all of them dealing with the ancient stone
pillar lying in the Fort of Allahabad that had inscriptions in four
different types of characters engraved on its surface—in the March
issue of the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal. The publication of
this series of articles is a watershed moment in the decipherment of
Brahmi, with the first describing, accompanied by detailed drawings,
the different inscriptions (Burt 1834). These were classified as Nos. 1-
3 (apart from a Persian inscription from the era of the Mughal prince
Salim, later to become the Emperor Jahangir), with No. 3 being
readable as Devanagari characters. Script no. 1 was perceived to be
the oldest, and similar in nature to those inscribed on a pillar located
in Delhi, that was referred to as the ‘Firoz Shah lath’ (later both of
these were recognized to be written in early or ASokan Brahmi). No.
2 was recognized by Burt to be related to the “ancient inscription in

17

Gya” that was deciphered by Wilkins (as Burt found out by

“examining all the 18 volumes of the As. Res.”) and that it ‘will
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probably prove to be composed of fine Sanscrit’ (as it indeed was).
Burt also recognized that the Allahabad Pillar inscription no. 2 may
be somewhat older than the script deciphered by Wilkins ‘because
some of the letters of the character No. 2 appear of a more illegible
nature than those of the Gya sculpture, although manifestly of the
same description.” This was quite prescient of Burt as we now know
that the Allahabad inscription no. 2 to be a panegyric praising the
fourth c. CE Emperor Samudragupta, and thus written in Gupta-era
Brahmi (now known to be in Gupta-era Brahmi) while the Gaya or
Gopika cave inscription of Anantavarman dates from the fifth-sixth
c. CE.

The decipherment of the inscription no. 2 copied from the
Allahabad Pillar was the subject of the third article in the series, in
which Anthony Troyer, an Austrian officer who had arrived in Calcutta
in 1828 as aide-de-camp to the new Governor-General of Bengal,
William Bentinck (Stein 1940), and after studying Sanskrit had become
Secretary to the Government Sanskrit College in Calcutta (1832-1835)
reported that Madhava Rao, a pandit who was the head librarian of
the Sanscrit College, had transcribed this inscription into readable
Devanagari characters. Troyer notes that ‘it was principally the
alphabet of the Mahdmalaipur inscriptions that enabled Madhava
Rao to transcribe in Devanagari characters’ (which dates from seventh
c. CE) while also remarking that it had ‘certainly a great apparent
similarity to that of a part of the Gya inscription, examined by Dr.
Wilkins [...]" (as alluded to above). The transcription allowed
identification of many Sanskrit words — thus vindicating Burt’s
conjecture that the entire inscription no. 2 was in Sanskrit. In the
accompanying plate which had the facsimile of this inscription, we
also find a reconstructed alphabet of the archaic signs compared with
modern Devanagari letters (Figure 4). In hindsight, the most important
part of this alphabetic chart is the listing of the forms of inflections
of consonants or consonantal clusters by different vowels, which is a
hallmark of alphasyllabaries or abugida system of writing. This would
be the crucial clue to James Prinsep, the author of the second of the
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Figure4. Thealphabetical chart givenin Plate VI of Vol 111 of JASB (1834) accompanying
the article by Captain A Troyer (based on the work of Madhava Rao) that shows
the form of inflections by various vowels as seen at the bottom of the last column.
The middle block of the image shows the graphemes corresponding to several
vowel-consonant combinations.
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series of papers (Prinsep 1834a), to deduce that while the sound value
of the characters in Inscription no. 1 could not be ascertained yet,
they can be seen as vowel-consonant conjuncts by arranging the
symbols in a table with putative basic (or as Prinsep puts it, radix)
consonants arranged along the rows and the vowels along the columns
(Figure 5). We can clearly see the impact that the transcription of the
Gupta Brahmi inscription and in particular, the reconstructed alphabet
with the inflections marked out, had on Prinsep from his own words:
‘Proceeding in this manner I soon perceived that each radical letter
was subject to five principal inflections, the same in all, corresponding
in their nature and application with the five vowel marks of the ancient
Sanscrit No. 2’ [i.e., the Gupta-era Brahmi inscription]. Thus, it is
probably not as much a surprise to note that, while he still couldn’t
ascertain the identity of the characters, he was largely correct in
identifying the vowels corresponding to the different inflections (Figure
5). This is a remarkable step forward in deciphering early Brahmi
when one realizes that this is Prinsep’s first published contribution in
the area of linguistic decipherment.

What is perhaps even more striking is that Prinsep attempted to
do a statistical frequency-based identification of the sound values of
various characters by comparing the frequency of their occurrence in
the inscription with that for the various letters used in Sanskrit. In
principle, the idea is quite sound, as one can view the problem of
deciphering an inscription in a known language written in an
unfamiliar alphabet as that of decrypting a substitution cipher. Such
a cipher involves substituting the alphabet used for writing the original
text by another alphabet, with a unique one-to-one correspondence
(the key to the cipher) between pairs of letters in the two alphabets.
It is one of the oldest ways of securely transmitting a message by
making it appear unintelligible to any person “other than the intended
recipient” who manages to intercept it, the first documented use of
it being mentioned in Julius Caesar’s Gallic Wars (Kahn 1967). A well-
known literary example occurs in the Sherlock Holmes short story
“The Adventureof the Dancing Men” (Doyle 1903), with Holmes
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Figure 5. Prinsep’s chart (Plate V in JASB, Vol 3, 1834) showing “each radical letter”
and their “five principal inflections” obtained from the Gupta-era inscription in
the Allahabad Pillar. While the radicals (consonants) were as yet unidentified,
Prinsep’s identification of the inflections (the vowels modifying the sound of the
consonants) are on the whole (and somewhat remarkably) correct.
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figuring out that a number of sequences of stick figure drawings were
actually messages in English that were encoded as a substitution cipher
using stick figures whose appendages were oriented in different ways
constituting the alphabet of the ciphertext. While in the Sherlock
Holmes story, the detective required additional knowledge (e.g. the
name of the principal character involved) to solve the puzzle, it is
now possible to do this by computational means alone using the
method of Markov Chain Monte Carlo (Diaconis 2009). Thus, it
appears that Prinsep was well ahead of his time, because, had he
been able to guess the underlying language correctly (in this case,
Prakrit), then simply by comparing letter frequencies obtained from
a corpora of Prakrit texts to the occurrence frequencies of the various
Brahmi characters, he could have in principle deciphered Brahmi by
assigning correct phonetic values to each Brahmi character. Note that,
the use of statistical frequency-based techniques to decrypt ciphers
was well-known in the Middle East much earlier, having been
introduced by the Arab scholar Al-Kindi in his Manuscript on
Deciphering Cryptographic Messages written in the ninth c. CE (Al-Kadi
1992, Broemeling 2011).

There is however a major obstacle to be crossed before such a
method could be successfully applied. While English is written
alphabetically, South Asian writing systems (including Brahmi) are
alphasyllabaries or abugida. The difference is that while in alphabetic
writing each vowel and consonant are separately marked using the
corresponding signs, “Indic scripts typically share the same basic
principles of the aksara system, i.e., a modified consonantal syllabary
representing most vowels by diacritic signs attached to the consonants”
(Daniels and Bright 1996). Thus, in Brahmi, vowels are not indicated
separately (except in the initial position) but instead modify the sign
of the consonant (or consonant cluster) that they follow This means
that the number of distinct characters (aksara) number a few hundred—
although the Brahmi alphabet as such has only around 50 basic
consonants and vowels. The much larger size of the set of graphemes
makes decrypting an alphasyllabary from a limited corpus of



54 Journal of the Asiatic Society : Vol. LXVI, No. 2, 2024

inscriptions much more challenging. This can be quantitatively
indicated by measuring the unicity distance for the encoding system,
viz., the minimum amount of ciphertext measured in the total number
of characters available, required to uniquely determine the key
(Menezes, van Oorschot and Vanstone, 1997). For a simple substitution
cipher where each character in a writing system that has M distinct
symbols are substituted by another set of M symbols, the number of
possible keysis M! (=M x M -1 xM-2) x(M -3) x .... x 2 x 1).
The unicity distance for a cipher using a single alphabet, is the logarithm
of this number (which gives the entropy or information content of the
key-space) divided by the redundancy of each character (obtained by
taking the logarithm of M and subtracting from it the entropy per
character of the writing system as measured from a large corpus of
texts). For English, this turns out to be around 28, while for Brahmi it
is likely to be a few hundred®. Thus, it seems that a frequency-based
approach would probably not have availed Prinsep much — especially
at a period when computations of such data were entirely manual.
The next important step following the publication of the three articles,
was the publication in the same year of a report by the Scottish
missionary Rev John Stevenson on certain inscriptions found in the
Carli Caves (Buddhist rock-cut caves at Karli near Lonavala in
Maharashtra dating from second c. BCE-fifth c. CE) in the October
issue of the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal (Stevenson 1834).
Rev. Stevenson had been sent to India by the Scottish Missionary Society
in 1823 and eventually became a pioneering editor and translator of the
Vedas (Galewicz 2019). His primary interest being quite different, Rev.
Stevenson’s appearance in this account is brief (as he puts it in his note
“Many important duties prevent me from allotting much time to studies
of this nature, and the time I can spare for such a purpose, will be
better spent in endeavouring to illucidate the history of the Dakhan

¢ Exact calculation would require estimating not only the frequency of
occurrence of each character in Prakrit or Sanskrit texts, but also considering
pair-wise and higher order correlations to calculate the entropy per character.
We note in passing that the entropy per syllable of Sanskrit has been
estimated from the works of Kalidasa to be 2.05 bits (Shukla 2004).
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(Deccan)...”) but nevertheless quite significant as he managed to
identify sound values of twelve of the consonants in a version of the
Brahmi script dating from the first-second c. CE and thus providing
a vital link between the ASokan and the later Gupta-era Brahmi scripts.
This achievement was made possible by the immediately preceding
accomplishment of Madhava Rao in constructing a Brahmi alphabet
from the Inscription no. 2 of the Allahabad Pillar for as Rev. Steveson
mentions

happily the March No. of your Journal was sent me by a friend, and
through the aid it afforded me, in furnishing me with the alphabet of
Inscription No. 2, on the Allahabad Pillar, ... I have been able to decypher
[some of the] inscriptions [engraved on the excavated temple at Karli,
near Puna]; and hope that if you have not found the key to the character
of Inscription No. 1, my alphabet may carry you several steps towards its
attainment, and so repay the debt I owe for the assistance derived from
your Journal.

The same issue also saw another note from Prinsep (Prinsep 1834b),
this time on his study of the text inscribed on the Mathiah Lath (now
referred to as the Lauriya-Nandangarh pillar inscription) obtained by
the British Political Resident in the royal court of Nepal, Brian Houghton
Hodgson, from a village close to the India-Nepal boundary. Prinsep
had immediately realized that the characters were identical to those in
Inscription no. 1 in the Allahabad column as well as that in the Feroz
Shah Lath located in Delhi. More importantly, he realized that the
same ‘formula of invocation” comprising 15 characters was occurring
in numerous occasions (Figure 2). This led Prinsep to a more detailed
comparison of the text in the three pillars and to his surprise, he noted
that “all three inscriptions are identically the same’ (italicized in original).
This enabled him—by collating information from the various pillars—
create a faithful rendition of the original text by identifying and then
eliminating copying errors. Prinsep went on to revise his signary that
he had created from the Allahabd Pillar (Prinsep 1834a) and noted that
‘most of the anomalous letters [...] [were], on comparison with the
other texts, now reduced into simple and known forms.’

The next major step appears in November 1836, when we have
Prinsep excitedly conveying news of the “very successful reading by
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Professor Lassen of Bonn, of the [Brahmi] legend on the coin of
Agathocles” (Prinsep 1836). With the help of the Greek legend stating
the name of the king on the other side of the coin, the Norwegian
scholar Christian Lassen—who has been credited with founding the
discipline of Prakrit philology—could ascertain the sounds values of
a number of the Brahmi characters. As the Indo-Bactrian king
Agathocles I Dicaeus whose coin Lassen had analyzed reigned between
around 190 and 180 BCE, this brought the knowledge of Brahmi closer
to the earliest, ASokan form that was inscribed in the pillars of
Allahabad, Delhi and Lauriya-Nandangarh).

And so, we arrive at Prinsep’s annus mirabilis of 1837 during which
in a series of papers (Prinsep 1837a, Prinsep 1837b, Prinsep 1837c)
Prinsep worked out essentially the entire scheme of writing for the
earliest form of Brahmi. The sources he used for this exercise ranged
from coins of the Western Kcatrapa rulers of 3rd-4th c. CE which
allowed him to identify a few consonantal conjuncts (Prinsep 1837a)
to the brief inscriptions (copied by Edward Smith) from the Buddhist
stupa at Sanchi which led him to the consonants 4 and #, and from
whence he could reconstruct the Brahmi alphabet correct to a large
extent, so that by the time the July issue of the Journal appeared, he
could write ‘that the several pillars of Delhi, Allahabad, Mattiah, and
Radhia were erected under the orders of king Devdnampiya Piyadasi
of Ceylon, about three hundred years before the Christian era.’It is
striking that Prinsep at some point had believed that the inscriptions
spread throughout India could be the work of a King of Ceylon, but
it was triggered by the fact that “in all the Hindu genealogical tables
with which” Prinsep “was acquainted, no princes can be discovered
possessing this remarkable name”, while, on the other hand, ‘in Mr.
Turnour’s epitome of Ceylonese History’ he found ‘once and once
only [...] the name of a king, Devenipeatissa, as nearly identical with
ours [i.e., named in the inscriptions] as possible’” who ‘induced
Dharmasoka, a sovereign of the many kingdoms into which [India]
was divided, and whose capital was Pattilipatta to depute his son [...]
and his daughter... to Aniirddhapiira for the purpose of introducing
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the religion of Buddha."The mis-identification of the King who had
ordered the erection of the Pillars was corrected by Prinsep in the
September issue of the Journal (Prinsep 1837e) where he quoted from
correspondence with his friend George Turnour working in the Ceylon
Civil Service that the King ‘Asoka was surnamed Piyadassi’ and
everything fell in place. Thus, the very next year, Prinsep published
an article in which he provided charts showing the evolution of the
Brahmi consonants and vowels from its earliest form in the Asokan
era to the modern Devanagari alphabet (Prinsep 1838). Although the
work on further understanding of the script and correcting several
errors that still remained in Prinsep’s work, would continue for the
next few decades, the principal contours of the decipherment had
thus been completed just about half a century after Wilkins had first
deciphered a Brahmi inscription.

One of the points that becomes apparent on examining the history
of decipherment of Brahmi is that successive progress happened by
trying to read inscriptions that were closest in time to those which
could still be read and then working out the closest match between
a character in the known script and those in the unknown script.
After this allowed a few of the characters to be identified, the partial
reading of the text (assuming the language is known) and the context
(e.g., whether it was the invocation to a specific god) allowed the
remaining characters to be associated with their sound values.
Subsequently the knowledge of the newly described script was used
to decipher the next unknown one that was closest in time to it. We
see this with the date of the script being deciphered by the individuals
in Figure 3 gradually going back in time from the Nagarjuni Cave
inscription (deciphered by Wilkins) and culminating with the earliest,
i.e., ASokan Brahmi inscriptions deciphered by Prinsep.

Thus, a preliminary analysis of the network shown in Fig. 3 strongly
suggests a much more nuanced picture of how eventual success was
achieved than the simplistic interpretation in which almost all credit
is laid to Prinsep and to some extent Lassen. Indeed, it appears that,
as in the case of other innovations, such as the steam engine (Moon
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2018), individuals with high betweenness centrality—i.e., who appear
to act as an essential “bridging” node of the network through which
the majority of the nodes have to traverse to reach other nodes—
garner almost exclusive attention. In the case of Brahmi, this is
underlined by the fact that before Lassen’s “reading” of a few
characters in 1836 had been reported by Prinsep, Rev Stevenson in
1834 (Stevenson 1834) and William Henry Wathen in 1835 (Wathen
1835) had deciphered lengthy inscriptions dating from 1st century CE
in the Karli caves and copperplate found in Gujarat, respectively.
While the achievement of Prinsep is undeniable in his capacity as the
Secretary of the Asiatic Society of Bengal in synthesizing these various
insights and discoveries, and putting them in a coherent framework,
a social history of the decipherment paints a much richer and more
nuanced picture of how disparate individuals contributed key pieces
of the puzzle whose solution has often been almost solely attributed
to Prinsep.

The influence network that we have described here is the outcome
of an exploratory study where we have focused only on a few principal
figures involved in the decipherment of Brahmi. We hope that it will
show the way towards a more comprehensive study comprising those
who had contributed to the enterprise by their related expertise such
as Henry Thomas Colebrooke, Alexander Cunningham, John Herbert
Harrington and Brian Houghton Hodgson, to name a few, or indeed
those who indirectly wielded their influence on this network, such as
Nathaniel Brassey Halhed or William Jones. We ourselves plan to
extend the preliminary analysis reported here by placing it in the
context of the other decipherments (such as that of Cuneiform and
Hieroglyphs) that were simultaneously being carried out in other
parts of the world in this “Age of Wonder” (Harris 2008). Construction
of a more complete network will also allow application of the entire
suite of analytical techniques from network science, such as centrality
measures—enabling a more detailed understanding of the sequence
of innovations leading to decipherment of Brahmi. More generally,
this work illustrates how quantitative methods borrowed from network
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science can inform us about how our ideas about the past transform
as they diffuse over influence networks.
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Early Indian inscriptions when first encountered appeared as enigmas
to European eyes since the characters were completely unknown to
the decipherment of the characters, understanding the language and
finally utilising them for writing history was a prolonged and gradual
process. In this process the much-celebrated achievement of the
decipherment of ASokan Brahmi script by James Prinsep in 1837 was
a landmark. Through this accomplishment the earliest written records
of India in the ASokan Brahmi script of the third century BCE came
to be decoded.

The foundation for this remarkable achievement, however, was
laid long ago by another European scholar, Charles Wilkins (1749-
1836), who also earned the title of a ‘Sanskrit-Mad” scholar from H.T.
Colebrooke who was in all praise for Wilkins’ translation of the
Bhagavad Gita (Salomon 1998: 200). It was the first direct English
translation of a Sanskrit text and evidently had brought the text to
the knowledge of the Western world. This achievement together with
the discovery of the first Bengali type font for printing by Wilkins has
practically overshadowed another significant achievement in the field
of epigraphic studies in India. He was the earliest scholar to decipher
Sanskrit inscriptions in the late eighteenth century, a period when
those epigraphic records were unintelligible to others of his time. It
may be pointed out that when Wilkins began his study, there was no
idea of epigraphs as sources of history, since they were unknown and
also unintelligible to the researchers. No one could read the script.
The present paper aims to discuss the initial period of the study of
Indian epigraphy preceding the achievement of Prinsep’s
decipherment of the ASokan Brahmi script in 1837 with a particular
focus upon the reading of inscriptions in the late eighteenth century
by Charles Wilkins.!

Since the study of inscriptions was almost absent from the
traditional curriculum of Sanskrit learning, it has been aptly remarked
that the field of Indian epigraphy was born only with the beginning

! This period of early readings of the inscriptions (1781-1834) has been regarded
as Pioneering Era by Richard Salomon (Salomon 1998: 193-203).
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of European Indology in the late eighteenth century (Salomon 1998:
199). The account of the transportation of Asokan pillars from Topra
and Meerut to Delhi by Firoz Shah Tughlaq in 1356 have been narrated
by Shams-i-Siraj ‘Afif. He states that none of the Hindu Brahmins and
devotees who were summoned to read the characters engraved upon
them could succeed (Elliot and Dowson 1871: 352). It indicates that
reading of these characters was not practiced by them and was not a
part of the traditional curriculum of Sanskrit learning in the fourteenth
century.

Thus, records engraved on stone and metal on portable items like
copperplates, stone tablets, stiipa replicas or small images, and again
inside caves in remote hilly or jungle areas or unnoticed structures
like pillars, temples or architectural members remained unexplored
and therefore unknown. They came to notice only after large scale
survey throughout the country was undertaken by the British. Among
the earliest discovery of inscriptions, mention may be made of the
Munger copperplate of Devapala which was found by Colonel Watson
at the town of Munger in 1780. The Badal pillar inscription of
Narayanapala was again discovered by Charles Wilkins in November,
1780 in a jungle in the vicinity of the town of Badal in the old Dinajpur
District (now in Bangladesh) of the Bengal Province. Inscriptions were
also found inside the Nagarjuni Hill cave near Gaya by J. H. Harington.
As he reports, he visited the cave and with the help of his Munshee
took a copy of the inscription (Harington 1788). But a pundit from
Banaras failed to read it. Finally, with Wilkins” help it had been
deciphered. Wilkins was able to read the sixth century script of the
Nagarjuni hill inscription after a great effort of four years (Wilkins
1799). Together with this he was also able to decipher some half of
the characters of the Gupta/Late Brahmi script.

Therefore, in such an era when Indian inscriptions were completely
unknown things, Charles Wilkins” decipherment and publication of
three inscriptions of different periods in 1788 was simply surprising.
He deciphered the Munger copperplate of Devapala, the Nagarjuni
hill cave inscription of Maukhari king Anantavarman (sixth century)
and the Badal pillar inscription of Narayanapala between 1781 and
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1785 when he presented all three to the Society (Salomon 1998: 201/
fn.10).

Richard Salomon, one of the prominent authors of a textbook on
early Indian epigraphy, has regarded Charles Wilkins as ‘one of the
greatest of pioneer Indologists” (Salomon 1998: 200). Wilkins” reading
of the sixth century script of the Nagarjuni hill cave discovered by
J.H. Harrington was practically remarkable,? since it differed very
much from the modern Indian scripts and even the Munger
copperplate (the first half of the ninth century) and the Badal pillar
inscription (the last quarter of the ninth to the mid tenth century), the
other two inscriptions read by Wilkins himself.

The very first volume of the Asiatic Researches (hereinafter AR)
which came out in 1788 contained altogether six publications of
inscriptions from different places and among them four came from
the pen of Wilkins. The other two inscriptions stated to have been
explained by two Indian pundits were written in Nagari characters
that resembled the modern Devnagari script of north India. One of
them, a copperplate of Arikesara Devaraja dated 1078 CE found at
Thane Fort was explained by Ramlochan Pandit and communicated
by Carnac who informs that none of the Gujarat Brahmins could read
the set of six copperplates (Carnac 1788). Finally, Ramlochan Pandit
was able to explain them. It may be assumed that he read the script
also. Another publication of inscriptions (Sarman 1788) was on the
basis of the explanation by Radhakanta Sarman of three Sanskrit
inscriptions of Visaladeva of the Cahamana dynasty of the twelfth
century (1163 CE). These inscriptions were engraved below an edict
of Asoka on the Delhi-Topra pillar. Thus apart from Wilkins the other
two publications were on inscriptions written in comparatively later
scripts of the eleventh-twelfth centuries and due to their resemblance
with modern Devanagari script the task, though hard, was not
impossible.

2 Near Gaya and thus it is repeatedly referred to as Gaya inscription or the
script as ‘Gaya alphabet’ in the early publications on epigraphy in the late
eighteenth and the early nineteenth century.
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All these works had put the study of Indian epigraphy into motion.
It opened the path through which fellow scholars, both European
and Indian (wWhose names often remained unmentioned) like William
Jones, H.T. Colebrooke, Radhakanta Sarman, Ramlochan Pandit (who
worked with William Jones), H. H. Wilson, Christian Lassen and
finally, James Prinsep and others treaded and succeeded in deciphering
early Indian scripts of different regions and periods. It played a decisive
role in uncovering India’s ancient past, in building the chronological
framework of early Indian history and its contact with the
contemporary world.

In 1837, James Prinsep’s much famed and glorious achievement of
the decipherment of the ASokan Brahmi script opened up a closed
door behind which the key to the beginning of the literate period of
Indian history lay hidden. Only bits and pieces were found, analysed
and interpreted by his predecessors in the field. However, the reading
of the Asokan Brahmi script by Prinsep was not achieved all of a
sudden and behind it lay efforts of several scholars, both Indian and
European, who traced the early inscriptions, often visiting remote
hilly or jungle areas, made drawings of structures, and also meticulous
eye copies of inscriptions even without knowing the script and finally
sent them for analysis to competent authorities. After its establishment
in 1784, the Asiatic Society became the premier institution of such
studies in India (Rocher and Rocher 2009). Prinsep’s reading of ASokan
Brahmi was also achieved under the aegis of this institution.

Wilkins” decipherment of the Gupta/Late Brahmi script was
particularly instrumental for gradually uncovering the mystery of the
earliest script of India, namely the ASokan/Early Brahmi, since it is
only after the decipherment of this sixth century script it was possible
to work further back, basing upon it.

The Asokan pillars at the Allahabad Fort (believed to have been
originally located at Kausambi) and at Delhi (removed from Topra by
Sultan Firoz Shah Tughlaq) attracted the notice of the British on
account of the writings engraved on different parts of the column in
various characters. In 1834, T. S. Burt published a drawing and
description of the column at Allahabad fort and eye copies of the
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four inscriptions engraved on it (Burt 1834). Among them was the
famous Allahabad prasasti of Samudragupta, referred to as inscription
number 2 by Burt and the subsequent authors (while inscription no.1
was that of ASoka himself). Burt then searched all 18 volumes of the
AR and found that it resembled an inscription from Gaya published
by Charles Wilkins in the very first volume. It was the Nagarjuni hill
inscription of Maukhari Anantavarman of the sixth century. Since it
was an inscription written immediately after the Guptas, the characters
had recognisable similarity and thus Burt expressly states that, “This
(Wilkins” reading) will evidently serve as a guide, by which nearly
half of the letters can be made out” (Burt 1834: 111). The author was
also confident that Wilkins who was then at home in UK or any other
Sanskrit scholar in India would be able to read and translate it. Two
more inscriptions, viz., the Badal pillar inscription and the Munger
copperplate, the earliest Sanskrit inscriptions to be deciphered by
Wilkins also served as key to understanding the characters and
determining the period of the inscription. Since several lines of the
inscription of Samudragupta end with the same letter, Burt postulated
that it could have been written in verse. In case of the decipherment
of the Nagarjuni hill inscription Wilkins followed the method of
identification of the Sanskrit metre and since each metre follows a
specific and distinct format for the placement of the vowels and
consonants one can guess the probable characters in each line of the
verse. Wilkins’ identification of the metre as Sardiilavikridita helped
him in deciphering some vowels. Burt also understood that Wilkins’
method of decipherment would be of great help (Burt 1834: 112).
Burt’s essay was followed by Prinsep (Prinsep 1834) who states
that he himself appointed Burt to copy the characters and draw the
column and describe it. He supports Burts’ speculation that the
characters of the inscription of Samudragupta resemble the Gaya
inscription (Nagarjuni hill inscription of Anantavarman) published
by Wilkins. However, there was confusion regarding its date. In the
absence of other inscriptions and knowledge of their script which
could offer a scope for comparison in order to postulate a precise
date for the sixth century Nagarjuni hill inscription, Wilkins thought
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that its script could be as ancient as the Christian era. This led Prinsep
to ponder whether Chandragupta of the Allahabad prasasti (written in
similar characters as the Nagarjuni hill inscription) could be the same
as the one mentioned by Arrian. However, since the name
Samudragupta was not to be found in the ‘Hindu catalogue’ of the
Maurya dynasty, Prinsep was doubtful whether the Nagarjuni Hill
inscription could have been of such an early date. Wilkins’ publication
of two more inscriptions, namely, the Badal pillar and the Munger
copperplate of two Pala kings, also enabled Prinsep to find similarities
between them and the inscription of Samudragupta on the Allahabad
pillar.

Prinsep then tried to understand (Prinsep 1834) the very first
inscription engraved on the topmost part of the pillar. It was the
Allahabad Pillar Edict of Asoka. Its language (Prakrit) was then
unknown. Still from both the appearance of the characters, their
simplicity and limited number of radicals (Prinsep 1834: 116) and the
position of the inscription on top of all other inscriptions, Prinsep
correctly guessed that it bears the most ancient characters and also
resembles the first inscription on the Delhi Topra pillar (called the
Feroz’ 1ath by the British). Further similarity was also found with an
inscription on Khandgiri Rocks, the impression of which was provided
by Mr. Stirling in 1825 (Stirling 1825: 314) and another inscription on
Bhimsen lath in Sarun. Thus, a categorization of characters of different
ages was achieved by this method of comparison of different
inscriptions (Prinsep 1834: 116). Again, in case of the Allahabad prasasti,
both Burt and Prinsep noticed similarities with Tibetan characters
and they thought that since these were also derived from ‘Sanskrit’,
it became a hint to its later date, may be the seventh century. In this
volume Prinsep published the transcript of the Allahabad pillar
inscription of Samudragupta from the original by T. S. Burt (Prinsep
1834: pl. VI). That the language was likely to have been Sanskrit was
also understood by Prinsep on the basis of the occurrence of five
vowel marks (Prinsep 1834: 116).

Prinsep’s article is followed by that of A. Troyer, the Secretary of
Sanskrit College who gave his observations on the inscription of
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Samudragupta (Troyer 1834). With the help of Madhava Rao Pandit,
Troyer was able to decipher some parts of the Allahabad prasasti.
Madhava Rao compiled a chart comparing the letters with Devnagari
characters (Troyer 1834: P1. VI). Troyer also agreed that it had much
similarity with the Nagarjuni Hill inscription (Gaya inscription)
published by Wilkins (Troyer 1834: 119). Still, everyone was confused
with the identity of Candragupta of the Allahabad prasasti and took
him as Maurya Candragupta and this resulted in further confusion
regarding the date of the inscription. In this article the eye copy of
the Asokan edict on the Allahabad pillar was published (Troyer 1834
: P1. IV) and in it the classification of the characters was made, showing
addition of vowel signs with different consonants. It was also noticed
that the initial characters (devanampiya) of both the Allahabad and
Delhi-Topra pillars are similar. Discovery of inscriptions from
Mahavalipuram also helped in further comparison of characters of
different ages and Troyer noticed similarity with the characters of the
inscriptions of Samudragupta in two cases (Babington 1830). Now,
with the help of these inscriptions Madhava Rao was able to transcribe
the remains of the inscription on the Allahabad pillar containing 30
lines. It was understood that the language is Sanskrit (Troyer 1834:
119). Some of the names in the genealogy portion were also read
correctly (like Candragupta, Samudragupta etc.) while others were
not (like Yagnakaca instead of Ghatotkaca). But the problem of
identification of this Candragupta and confusion with Maurya
Candragupta still persisted. A preliminary translation of the inscription
was published (Troyer 1834: 120-121) but in many cases it was
obviously not correct. Difficulty of reading the script was responsible
for this. The lithograph reduced by Prinsep from the original received
from T. S. Burt was published along with a comparison with modern
Devnagari script (Troyer 1834 : P1. VI). Thus, although not fully correct,
still a preliminary reading and understanding the language of the
Allahabad prasasti was achieved by 1834.

In the June issue of the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, 1834
W. H. Mill made further attempts to read the inscription of
Samudragupta (Mill 1834 a). Mill identifies the language with Classical
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Sanskrit and he once again draws comparisons with the Nagarjuni
hill inscription deciphered by Wilkins and composed in Classical
Sanskrit metre Sardiilavikridita. This understanding of the language
gave a hint to its period as later than the Epics (Mill 1834: 258). There
was still difficulty in reading vowels like i (Mill reads ravibhuvo instead
of ivabhuvo in line 30) and takes the king as ‘Sun-born’. However, Mill
was able to correct Troyer’s reading in case of Ghatotkaca. On the
whole Wilkins” method of reading inscriptions through the
determination of the Sanskrit metre served as eye-opener as Mill states
and repeatedly refers to the ‘Gaya’ inscription (Mill 1834: 260). Thus,
Mill provides a summary and a translation of Samudragupta’s prasasti
(Mill 1834: 261-265).

In his supplement to the article Mill (Mill 1834 b) attempted a
comparison of the names of the kings known from other sources like
Colonel Tod’s Annals and Antiquities of Rajasthan. He was trying to
corelate the names of king Candragupta or Samudragupta known
from various inscriptions or literary texts like the Puranas in order to
identify them. He also tried to progress through the identification of
contemporary kings like Dhanafjaya (line 20 of the text but mistaken
as line 17 by Mill 1834: 344) from other sources known to him. All
these attempts failed due to the misreading of the text. The correct
and full decipherment of the Gupta script was still far away.

The hard task of reading the inscriptions of Asoka was also pursued
side by side. In the October issue of the JASB, 1834 B. H. Hodgeson
(Hodgeson 1834) published further discussion on some inscriptions
on the Allahabad pillar. Similarity of the AsSokan inscription on the
Allahabad pillar with similar characters occurring on Asokan pillars
of Radhia (Lauriya Araraj) and Mathia (Laudiya Nandangarh) was
traced. Prinsep was thrilled to find that the inscriptions of Bettiah,
Delhi and Allahabad pillars were identical (Prinsep 1834a). The
possession of copies of ASokan inscriptions on pillars of different
places enabled him to a comparison of the characters and he soon
realised that ya is the commonest secondary consonant in case of
several conjunct characters, like tya, sya and so on (Prinsep 1834: 485).
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Again, he compared this letter with the corresponding letter ya in the
‘Gya alphabet” (Nagarjuni hill inscription). He prepared a plate
(Prinsep 1834: Pl. VI) showing transcript of Allahabad prasasti of
Samudragupta and comparison of its characters with Devanagari
characters. Thus, he was able to identify ya in the ASokan Brahmi
script. Now he looked forward to the proper understanding of the
language which would be helpful in revealing the nature of these
pillars and the inscriptions. The occurrence of conjuncts in the manner
of Sanskrit led him to remark that the ‘alphabet is a modification” of
Devanagari and the language Sanskrit.

Prinsep again discussed the inscriptions of Bhilsa and Sanchi Stupas
in the same volume (Prinsep 1834c), while J. Stevenson was able to
translate some inscriptions from the Karla cave (Stevenson 1834). In
this case the Allahabad prasasti of Samudragupta again proved to be
of much help in identifying the characters.

Further discussion and comparison with inscriptions found at
different places went on (Prinsep 1835a). Comparison of the Mandar
Hill inscription with that of the Allahabad prasasti (Prinsep 1835b)
made clear the differences between the scripts.

Encouraged by the success in reading scripts on the Allahabad
pillar attempts were made to read scripts discovered in Western Gujarat
on two sets of copperplates (Wathen 1835). The author expressly states
that comparison with characters of the inscriptions from Karla,
Kanheri, Ellora and Gaya (Nagarjuni Hill) deciphered by Wilkins in
the very first volume of the AR enabled him to the attempt to read the
ancient characters (Wathen 1835: 478). These charters belonged to the
Maitrakas of Valabhi (Bhamarka) of the fifth century.

Prinsep now began to publish facsimilies of inscriptions which by
this time had piled up since from different parts of the country they
continued to be sent to him for decipherment. That epigraphs could
be a major source in uncovering the past of the country to be ruled
by the British was understood. Thus started the publication of the
series of facsimilies of ancient inscriptions by Prinsep who felt the
necessity to preserve the copies of numerous inscriptions received by
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him in the Asiatic Society in printed form for study by the learned
and competent authorities (Prinsep 1836a,1836b, 1836c).

There was still confusion regarding the language and script of the
inscriptions. While studying the Asirgadh seal inscription of the
Maukharis (sixth century) Prinsep regarded the characters as the old
form of Devanagari (Prinsep 1836b). It was transcribed and translated
by W. H. Mill who was partially successful in reading the Allahabad
prasasti of Samudragupta. However, earlier, the impression of this
seal originally discovered by H.T. Colebrooke in 1805/6 was sent to
Charles Wilkins when none of the Indian pundits could read the
characters. Wilkins could decipher and translate it shortly before his
death in 1836 and it was published by H.H. Wilson (Wilson 1836).
Similarity with the prasasti of Samudragupta and the Gaya inscription
was also noticed (Wilson 1836: 379). Wilson thus ends his article by
saying, ‘[...] and one of the latest as well as of the earliest labours of
Sir Charles Wilkins has thus contributed to supply an indispensable
key to the historical information that may be locked up in an obsolete
and, until lately, undeciphered alphabet.” (Wilson 1836: 380)

As Fleet observes that Mill’s reading was erroneous, he more or
less agreed with the reading of Wilkins and pointed out that the seal
was perhaps not properly cleaned before taking the impression and
since lithographs had been prepared from the impression (the original
seal being lost) some of the aksaras were not clear to Wilkins (Fleet
1960: 219-220).

As Prinsep remarks in the JASB, 1836 (Prinsep 1836: 483) that this
inscription lay hitherto undeciphered it appears that he was unaware
about Wilkins’ reading of the same and perhaps Wilkins’ reading and
translation somehow lay unknown and came to the notice of H.H.
Wilson later who published it in the same year (Wilson 1836).

Since the discovery of inscriptions inside the caves near Gaya in
the late eighteenth century, more inscriptions have came to notice.
Prinsep while discussing inscriptions from Bodhgaya points out the
initial reading of inscriptions by Wilkins in and around this site
(Prinsep 1836¢). In the 1837 issue of the JASB, Prinsep published a
lithograph from a new copy of the inscription of Anantavarman
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received from Mr. Hathorn (Prinsep 1837: 671). He thus attempted a
new reading. The name of the granted village could be read from this
better impression. Since Wilkins could not publish the transcript of the
inscription (obviously due to the want of Devanagari type fonts and
also publication of texts in vernacular languages adding diacritics being
unknown then) a comparison of his readings with that of Prinsep cannot
be attempted. However, apart from reading the name of the village
there do not appear to have been any other major revision upon Wilkins’
reading. Prinsep acknowledged the contribution of Charles Wilkins in
the following words, "No.1 of the list (of all the inscriptions from the
Gaya caves) is Wilkins’ inscription (Nagaarjuni hill inscription of
Anantavarman), the same which instructed us in the reading of the
secondary character of the Allahabad pillar, & c.” (Prinsep 1837b).

By 1836 Prinsep was successful in reading inscriptions on the
copperplates of the Vakatakas written in box-headed Brahmi characters
(Prinsep 1836: 726-731). On the whole, by 1836 most of the inscriptions
of the post-fifth century period could be read while majority of the
Gupta/Late Brahmi characters were deciphered and the only work
left was the full decipherment of ASokan/Early Brahmi script.

Another major Gupta inscription found and deciphered was that
of the prasasti of Skandagupta on the Bhitari pillar (Saidpur in U.P.).
In January 1837 W.H. Mill published the transcript, translation and
his observations on it. His reading, although not fully correct, was
satisfactory and indicates the successful decipherment of Gupta/Late
Brahmi characters by this period. (Mill 1837). He noticed a similarity
in names and genealogy with the inscription of Samudragupta. In the
same volume G.T. Marshall published transcript and translation of
the Bhuvaneswar prasasti of Bhatta Bhavadeva dated to the first half
of the twelfth century (Marshall 1837).

By this time the collection of drawings and eye copies of sculptures,
architecture, images and inscriptions forming a part of the collection
of John Mackenzie was in the possession of the Asiatic Society of
Bengal. Lithographs of two long inscriptions from Amaravati were
sent by Alexander Cunningham. Thus, with the increase in the volume
of the inscriptions comparison between the characters of scripts from
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different parts of the country (like Amaravati, Mahavalipuram,
Allahabad) was possible and Prinsep prepared such a chart (Prinsep
1837: P1. XIII).

Finally came, in the June issue of 1837 of the JASB the formal
announcement of the decipherment of Asokan Brahmi script by
Prinsep (Prinsep 1837a). He deciphered the Sanchi inscription of
Chandragupta II. Prinsep’s identification of the word danam which
occurs at the end of each line of the donative inscriptions leading to
the ultimate decipherment of Asokan Brahmi script is well known.
Another significant understanding was the identification of the
character of dental sa. His acquaintance with ancient inscriptions
helped him in this endeavour and ‘in the course of a few minutes I
thus became possessed of the whole alphabet” as he states in p.461.
He thus was able to decipher at once the Asokan inscriptions from
different pillars known to him so far. In the following issues of the
journal, he thus published readings of Asokan inscriptions on the
Firoz Shah pillar, Allahabad pillar etc. (Prinsep 1837c : 566-609).

Prinsep has now revised his readings on the Allahabad prasasti in
page (Prinsep 1837c: 963) on the basis of the copy supplied by Capt.
Edward Smith. The Allahabad prasasti of Samudragupta continued to
be studied with further improvements in reading and interpretation.
A complete understanding of Gupta Brahmi script could only be
achieved after James Prinsep’s decipherment of the Delhi, Kahaum,
Sanchi, Amaravati and Sanchi inscriptions of the Gupta period.

The above discussion on the achievements towards the
decipherment of early Indian scripts in the initial period amply brings
out the fact that it was a gradual process and that Prinsep’s
decipherment of the ASokan Brahmi script was not a sudden event.
It followed several steps of achievements by several scholars whose
conjoined efforts ultimately made it successful and in this long journey
the foundation stone was laid by Charles Wilkins whose brilliant
achievement had set the motion of this journey of the decipherment
of Indian inscriptions. Of course, to Wilkins, reading epigraphic texts
was another way to learn the language Sanskrit and the role of the
epigraphs as sources of history was something unknown and
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uncomprehensible in the era in which he lived. It has been rightly
pointed out that the observation of Mary Lloyd (Lloyd 1978: 21) that
Wilkins was one of the first Europeans to realise the importance of
ancient inscriptions as sources of historical study is not justified
(Rocher and Rocher 2009: 168).

In the beginning of nineteenth century H.T. Colebrooke (1765-
1837) introduced the practice of publishing the text of the inscriptions
together with a facsimile reproduction and thus set the methodology
of publication of inscriptions with introductory remarks to his
publication of inscriptions (Colebrooke 1809: 398-444) situating its
historical importance. Epigraphic researches saw many more
advancements in the years to come. Situating Indian inscriptions as
sources for historical study was a long process.

Decipherment and interpretation of Indian inscription being quite a
problem in these initial years (Rocher and Rocher 2009), the Europeans
sought the help of Indian pundits and quite often they did not mention
their role. It has been pointed out that Wilkins never mentioned the
assistance which he received from pundit Kasinatha Bhattacharya (Davies
2015).3 Still, in view of the fact that whenever inscriptions of the pre-
sixth century were found the Brahmins proficient in traditional Sanskrit
learning could never read it. The main hindrance to this was that in
pre-sixth century script the characters were much different from modern
Indian scripts. By reading the sixth century script of the inscription of
Anantavarman, Wilkins provided the basis for understanding the still
earlier characters, the earliest of which was Asokan Brahmi. Thus, this
feat is not to be overshadowed by the accomplishments of the immediate
followers and the more imposing work of the decipherment of Asokan
Brahmi script.
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When James Prinsep was my age... he had been dead for ten years.
Quite incidentally to his initial aspirations as an architect, his training
in chemistry and his day job as an assayer at the mint, he had designed
bridges, drained swamps, reconstructed buildings, founded and edited
the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, and contributed vitally
to the decipherment of ASokan Brahmi (e.g. Kejariwal 1988: 162-164).
Yet the purpose of this essay is not to dwell on his achievements, but
to offer a glimpse of how epigraphic methodology has progressed
since his day. I shall take as an example the inscription published by
Prinsep (1836a: 726-731) under the name Seoni grant. When D. M.
McLeod, the assistant of the Commissioner of the ‘Nerbudda’
territories, sent an eye copy of this grant to Prinsep, he recognised its
script as akin to that of a copperplate set from Chattisgarh, which
had already been deciphered with the aid of a Jain scholar named Sri
Varma Siri and published in Asiatic Researches (Jenkins and Wilson
1825).!

Prinsep sent a copy of the alphabet of this latter inscription to
McLeod, who aspired to decipher the plates himself, but eventually
relinquished that ambition and instead dispatched an eye copy of the
entire grant to the Asiatic Society. Thereupon, Prinsep determined
(1836a: 727), that in spite of the script’s superficial similarity to the
Chattisgarh plates (written, as we now know, around the turn of the
seventh century), the glyphs of McLeod’s plates were essentially more
akin to those of the second inscription on the Allahabad (now
Prayagraj) pillar,? engraved in or very shortly after the time of
Samudragupta (which we can now allocate to the second half of the
fourth century CE). He correctly deciphered the name of the plates’
issuer as Rudrasena, along with those of several of his predecessors,
and that of his dynasty. This is how the appellation Vakataka first
surfaced in modernity. It baffled Prinsep, who assumed that these

! Now known as the Rajim plates of Tivaradeva, Year 7: Fleet (1888: 291-299,
No. 81). DHARMA digital edition by Natasja Bosma: https://
dharmalekha.info/texts/INSDaksinaKosala00026.

2 The Allahabad inscription of Samudragupta: Fleet (1888: 1-17, No. 1).
Siddham digital edition by Daniel Balogh: https://siddham.network/
inscription/in00001.
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princes ‘were of inferior grade’ (Prinsep 1836a: 727), even though he
gave due importance to the plates’ claim of a matrimonial alliance
with the Gupta dynasty, the notion of whose existence (as distinct
from the Maurya dynasty) was just then beginning to take shape in
Prinsep’s circles (Prinsep 1836b: ix—x).

This first humble report of the Vakataka dynasty’s legacy on the
Journal’s pages includes McLeod’s drawing of the first page along
with Prinsep’s interpretive copy of the rest of the plates (part of which
is shown here in Figure 1). This is accompanied by a full transliteration
of the text into modern Devanagari (illustrated in Figure 2) and an
English translation. Due to the (at the time) unfamiliar nature of the
original script, the transliteration contains a fair number of mistakes,
especially in the more obscure passages where a general knowledge of
the Sanskrit language was insufficient for educated guesses.?
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Figure 1. Eye copy published by Prinsep (1836a, Pl 33)
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Figure 2. The text as transliterated by Prinsep (1836a, 729; shown as a re-
creation, not a facsimile)

3 It may be noted here that Prinsep’s own Sanskrit was quite rudimentary, so
while he is probably to be credited with a first transcription of the original
text to Devanagari, it must have been his pandit Kamalakant who then
improved on that transcription on the basis of language expertise.
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Subsequently, the plates were re-examined in John Faithfull Fleet’s
monumental Inscriptions of the early Gupta kings and their successors
(Fleet 1888: 243-249, No. 56) and assigned the name by which we
know them today: the Siwani plates of Pravarasena II. Fleet obtained
the original and produced inked estampages from it (illustrated in
Figure 6 below), published together with his edition of the text in
Romanised transliteration (Figure 3), a commentary and an English
translation.

Third Plate; Second Side
23 purvvéna| sva-simi-par[i*]chchh[é*]déna Karaifijavi(?chi)raka-
taté |(|)) Atr=Asmat-santakih
24 sarvvadhyaksha-n[i*]ydga-n[i*]yuktdh &jfidsafichdri-kulaputr-adhi-
kritdh bhatdh-
25 §’=chhatrids=cha visruta-piirvvaya djiaya djidpayitavyah [[*] Vidita-
26 m=astu ta(va)h yath=aish6=smébhih dtmand dharmm-adyur-bbala-
vijay-ai§varyya-vi*vri[d*]dhayé
27 ih-[a*]mutra-hit-Arttham=A4tv(tm)-4nugrahdya * vaijayiké dharmma-
sthané’ | a-bhata-
2 Read bhatds.
3 First vri was engraved here, and then, it was corrected into vi, by adding the 7 and
partially erasing the ri.
4 This mark of punctuation is unnecessary.

5 After this word, we require atisrishtal, or some similar word [...]

Figure 3. The text as edited by Fleet (1888, 246; shown as a re-creation,
not a facsimile)

Vasudev Vishnu Mirashi’s opus Inscriptions of the Vakatakas (in the
same Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum series as Fleet’s above-mentioned
work) also includes a re-edition of this inscription (Mirashi 1963: 28-
32, No. 7). Mirashi rechecked the text against Fleet’s inked estampages,
and rendered it in modern Devanagari (Figure 4), accompanied by a
new translation and commentary.

As a further incarnation of the scholarly publication of the same
text, I introduce a twenty-first century digital edition. This was first
created for the project Asia Beyond Boundaries (2014-2020), funded
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Third Plate: Second side
23 90T | WHHTR(R)=() 3 higfoiehde | STEec=<ioh:
24 gAtAeA(F)AmRE: sTrEEeytaHar Jer:s
25 oy faygagssan sy ssratiae:| 4] fafea-
26 TE] TO(T:) TATN: ! qHigssio e gziferg(g)a
27 R(@N)FATGATIHTE(HT) TG | SSTfieh eRwI0 37e-

8 Read weT-.
9 f&, which was engraved at first, was later changed to f&.

10 Supply s1fage:.

Figure 4. The text as edited by Mirashi (1963, 30; shown as a re-creation,
not a facsimile)

by the European Research Council (ERC)* and focussing on the Gupta
and early post-Gupta period. The epigraphic sources relevant to the
project were encoded to become part of a database of inscriptions
called Siddham. At present, project DHARMA (2019-2026), likewise
funded by the ERC,® continues to expand the digital archive of South
and Southeast Asian epigraphic texts. Inscriptions newly encoded for
DHARMA employ a slightly different standard, but the Siwani plates
are one of the few Siddham editions that have already been revised
to the DHARMA conventions.®

At first sight, this digital edition, illustrated in Figure 5, differs
from those of Fleet and Mirashi only in superficial details. To be sure,
the text has been read with full accuracy by the great epigraphists of
the 19th and 20th centuries. The edition is complemented by a
translation and, apparently as its sole novel feature, an apparatus
criticus documenting the readings offered by previous editors. In order
to illuminate what makes it essentially new and different from earlier
editions, I now wish to examine how some aspects of the ideal of ‘a
scholarly edition of a premodern inscription written in an Indic

4 Grant agreement no. 609823.

5 Grant agreement no. 809994. See Griffiths (2023) about DHARMA and
predecessor projects.

¢ Siddham digital edition by Daéniel Balogh: https://siddham.network/
inscription/in00163. DHARMA digital edition by Daniel Balogh: https://
dharmalekha.info/texts/INSSiddham00163.



84 Journal of the Asiatic Society : Vol. LXVI, No. 2, 2024

(Page 3v)

(23) ptirvvena| sva-sima-par;a? (iycch;a? (e)dena _karafijaviraka-tate|
Atrasmat-santaka(h)

(24) sarvvaddhyaksa-n;a? (i)yoga-n;a? ({iyyuktah Ajha-safcari-
kulaputradhikrtah bhatah

(25) {§}chattras ca visruQta-pirvvaya _ Ajfiaya _ Ajidpayitavyah(.) vidita-

(26) m astu ;t? (vdah yathaiso {)smabhih Atmano dharmmayur-bbala-
vijayai$varyya-v[[r]ivr¢d>dhaye

(27) Th;a? (@ymutra-hitarttham at;v? (m)anugrahaya| vaijayike dharmma-
sthane| A-bhata

(23) ptirvvena M © purvvena F » Fleet does not emend, so this is probably a typo in his edition.

— -sima- M ¢ -sima- F « Fleet does not emend, so this is probably a typo in his edition. —

karafijaviraka- - Fleet tentatively offers the alternative reading karafijaciraka-. This cannot be

excluded altogether, but does not seem likely. — -santaka(h) « The visarga is not visible in the

estampage, but both previous editors show it,

(24) sarvvaddhyaksa F © sarvvadhyaksa M. — -nja?{i)yuktah F ¢ -niyuktah M.

— -kulaputradhikrtah F ¢ -kulaputradhikrta M.

(26) -v[rlivp¢dydhaye M o -v[rJ(risvr(d)dhaye F.

(27) -sthane| F ¢ -sthane M « As both F and M note, atisrstah or an equivalent is missing after

this word. In fact, related grants typically have apiirvva-datyd udaka-pirvvam atisystah. This

might be a case of eyeskip omission where instead of continuing with apiirvva, the scribe

jumped to abhata-. Compare the omission in line 37.

Figure 5. The text as presented in a digital edition

language’ have changed over time as a result of the co-evolution of
the discipline’s paradigm and the technology that supports it.
When copperplate inscriptions came to notice in the days of
Company and Crown Raj, at least some of them were expected to
have direct relevance to legal and administrative matters. McLeod
learned of the Siwani charter because it was ‘supposed to be a jatas
or sanad confirming lands granted by former Goand chiefs, but wholly
illegible to the pandits” (Prinsep 1836a: 726), and similar circumstances
accompanied the emergence of other copperplate sets, such as the
early Rastraktita charter now known as the Sangalooda grant of
Nannaraja (Venkataramayya 1951). Manaton Ommaney, Esquire of
the Civil Service, who sent this inscription to Prinsep, reports that a
Goswami of Multai (MP) had brought the plates to him ‘as his sanad
and begged me to use my influence in procuring the restoration of
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his rent-free village [...] The plates he said were proof of right; for no
one could read them, they were so old and authentic’ (Prinsep 1837a:
869). As for Prinsep himself, he seems rather indifferent to such a
mundane purpose, and explains his motives as follows (Prinsep 1836a:
340):

Fearing that many of the inscriptions with copies of which I have been
favored [...] may be mislaid or lost sight of unless committed to print, I
am led to anticipate the full explanation which many of them doubtless
might receive from those who have learning, industry, and will, to
decypher them, but want the necessary leisure at present to undertake
the task,—by transferring them to the stone at once, and recording them
in the Journal along with the notes that accompanied them, where they
may be at all times available when accidental discovery may open a clue
to their interpretation.

While couched as an apology for publishing lithographs of
inscriptions in advance of in-depth study, the above rationale clearly
expresses a generic drive to accumulate and disseminate knowledge
for the sake of knowledge or, as Prinsep put it elsewhere, “We build
not fanciful theories, but rather collect good stones for others to fashion
[...] to the benefit and pleasure of mankind” (Prinsep 1837c: ix). It is
not for me to explore if—and how deeply—such laudable concerns
were enmeshed with the machinery and discourse of colonial
governance. Prinsep’s professed disinterested eagerness to enable
continuing discovery certainly did not lack a sprinkling of
competitiveness and national pride. In connection to the Asokan
inscription on the Allahabad pillar, he observes that ‘it seems almost
a stigma on the learned of our own country that this should have
remained so long an enigma to scholars; and the object of the present
notice is to invite fresh attention to the subject, lest the indefatigable
students of Bonn or Berlin should run away with the honor of first
making it known to the learned world” (Prinsep 1834: 118). This did
not, however, prevent him and his contemporaries from sharing
knowledge with the general public and actively helping any member
of the small community of specialists. As he says elsewhere, ‘at this
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moment a French gentleman of fortune well grounded in Sanskrit
and other oriental studies at Paris, is come to Calcutta [...] We wish
[him] every success, we proffer him every aid; yet we do so not
without a blush that any thing should be left for a foreigner to explore!’
(Prinsep 1837c: vi-vii).

The ground motive to preserve and share knowledge has evidently
persisted to this day, and has perhaps also shed some of its
entanglement with less lofty goals. What has, however, changed greatly
over time, is the underlying paradigm that determines what is
endorsed as constituting knowledge. The general, and grossly
oversimplified, trend was for scholars of earlier times to conceive of
history as an objectively existing mesh of facts—such as names, places
and dates—which are obscured but potentially discoverable, and of
inscriptional and other sources as imperfectly transmitted clues to
these facts (cf. Salomon 1998: 228-231). We have all seen remarks to
the effect that an inscription ‘contains nothing else of historical interest’
in the pages of Epigraphia Indica or, indeed, of the Journal of the Asiatic
Society of Bengal.” This notion of history is well served by the perception
of an inscription as a message whose information content must be
extracted through eliminating the noise in the transmission channel.
The early scholars were concerned foremost with the linguistic content
of primary texts, abstracted from their tangible manifestations as
inscriptions or manuscripts. Accordingly, Prinsep ignores many
punctuation marks present in the Siwani plates;® where he perceives
a scribal error, he changes the text to what he (or his pandit) deems
to be correct Sanskrit and/or the intended message of the composer,

7 Compare Prinsep’s (1836a: 728) remark on the inscriptionshowcased
here:*What would have added still more to the value of the [Siwani charter],
is the exact date it cites, were it not unfortunately in an unknown era.’

8 Where the original has a double danda (not occurring in the excerpt), it is
replicated in Prinsep’s edition, while where it has a dot or a dash (represented
by dots in the eye copy), these are ignored in the transliteration.

° Thus, in the first line of his text, he prints paricchadena for the original
paracchadena; saimantakah for santakal; in the second line, niyoganiyuktah for
nayoganayuktah, etc.
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doing so without any indication that he has intervened;” and he
likewise does not indicate where his reading is tentative, even though
some of his readings appear to be educated guesses for the value of
an unfamiliar character.?

Palaeographic study was foremost a prop to decipherment in
Prinsep’s days, and a means of relative dating and geographic
localisation in subsequent times. The physical characteristics of the
inscription as an actual object were all but ignored by Prinsep, but
were duly recognised as subjects of scholarly interest shortly afterward.
The introduction to Fleet’s edition of the Siwani plates provided a
detailed description of the plates’ appearance and dimensions, followed
by a palaeographic analysis and observations on orthography (which
are repeated verbatim in Mirashi’s edition). Fleet also made an effort
to document the context, disclosing the name and accurate location
of the village of the plates’ owner. In part because most early
epigraphists were philologists working in an office with no access to
the originals, the eventual analysis of features extraneous to the text
was—and is—often left to archaeologists and art historians. This
sundering of disciplines is to some extent inevitable and may be
perceived as the price of increasing specialisation, negotiable only
through interdisciplinary approaches and teamwork (cf. Matsumoto
2022: 288-289). Nonetheless, the material aspect of inscriptions is
now a fruitful area of study not only on its own, but especially in
combination with their textual aspect (e.g. Hawkes and Abbas 2016).
Fleet, moreover, attempts to identify one of the geographical names
in the text, and Mirashi continues in this vein, suggesting further
identifications for some toponyms. His greatest improvement vis-&
vis Fleet is a far better understanding of the technical terms describing
the rights and privileges associated with the donation than was
possible in the nineteenth century.

Communication models have evolved to recognise the role of the
receiver as an active constructor of meaning, and historiography

10 Thus, in the first line, karajaviraka for karafijaviraka, and in the second line,
ajiiasatkari for djfiasaiicari are probably misreadings rather than silent
emendations.



88 Journal of the Asiatic Society : Vol. LXVI, No. 2, 2024

encompasses an ever-broadening range of potential subjects of study,
frequently far less concrete than those foregrounded in previous
centuries (e.g. Ali 2000: 165-170). The corollary of this is that insights
gained from acknowledging the involvement of social and cognitive
factors ought to qualify and nuance our approach to historical facts,
without disqualifying the empirical stance (cf. Salomon 1998: chapter
7, esp. pp. 231-232). The airy edifices of modern historical study could
not have been erected had Prinsep and his colleagues not begun
collecting ‘good stones for others to fashion,” and cannot continue to
be built unless this groundwork is carried on with unrelenting detail
and rigour. With respect to the edition of inscriptions, ‘detail’
encompasses not only the meaning of the intangible text, but also the
features of the tangible original, including its physical characteristics,
its built and natural settings, and its history; while ‘rigour,” in addition
to diligence and accuracy in collecting and reporting such information,
involves transparency and intellectual honesty in the separation of data
as received from information as interpreted (or constructed) by the
editor.

Hand in hand with the evolution of the scholarly paradigm,
technological advance has had profound effects on epigraphic studies,
directly—as on the means of preparing visual documentation—and
indirectly, by way of the infrastructure grown up around us, which
makes it vastly easier, faster, and cheaper in terms of matiriel and
effort, to carry on research both in the field and at the desk. Already
in the nineteenth century, documenting the physical appearance of
inscribed objects was—as evidenced by Prinsep’s inclusion of eye
copies of the Siwani plates—recognised as a crucial element of the
desirable detail. It provides a surrogate in case the original is damaged
or lost sight of, and facilitates access, since it is normally much more
costly and onerous to retrieve the one and only original for study
than to pick up one of many specimens on paper. But to print such
an illustration, artistic skill was required both for the initial creation
of a drawing and for its reproduction on a lithographic plate. The
great technical innovation of the day was that one could draw on
transfer paper out in the field, and the result, ‘packed in a tin roll,
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may be subjected to a journey of 1000 miles, either in the hottest or
the dampest period of the year with impunity’ (Prinsep 1836b: ix),
thereby eliminating the need to recreate a drawing for the lithographic
process. Mechanical reproductions, such as inked estampages (a
technique already well established in Mediterranean epigraphy and
Egyptology), were of course also made when feasible (e.g. Burnell
1870), but for printing, they had to be hand-traced on paper.!! By the
time of Fleet and the Corpus Inscriptionum, photolithography (and
later, offset printing) had become available, greatly increasing the
accuracy and reducing the expense of printing facsimiles, such as the
one in Figure 6.

Figure 6. Fleet’s estampage (1888, P1. 35)

I The estampages of the Allahabad pillar’s inscriptions, comprising 24 sheets
with a total area of almost 15 square metres, were prepared in triplicate.
One on paper and one on cloth were dispatched to Calcutta, while another
paper specimen was retained on site in case the first two did not survive
the 800-kilometre journey (Prinsep 1837b: 964). That the risk of such losses
was real is driven home by the fate of the ‘very large and valuable collection
of sculptures, coins, and other objects of antiquarian interest [...] together
with books, papers, note-books, photographic negatives, etc.” amassed by
Prinsep’s protigi and successor Alexander Cunningham, which were lost in
a shipwreck near Sri Lanka in 1885, on the way from India to England
(Anonymous 1894: 175). Intriguingly, the remains of the SS Indus, which
carried Cunningham’s collection, have probably been found
(Muthucumarana 2019: 1667-1672). Continuing maritime excavations of the
wreck may in fact bring back to light some of the treasures that have
resisted seawater exposure.
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Today, many compact cameras and even some mobile phones can
snap print-quality images at no cost other than the initial investment.
These pictures can be displayed forthwith on a screen, conveyed almost
instantaneously over a global wireless network, reproduced flawlessly
any number of times and practically for free, edited swiftly, cheaply
and without detriment to the original, and printed on physical media
at reasonable prices. As most epigraphists know from experience,
photos—no matter how excellent they may be—are not ideal for the
reading of inscriptions, since they are a two-dimensional rendering of
one view of a three-dimensional original, so the details they capture
vary depending on the lighting at the moment the picture was taken.
Recent advances in optical technology and computer vision have
brought us techniques such as photogrammetry and reflectance
transformation imaging (e.g. Matsumoto 2022: 291-292, Seales and
Chapman 2023: 131-136). Generating a three-dimensional model based
on a set of photos taken from varying angles, or from the same
viewpoint with varying lighting, these methods require more
resources, effort and expertise than clicking a few pictures, but offer
extraordinary visualisation of three-dimensional objects with simulated
lighting and surface properties. This burgeoning of imaging
technology continues with no end in sight. Indeed, it is a tad frustrating
to anticipate that the best visual documentation recorded with state-
of-the-art equipment may be found as inadequate tomorrow as we
find Prinsep’s eye copy today. Still, multiply redundant photography
can go some way toward compensating for the shortcomings of any
individual image.

The same trend applies to scholarly publications. To specialise in
the antiquity of South Asia no longer requires a most extraordinary
combination of talent, dedication, privilege and circumstance.
Generating new scholarly output still (or increasingly) necessitates
specialised training and continues to be labour-intensive, but the
accumulated mass of previous scholarship can now be stored,
reproduced and disseminated with a far smaller investment of
resources. Prinsep’s readiness to proffer every aid to colleagues of
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any nationality has bloomed into initiatives for open access, opening
up unprecedented opportunities for the now much broader
international community of researchers to collaborate and in general
to build upon each other’s work.

The resulting deluge of material—both raw data such as images,
and processed information such as scholarly articles—has
fundamentally transformed the practice of armchair research. With
lightning-fast searching of digitally stored data, productivity has
increased greatly, but selective retrieval has become one of the most
pressing problems. A nineteenth-century practitioner in our field could
reasonably be expected to be familiar with the profiles of all journals
relevant to his work and the research topics of all his peers, and to be
able to locate almost everything worth knowing about a topic (or all
existing visual documentation of an object) after a quick look through
some catalogues, indices and tables of contents, if not from personal
memory. Doing so has become all but inconceivable: to be efficient,
searching must take place on the digital plane. Even with the explosive
advance of artificial intelligence in our days, it is uncertain when, if
ever, a computer will be able to analyse massive amounts of
unclassified images or diverse publications written for human readers.
For the time being at least, such material—in the interpretation of
which the human scholar deploys a vast store of contextual
knowledge—must be ‘pre-digested” in order for the computer to be
able to deal with it.

One straightforward step in this direction is to associate metadata
with the material. Metadata or ‘data about data’ can take diverse
forms and be employed for a variety of purposes (e.g. Gilliland 2008,
Riley 2017), but all share the common purpose of recording and
systematising additional information about an item of data. On the
one hand, computer files of various kinds generally carry
administrative metadata with basic information about the file itself:
when it was created, when it has been modified, what kind of data it
contains, etc. Image recording equipment such as a digital camera
adds further technical metadata such as camera model, image
resolution, exposure, light sensitivity, focal length, GPS coordinates,
etc., while word processing files can include descriptive metadata
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such as the name of the author, the title, or keywords. More germanely
to the present topic, the term ‘metadata’ as generally applied in a
cultural heritage context also includes data which are ‘meta’ to an
object or a primary source text, but are themselves subjects of scholarly
study in the more comprehensive paradigm of antiquarian scholarship.
An epigraphic text’s metadata may thus include items like the
language, topic, protagonists, or sectarian affiliation of the text, and
an inscribed object’s metadata may record a wealth of information
such as object classification, material, creation technique, dimensions,
findspot, archaeological context, current location, and so forth. While
most technical metadata can be (and often are) generated automatically
by the hardware and software employed for creating digital data,
descriptive metadata must as a rule be created by a human being
exercising judgement based on expertise.

Metadata of all sorts are an infinitely versatile and expandable
equivalent to catalogue cards, which may be used to look up entities
(photos, scholarly articles, epigraphic texts, inscribed objects, etc.) on
the basis of selected criteria. Thanks to computer processing, the
metadata of a vast number of entities can be checked in next to no
time, provided that two essential conditions are met. Even if profuse
metadata accurately recorded by an expert are available for a data
corpus, in order to be useful, those metadata must on the one hand
conform to a structured and coherent ontological model, and on the
other hand follow a standard classification. With the extensiveness of
text and artefact metadata desirable in epigraphic research, this is no
small task (e.g. Mannocci, Casarosa, Manghi, and Zoppi 2014), and
has not yet been fully achieved for Indic epigraphy. The introductions
to Fleet and Mirashi’s editions provide copious detailabout the text
and the inscribed artefact. This is grist for the mill of other scholars
but, even though it comprises metadata in the second sense, it cannot
be parsed by a computer confidently enough to afford search or
analysis in a corpus of such editions. One essential feature of a digital

12 The DHARMA edition of the Siwani plates is no fitted out with descriptive
metadata as yet, and although many other digital editions of the DHARMA
project are, a web-based user interface that will allow the reader to take full
advantage of those metadata is yet to materialise. Metadata are available in
the Siddham edition.
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edition is thus the embedding of metadata in a standardised structure,
pertaining both to the technical details of the edition and to the
documentation of the text and the physical object, and linked to other
digital entities such as visual representations.!

Turning back to the texts themselves, I shall now explore how
technology can promote detail and rigour in editing. Like any scholarly
article and indeed like any document, an epigraphic edition can of
course be converted to bits of information interpretable by specialised
software, which allows a reader to interact with the data by rendering
them visually on a screen or, as the case may be, a paper printout. If
we had a large corpus of such digitised data, say, one obtained by
running optical character recognition on scans of Fleet’s and Mirashi’s
volumes of the Corpus Inscriptionum and the texts published by Prinsep,
querying it for information would still be difficult. First of all, the
same word is often represented by three different strings of characters
in these three subsets of our corpus. Editors must transliterate the
text of inscriptions into a form that can be read by an audience wider
than the handful of people able todecipher the original writing. A
prerequisite to transliteration is a writing system whose symbols can
be mapped one on one to the characters of the inscriptions. Modern
Devanagari (as in Prinsep’s and Mirashi’s text) is a convenient pre-
existing example of such a system. As long as Sanskrit inscriptions
are concerned, Devanagari transliteration and Romanisation are about
equally viable, with different advantages and disadvantages. The
characters of most Brahmi-derived scripts have straightforward
correspondence to Devanagari, so a reader already familiar with that
script—anyone raised in the Hindi and Marathi belt, most Indians
raised in other parts, and all foreign scholars educated in Sanskrit or
a related language—can make sense of the transliteration without
any additional training. Then again, as soon as a wider audience—for
instance non-Indian scholars of other disciplines such as history or
linguistics—or a broader set of source languages—including, say,
Kannada, Tamil, Burmese or Javanese—is involved, Devanagari’'s
suitability declines. It is generally feasible to transliterate non-Sanskritic
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inscriptions into the standard script of a closely related modern
language, but doing so has a sharp impact on accessibility to readers
without a background in that particular language. It is perhaps for
this reason that in international forums, Romanisation (transliteration
into letters of the Latin script) is increasingly preferred. The foremost
hurdle to this solution is of course the fact that the Latin alphabet has
fewer characters than Indic scripts.”® Enriching the Latin letters with
diacritical marks (as in Fleet’s text and the digital edition) is a long-
established tradition, but it requires a consistently applied and
understood convention.

Indeed, such a convention was proposed already by Sir William
Jones (1788), but failed to gain widespread acceptance. Prinsep renders
the first word of the Siwani inscription as dri'shtam, which is much
like how Jones would have transliterated it, except that Prinsep uses
t (indistinguishable from the dental t) where Jones would have
employed t’ to represent the unvoiced retroflex stop. It may be argued
that the distinction is redundant here, since sh invariably represents
the retroflex sibilant, and Sanskrit phonotactics forbid the occurrence
of a dental t after this sound." However, an ideal transliteration system
should be interpretable and reversible without calling on context. The
traditional transliteration convention employed with slight variations
in Monier-Williams’s Sanskrit Dictionary as well as in the Corpus
Inscriptionum Indicarum series (including Fleet’s edition of the Siwani
plates) and the pages of Epigraphia Indica, to name just a few, would
show the same word as drishtam, allowing the transliteration to be

13 Less conspicuously, the problem applies to modern Devanagari too. Editions
in that script lack a consistent way of transliterating some characters that
occur in inscriptions, such as the upadhmaniya and jihvamiiliya, Dravidian
consonants not found in Sanskrit but nonetheless occasionally occurring in
Sanskrit inscriptions, and special final forms of consonants (as opposed to
those written by adding a virdma sign).

4 This may have been Prinsep’s rationale, for in transliterating the dynasty’s
name as Vikdtaka, he shows that he has the means to distinguish the dental
from the retroflex, although not by the same diacritic as Jones. A typographic
error in Prinsep’s article is likewise possible, but unlikely, as the word
drishtam occurs with a plain ¢ no less than three times.
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reversible without the need for contextual rules, and to be searchable
by computer. The International Alphabet of Sanskrit Transliteration
renders it as drstam, reducing the number of digraphs in the
transliteration, while the ISO-15919 standard (used in the digital
edition) represents it as drstam, increasing consistency in the way a
given diacritical mark modifies any Latin letter to which it is attached.”

Even with an ideal set of conventions, the act of transliteration is
itself interpretive: a written text is never altogether unequivocal, and
extracting meaning from its glyphs involves knowledge not only of
the script, but also of the language and the context. This is
particularly—but not only—so when the original has been damaged
or was imperfectly engraved to begin with.!® The editor’s interpretation
of the text’s meaning comes more strongly into play when there is
reason to suspect that the scribe (or the composer) committed mistakes
beyond the level of a misshapen character, so that the text requires
emendation in order to be intelligible, or to carry the meaning
presumed to have been intended by its originator. In order to provide
information synoptically and separably about the received particulars
of the tangible text on the one hand, and the editorial version of the
intangible text on the other, scholarly editions of epigraphic texts

5 The consistency of diacritical marks is irrelevant to computer processing
and impacts only the intuitiveness of the transliteration system and the
ease with which it can be learned. Digraphs, the use of two Latin characters
for a single phoneme of the original language (limited in the latter two
systems to the diphthongs and aspirated consonants of Indic languages) do
affect computer processing (think of searching a Sanskrit corpus for the
word hanti and getting results that include gacchanti, tisthanti, etc.), but
with the processing power now available to all computer users, software
solutions for circumventing such problems are feasible. See also Scharf and
Hyman (2012: 21-46) for a critical review of transliteration systems and a
contrary argument for a standard that involves no digraphs.

A good case in point for ambiguity prevailing even if neither damage, nor
scribal inadequacy are present is the identical appearance of the glyphs for
the initial vowel a and the syllable su in the script of the Siwani plates (the
illustration in Figure 3 does not include an instance of su, but its shape can
be inferred from stu, the second character in the fourth line). The last word
on the plate illustrated here can be read as either abhata or subhata, both
meaningful in Sanskrit, and only context can tip the balance.

16
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usually employ markup in addition to written commentary. The term
‘markup’ refers to a set of conventional symbols or other devices
employed by editors to convey supplementary information about
specific parts of a written text. At a superficial glance, there is no
markup in Prinsep’s presentation of the Siwani plates, but in fact
even the spaces between words qualify as such. They are—by and
large—absent from the tangible original, and the supplementary
information the spaces in the publication convey is that these are the
boundaries of words in the intangible text as interpreted by the editor."”
Typesetting into lines is another form of markup: in this respect
Prinsep chose to adhere to the received tangible text, with each line
of his edition homologous to one line engraved on the plate, whereas
written lines—whether on a stone slab, a copperplate or a paper
page—are irrelevant to the intangible text.

The markup in Fleet and Mirashi’s editions—and in modern
editions in general—is much more conspicuous. All include various
kinds of brackets and some additional symbols to indicate details
such as which parts of the text are notclearly legible, which are wholly
illegible (lacunae), what might have been written that is now illegible
(restoration), and what ought to have been written instead of something
legible but unintelligible or unexpected (emendation).’® Fleet, like
Prinsep, provides spaces between words, also adding double hyphens
(equals signs) at word boundaries which are separable in Romanisation
but fall within a single aksara of the original, and hyphens to analyse
compound words into members. His edition, moreover, employs
uppercase initials to indicate where according to his interpretation a
sentence begins, and a combination of an uppercase initial and bold
face to show what he takes to be proper names.

Suppose that we have surmounted the problem of transliteration
and converted all texts in our hypothetical corpus to a single system,

17 Prinsep’s spacing is, however, not entirely consistent, perhaps due to his
incomplete understanding of the text.

18 Bracket-based markup has been adopted from Mediterranean and Near Eastern
epigraphy, for which it was eventually standardised in the Leiden Conventions
(Van Groningen 1932). However, Indological usage retains a different, and
not entirely consistent, set of conventions (Salomon 1998: 163).
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such as ISO-15919. If we now wanted to retrieve, for instance, all
occurrences of the Sanskrit word niyoga to study their context, the
search would miss the instance in the Siwani plates (in the second
line of the excerpt, line 24 of the inscription) in each of the editions
illustrated here. In Fleet’s edition, it appears (after conversion to ISO-
15919) as n[i*]yoga to inform the reader that the vowel matra for i was
omitted by the engraver and the vowel has been supplied by the
editor. The same annotation takes the form na(ni)yoga in Mirashi’s
edition, and n;a?i'yoga in the Dharma edition. Like milk mixed with
water, particular kinds of brackets placedat particular points are
intermingled with the text’s characters. The reader needs only to learn
the markup conventions to become a hariisa and filter the milk out of
the water, but a mechanical search algorithm is incapable of this.
To understand how a true digital edition circumvents this problem
that cripples digitised classical editions, we need to look at how
markup can be applied to digital data. Documents stored in digital
form typically carry their own kind of markup, encoded in a formal
markup language and serving to instruct the machine how various
parts of the text must appear on a screen or in print, for example in
bold face or regular. This approach, usually called presentational
markup,” is employed in Word and other popular WYSIWYG (‘what
you see is what you get’) word-processing software. Some computer
applications, such as TeX, instead employ procedural markup comprised
of instructions for generating a formatted document from the text,
and permit (or require) the end user to produce and interact with that
markup. Computer markup (or encoding) is also interspersed with
the text’s characters, but remains essentially distinct from it, like rice
and sesame seeds. As a result, the machine can easily sift one out of
the other and hide the markup from the end user’s eyes, manifesting
only its effects in the formatting of the text, and can also search
selectively for segments of texts marked up in a particular way. Yet
these kinds of markup are quite independent of the editorial markup
of a scholarly edition, even though the two can occasionally overlap,

9 The kinds of markup approaches mentioned here follow the typology
introduced by Coombs, Renear, and DeRose (1987).
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as when bold face is used in Fleet’s edition to highlight proper names
to the reader. Even so, searching for bold face in our hypothetical
digitised corpus would not be sufficient to retrieve proper names in
the Sanskrit texts, because it would also return anything else with
bold formatting, such as headings, or proper names in Fleet’s English
commentaries and translations.

The distinction between the tangible and intangible aspects of a
text apply not only to premodern source texts, but to any text including
scholarly editions. Presentational (and procedural) markup is
concerned with the tangible, while descriptive markup (also called
conceptual markup) is concerned with the intangible. Instead of
specifying details such as ‘this is left-aligned in 16-point italic Times’
or ‘this is bold,” it associates a conceptual classification with chunks
of text, such as ‘this is a top-level heading’ or ‘this is a proper name.’?
Instructions for presentation—the rules for generating a tangible text—
are handled separately. The versatility of descriptive markup brings
vast advantages, such as ensuring consistency of formatting,*
facilitating various ways of presentation without the need to re-format
the document,? allowing the selective extraction of specific entities,?
and moreover, enabling us to apply conceptual labels—that is,
metadata—to anything in the text that can be conceptualised.

Classical scholarly editions are produced with a view toward the
tangible: a particular way of presentation in a printed medium, in
which the ink on the paper is simultaneously the stored representation
of the edition’s data (coded in graphic symbols interpretable by a
person familiar with those symbols) and the interface through which
the reader interacts with the data. This ‘classical’ approach to

20 Styles in WYSIWYG word processors and macros in LaTeX may be employed
like descriptive markup.

21 Everyone is familiar withpoorly formatted documents where each heading
is subtly different from the other.

22 Consider attempting to read a PDF file (involving procedural markup) on
the screen of a smartphone, and compare the experience with reading
modern web pages, which usually employ something approaching
descriptive markup coupled with different presentation instructions
depending on the kind of device on which they are displayed.

2 For example to generate tables of contents or indices of proper names.
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producing editions, which has been described as output-driven
(Rehbein 2010: 2), now has a ‘digital” alternative, in which the main
driving forces are on the one hand the input, namely the features of
the tangible original; and on the other hand the user, whose anticipated
interest determines which of these features are relevant and how they
are categorised. The real sea change from digitised editions to digital
editions takes place through shifting much of the scholarly annotation
of the edited text (i.e. the editorial markup) from the tangible plane
to the intangible by implementing it as computer-based descriptive
markup. Instead of ‘this is in square brackets” and ‘this is in round
parentheses,” it says, ‘this is an editorial restoration” and ‘that is an
editorial emendation.” This shift makes it possible to process the text
independently of the markup (for instance to search for strings in the
text regardless of the markup applied to them), to search specifically
for marked-up concepts, and to visualise the markup in a multiplicity
of forms depending on the needs of the end user.

Adding descriptive markup to a wide gamut of texts is
tremendously useful in a variety of fields (many of them involving
far more stakeholders and vastly greater business opportunities than
Indic epigraphy), from digital publishing to text mining and artificial
intelligence. As a result, already since the 1980s the Text Encoding
Initiative or TEI (e.g. Burnard 2014) has been developing standards
for doing so in the XML (Extensible Markup Language) format. Figure
7 shows part of the actual digital edition of the Siwani plates
corresponding to the edition excerpts.?* The characters shown in black
are those that belong to the inscription, while the rest, enclosed in
angle brackets and highlighted in colours, comprise the computer-
readable descriptive markup in XML. Each unit of markup, called an
element, is generally comprised of two such tags: an opening tag to
indicate its beginning in the text (with a label in angle brackets), and
an end tag (with the same label, preceded by a slash within the angle
brackets). When an element does not contain any text, a single tag

2 The code shown here has been slightly simplified to serve better as an
illustration. The code responsible for the ‘critical apparatus’ is separate
from the code for the text, and is not shown here.
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can be used for both the beginning and the end, formulated by adding
a slash after the label within the angle brackets, as in <space/> in the
figure. Some of the elements include attributes with various values
(after the label within the opening tag), which are used to encode
further details, for instance the number of the element <lb/> (‘line
beginning’) marking where an originally inscribed line starts, or the
information that the space in line 25 is in fact the hole that serves for
binding the copperplates.

The syntax of XML as a markup language determines the general
rules for the use of elements and attributes, while what makes it an
extensible markup language is that elements, attributes, and the specific
rules for their use in various contexts are defined separately. This is
where the TEI comes in, providing a complex set of definitions and
usage rules for the conceptual encoding of texts. Because the encoding
solutions potentially available in TEI are extremely versatile and
manifold, they are best applied in any specific field of text processing
as a subset tuned to the needs of that field by reducing the number
of conceptual categories that receive markup and mapping these to
concrete encoding solutions. The EpiDoc standard (e.g. Bodard 2010)
is such a subset of the TEI standard, specifically developed for the
encoding of epigraphic documents. The DHARMA project’s epigraphic
editions are encoded according to a convention (Balogh and Griffiths
2020)% that is a further concretisation of EpiDoc adapted to South
and Southeast Asian inscriptions, primarily those written in an Indic
(Brahmi-derived) script.

A further advantage of descriptive markup is a reduction of
ambiguity. When confronted with bracket-based markup, readers must
sometimes rely on context and their own expertise to determine its

% An updated and revised version is currently in preparation.

2 Fleet, for example, employs hyphens at compound boundaries (e.g. sva-
simd in line 23), at the ends of epigraphic lines that fall inside a word (e.g.
vidita-m in lines 25-26), and at the ends of lines in his printed edition that
fall inside a word (e.g. ddhi-kritah in line 24). When there is a hyphen at the
end of an epigraphic or printed line, readers are left to their own devices
to decide whether a compound boundary is also present (as at the printed
line ending with bbala- in line 26 and the end of the epigraphic line 27 with
bhata-) or not (as at the printed line ending with ddhi- in line 24, or the end
of the epigraphic line 25 with vidita-).
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exact meaning, and may need to refer to the visual material provided
with the edition to be certain, because the markup conventions vary to
some extent from editor to editor, and even within a single edition,
some symbols are used for more than one purpose®® or bear no
indication of their scope.”” To return again to the word niyoga, written
as nayoga in our inscription excerpt, we can see in Figure 3 that Fleet
shows it as n[i*]y0ga. By his conventions, text followed by an asterisk
in square brackets means a scribal omission, and his annotation describes
what happened in the process of writing: the engraver omitted the i
marker. However, reconstructing the received text from his edition
necessitates expert knowledge. The specialist reader is of course aware
that the omission of a dependent vowel entails the presence of the
default vowel a in the same syllable, unlike the omission of an
independent vowel or a consonant (for which compare vivri[d*]dhayé
in line 26 of Fleet’s edition), in which case the received text can be
reconstructed by ignoring the editorial restoration without putting
anything in its place.”® For a computer to do so, complex rules must be
formalised.

All these ambiguities can be eliminated by the consistent use of
conceptual markup where, for instance in an editorial alteration of
the text, the scope of the original and editorial versions must always
be explicit. Thus, in the figure, the encoding of this word as
n<choice><sic>a</sic><corr>i</corr></choice>yoga means that after
the letter n, there exist alternative versions of the text (with a ‘choice’

27 Both Fleet and Mirashi employ parentheses to propose emendations, as in
correcting the inscribed tah to vah in line 26. The implicit understanding is
that the text shown in parentheses is to replace the same number of aksaras
(or transliterated characters) in the received text, so emendations involving
a change in the number of aksaras or characters need to be clarified in
footnotes. Not all editors, however, do so consistently.

28 Tn Mirashi’s edition, the same editorial intervention is shown as a correction
rather than a restored omission: na(ni)yoga. In his Devanagari text, it is of
course more convenient to show every editorial annotation on the level of
the aksara. This way, it is quite clear that the received text was nayoga while
the corrected text is niyoga, but the consonant n must be redundantly present
in both versions, and concerns about the scope of the correction, as in the
previous note, still apply.
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<pb n="3v"/><Ib n="23"/>plrvwena<g ="comma">.</g> sva-sima-
par<choice><sic>a</sic><corr>i</corr></choice>cch<choice> <sic>a</sic>
<corr>e</corr></choice>dena <space/> karafijaviraka-tate<g
="comma">.</g> Atrasmat-santaka<unclear>h</unclear> <Ib
"24"/>sarvvaddhyaksa-n<choice> <sic>a</sic><corr>i</corr></choice>yoga-
n<choice><sic>a</sic><corr>i</corr> </choice>yuktih Ajfid-saficari-
kulaputradhikrtah bhatdh <Ib n="25"/><surplus>$</surplus>chattras ca viéru<space
="binding-hole"/>ta-plirvvay3d <space/> Ajfiaya <space/>
Ajfiapayitavyah<supplied ="subaudible">.</supplied> vidita<lb n="26"
"no"/>m astu <choice> <sic>t</sic><corr>v</corr></choice>ah yathaiso
<supplied r ="subaudible">’</supplied>smabhih Atmano dharmmayur-bbala-
vijayaiévaryya-v<del>r</del>ivr<supplied r ="omitted">d</supplied>dhaye <Ib
"27"/>Ih<choice><sic>a</sic><corr>a</corr></choice>mutra-hitarttham
at<choice> <sic>v</sic><corr>m</corr></choice>anugrahaya<g
="dash">.</g> vaijayike dharmma-sthane<g ="dash">.</g> A-bhata

Figure 7. The text as encoded in the digital edition

available between them), namely one exactly as inscribed (‘sic,” i.e.
the reading a) and one as corrected by the editor (‘corr, i.e. the reading
i), after which the segment involving a choice ends before the text
continues with yoga. In the snippet of the digital edition rendered for
the human reader (Figure 5), I have shown this as nja?iyoga, but it
must be kept in mind that not every detail which is tagged in the
encoded text needs to be shown and distinguished in any particular
rendering: the intangible digital edition can be translated into various
tangible documents custom-tailored to the user’s needs. For instance,
the code excerpt in Figure 7 can be rendered as a diplomatic edition
prioritising the tangible original, as in Figure 8, where editorial changes
to the text are hidden except for spacing and hyphenation, but the
loci where the editor finds the received text problematic are still marked
for the reader’s attention; or as a ‘logical edition” prioritising the
intangible, as in Figure 9, where the text is laid out in accordance
with its semantic structure (but still labelled for the original
document’s pages and lines), and editorial interventions are shown
on a par with the received text (though marked to let the reader

29 The diplomatic and logical editions shown here are illustrations and are
not identical to the diplomatic and logical renditions currently displayable
on the DHARMA website.
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know that intervention has taken place at these points).? Such
alternative presentations, along with any number of others, can be
created systematically from all digital editions encoded along the same
conventions, and doing so requires only the articulation of a formal
set of instructions for generating a rendered document from the
marked-up edition. Elena Pierazzo (2016: 29) calls such editions
‘paradigmatic’ to emphasise that they provide the reader with a choice
between alternative tangible expressions.

A further corollary of the facility to hide or show markup at will
is that, in principle at least, the descriptive markup can saturate the
text to a far greater degree than character-based traditional markup
can.* In the latter, too many instances of too many different kinds of
brackets and other symbols would make the resulting document
unintelligible to any reader, but the computer is not hindered by the
extent and complexity of descriptive markup so long as it is rigorously
structured. In the traditional Indological bracket system, round
parentheses may be used ‘for letters which are damaged and partially
illegible in the original, or which, being wholly illegible, can be supplied
(Page 3v)

(23) piirvvenal sva-sima-parja?cch;a?dena _ karafijaviraka-tate| Atrasmat-
santaka(h)

(24) sarvvaddhyaksa-nga?yoga-n;a?yuktah Ajaa-saficari-kulaputradhikrtah bhatah

(25) {$}chattras ca visruQta-piirvvaya _ Ajfiaya _ Ajidpayitavyah vidita

{26) m astu ;t?ah yathaiso smabhih Atmano dharmmayur-bbala-vijayai$varyya-

v[rlivrdhaye
{27y Th;a?mutra-hitarttham at;v?anugrahayal vaijayike dharmma-sthane| A-bhata-

Figure 8. Diplomatic edition rendered from the digital edition

... (Page 3v) (23) piirvvenal sva-sima-par(ijcch{e)dena karafijaviraka-tate| Atrasmat-
santaka(h) (24) sarvvaddhyaksa-n(i)yoga-n{ipyuktdh Ajna-saficari-
kulaputradhikrtah bhatah (25) {}chattra§ ca viSruta-plrvvaya Ajfiaya
Ajfiapayitavyah(.) vidita{26)m astu (v)ah yathaiso ()smabhih Atmano dharmmayur-
bbala-vijayaisvaryya-v[rJivr(dydhaye ¢27) Th(a)mutra-hitarttham at(mjanugrahaya|

vaijayike dharmma-sthane| A-bhata ...

Figure 9. Logical edition rendered from the digital edition

%0 In actual practice, there are some constraints, chiefly stemming from the
difficulty of handling situations where segments of text requiring different
annotations overlap partially.
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with certainty’ (Fleet 1888: 194). These are two ontologically different
features (although the distinction blurs when vestiges are insufficient to
afford a reading, but do allow ruling out certain restorations). Part of the
reason why classical editions do not distinguish the two may be a desire
to keep the markup simple, but this distinction can and should be
made in a digital edition; once the information is encoded, it is still
possible to hide the distinction from the reader’s eyes. Some particulars
of the received text, such as scribal (rather than editorial) correction
in the first syllable of the word vivrddhaye in line 26 of our excerpt,
were reported in footnotes by Fleet and Mirashi. Conceptual markup
allows for annotating such a pre-modern correction directly in the
body of the text, and for presenting this annotation to the end user
in various forms: from hiding it altogether,® to indicating it with
brackets,*? to describing it in an automatically generated footnote or—
on screen—in a mouseover tooltip.

Indeed, there is no reason to stop at philological annotation.
Conceptual markup can accommodate any kind of annotation
applicable to text segments of any size. Metadata—both of the

31 One example of hiding encoded information from the reader is the treatment
of the punctuation marks in the figures here. In all forms of the rendered
text, the punctuation marks of the received text have been represented by
vertical bars. The code in Figure 7, however, actually employs an attribute
and a controlled vocabulary for classifying the appearance of the original
punctuation marks, which in this inscription take the shape of very short
vertical bars (classified as ‘comma’ in the encoding) and very short horizontal
lines (classified as ‘dash’). Once such details are encoded in a digital edition,
they can just as easily be presented with distinct symbols as with a generic
punctuation sign. For another example, notice that spaces in the original
document (as opposed to editorial spaces between words) are not shown in
Fleet and Mirashi’s editions, but they are encoded (along with the binding
hole as a special kind of space) in the digital edition. Their location is
indicated by symbols in the diplomatic edition of Figure 8 but hidden in
the logical edition of Figure 9.

The figures show it as v[r]i, with the double square brackets indicating the
pre-modern deletion of a superfluous consonantal r in this aksara, which is
how I (and Mirashi) interpret the correction that took place here. Fleet,
conversely, believes that a vocalic r was first engraved here, which was
subsequently deleted and the marker for the dependent i was added. This
is represented in the apparatus of Figure 5 as v[r](ri), where the double
angle brackets signify pre-modern addition.

32
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administrative sort and the scholarly sort—may be encoded for the
edition as a whole, while scholarly concepts can be attached to
medium-sized sections such as stanzas of verse, and to smaller
segments such as proper names. The latter are then of course
searchable without false positives (like those resulting from the bold
formatting of names)and, if desired, they may be differentiated, for
instance, into personal and geographical names, the latter into natural
and human geography, and so on. With a sufficiently large corpus of
texts semantically tagged in a standardised manner, it will become
possible to mine the text for such items, contributing to the creation
of prosopographies, gazetteers and any other overviews of concepts
for which tagging has been implemented.

Finally, an extra advantage to descriptive markup over editorial
brackets and symbols is enforced rigour. As most of us know from
experience, it is all too easy to make a mistake and insert the wrong
kind of bracket, forget to close an opened parenthesis, or put an
asterisk in the wrong place. For a computer to be able to interpret the
markup, such mistakes must be avoided: the phenomenon to be
annotated must be identified unambiguously and marked up
accurately. This compels the editor to undertake to some extra labour,
but on the gain side, the computer can also check the correctness of
the encoding and point out where an error has been made.

As will be evident from the above discussion, the opportunities
are tantalising, but the way forward is not easy. Project DHARMA is
making headway in establishing standards for the encoding of Indic
epigraphic texts, but this endeavour cannot be completed all in one
go. Versatility sufficient to cater to a broad base of epigraphic traditions
and research interests must be achieved without the standard becoming
too complex to be manageable. The drive to get ahead with scholarly
research and concentrate on the juicy bits such as semantic tagging
must also be balanced with the necessity of encoding the fundamental
aspects of text structure and philological details. Moreover, tools need
to be developed for creating human-readable outputs (attuned to
various uses and interests) from the digital editions, and for exploiting
the potential of the encoded texts for selective, faceted searching. Most
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of this work, unfortunately, takes place in an academic environment
where on the one hand funding is available only for a limited and pre-
determined period, and on the other hand, there is a pressure on the
scholars to deliver traditionally recognised publications. The fast-paced
development of technology means that solutions may, in some respects,
be dated already by the time they are developed.

The good news is that unlike a printed edition, a digital edition is an
ongoing work. Even once it has been ‘completed’ by one definition of the
word, it can continue to be corrected, improved, and enriched with
additional details such as semantic tagging and more extensive metadata.
Any scholar or team can complete the basic encoding of a larger number
of texts while focussing on a smaller core on which they carry out more
extensive tagging and research. Merely the largely mechanical
transmigration of a pre-existing printed edition into a digital incarnation
is a great step toward the accumulation of a critical mass of digital
editions that will in turn make it easier to develop further utilities for
improving productivity (e.g. by automating the conversion from bracket
markup to digital descriptive markup) and open up new vistas for
research. Since the TEI is a widely used international standard that has
already been applied to a vast number of texts in diverse fields, it has a
good chance of being ‘future-proof.” Even if a decade or fifty years from
now the field of digital humanities evolves into something quite different,
there will in all probability be established tools and procedures for
backward compatibility, so that texts encoded according to the current
standard shall still be usefully processable by computer.
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Benares Illustrated: Dawn of a New Picturesque
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Abstract

Amidst the huge churning in the eighteenth-century Indian
subcontinent, European travellers, adventurers, artists and army
officers radically changed the perception of ancient sites which lingered
on for a long time. Banaras, situated on the main riverine route of
communication through the Ganges from Calcutta to Delhi, and at
the same time occupying a pivotal position as the most important
centre of Brahmanical religion and Sanskrit learning, attracted the
early attention of English East India Company. It was young James
Prinsep, who almost singlehandedly created a structured image of
Benares through his paintings, drawings and maps as to be seen in
the Benares Illustrated (1831-33) along with his archaeological,
architectural, engineering and ethnological pursuits, and influenced
successive generations to move within that pre-fixed frame.
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Introduction

In the eighteenth century, the Indian subcontinent presented a
fabulously rich and vast unexplored territory to the European vision.
The information trickled down from early travel writings did more to
excite and attract than to factually substantiate. Naturally, as the traders
and adventurers swooped upon this fertile land to grab whatever
share of the riches they can amass, the artists didn’t lag behind either.
The first impressions created by the travelling artists who visited
remote places to capture the exotic and the picturesque profoundly
impacted the formation of subsequent ideas about such places. David
Arnold has discussed the ‘...European responses to an unfamiliar
landscape, about the land as an object of colonial fear and desire,
utility and aesthetics’. (Arnold 2005: 3). I would like to focus here
mainly from the aesthetic point of view on a single site of unique
importance which attracted the colonized and the colonizer alike,
and would discuss how one young man’s vision compounded with
his multifarious activities transformed the potpourri of travelling gaze
to a structured notion about that site.

The Travelling Gaze

Banaras is unique: the city’s location on the western bank of the holy
Ganga, which flows in a curve to the north and north-east at this point,
the elevated riverfront where bathers face the rising morning sun above
an empty landscape—these and similar geographical peculiarities
contribute to the special character of the town (Gaenszle and Gengnagel
2008: 7).

The east-west route along the Ganges on which Banaras was
situated has been frequented by all and sundry for more than 1500
years, and it was simply impossible not to notice the Banaras crescent
while cruising through the waterway. But sadly, though not
unexpectedly, the impressions of the Indians mostly remain unrecorded
before the eighteenth century. Only in Ardhakathanaka, which is
‘perhaps the only autobiography in the Indian tradition” completed in
1641 by Banarasi, a Jain merchant, we find a brief mention of his
pilgrimage to the birthplace-temple of Tirthankara Par§vanatha at
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Banaras in the Vikrama year 1662/1605. (Lath 2005: 161, 63, See also
Vanina 1995). Just two decades back, in 1584 Ralph Fitch recorded his
impressions of ‘Bannaras’ as the first English visitor (Eck 1993: 9-11).
Though Fitch and his party came down the Ganges from Allahabad,
he was not at all eloquent about the panoramic view of the Banaras
riverfront and only mentions: ‘Here alongst the waters side bee very
many faire houses, and in all of them, or for the most part, they have
their images standing [...]" (Foster 2012: 20). Fitch was abhorrent of
the images of the deities of ‘idolaters” as was usual of most of the
early visitors to India, and that might have clouded his perception to
a certain degree. In fact, Partha Mitter mentions that ‘Ralph Fitch,
travelling between 1583 and 1591, was the first Englishman to report
that the Hindu idols in Bijapur looked like the devil” (Mitter 2013: 21).
The same is applicable to the French traveller Jean Baptiste Tavernier,
who made six voyages to India between 1636 and 1668 and visited
Banaras on his last trip. But his account is important because it
mentions the great riverside temple of Bindumadhava, probably the
last and only description before its so-called demolition by Aurangzeb.!
The poet Tulsi Das termed it as a ‘choice temple’, writing in the
sixteenth century. Diana Eck elaborates, ‘The choice temple [...] sat at
the top of the Panchaganga Ghat, one of the highest and finest temple
sites along the Ganges. It is clear from Tavernier’s account that this
“great pagoda”, as he called it, was the most impressive building
along the Banaras riverfront’. (Eck 1993: 206) So, we can assume that
during the 1660s, the Banaras riverfront presented a completely different
and not so magnificent panorama of architectural constructions in
stone like huge ghats and large temples. Another fact corroborates this
assumption. After the early constructions by the Royal families of

! “Tradition holds that another mosque [after the Gyanvapi mosque] of
Aurangzeb’s reign was constructed on the site of a destroyed temple,
although no evidence supports this. Today known as the Jami or
Aurangzeb’s Mosque, it dominates the famous Benares riverfront [...]
Inscriptions of later date record repairs to the mosque, but none reveals its
original construction date or patron’ (Asher 1992: 278-79). Currently the
mosque is enlisted as ‘Dharahra Mosque (Aurangzeb Mosque)’, a protected
monument of the Archaeological Survey of India.
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Rajasthan, most of the patronage for the large-scale building activities
on the riverfront and inside the city came from the Maratha chiefs and
their families, who actually rose to power and prominence in the
eighteenth century, and came to control the Banaras region, especially
the sacred city during this period. That is why, the panoramic drawing
of Banaras riverfront by Joseph Tieffenthaler, the apostolic missionary
who was the first to survey the course of the Ganges and visited
Banaras in 1765, is our earliest visual document of the spectacular
landscape in the making, which never failed to amaze succeeding
generations of travellers.

The Precursors

Joseph Tieffenthaler arrived in India in 1743. He visited many places,
drawn charts and maps, and written historical and geographical
descriptions of a large part of India. James Rennell’s best source of
information on the early course of the Ganges was a map published by
Johann Bernoulli and drawn by Anquetil du Perron from the materials
sent by Tieffenthaler (Barrow 2005: 90). Some of his Latin manuscripts
were translated in German and published in Berlin by Johann Bernoulli
in 1785, the year Tieffenthaler died in Lucknow. The French edition
followed in 1786. The panoramic view of Banaras riverfront, probably
drawn by Tieffenthaler himself, was published first in the German
edition of his accounts. (Gutschow 2008: 194, Fig. 1)

The panorama presents only ten stepped ghats between Assi and

Panchaganga ghats (Fig.1). As Gutschow points out (Gutschow 2008:
194)—

Figuure 1. ‘Banares’, Joseph Tieffenthaler, 1765

The viewer stands on the eastern side of the “Ganges” behind a
nondescript foreground which is framed architecturally on the left. Clearly
identifiable is the Alamgir Mosque on the right, while one can only
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suggest that the dominant structure towards the left, with corner towers
and a tiered centre depicts Chet Singh’s palace, which must just have
been completed when Tieffenthaler visited the place in 1765.

There is no doubt about Chet Singh’s palace, because it can be
easily compared with William Daniell’s oil titled ‘Shivala Ghat and
Cheyt Singh’s House near Benares’ (Shellim 1979: 105). Though
Gutschow remarked that ‘[n]ot a single towering sikhara structure
which characterizes North Indian temples, is visible’, and instead we
see ‘domes that are peaked by crosses’, which might have been the
handiwork of those responsible for the final production of the view
in Berlin, on a closer scrutiny we can discern at least four other
structures which were probably large temples on the riverfront with
domical towers (without any cross, but with the usual kalasa finial),
most probably due to the unfamiliarity of the engravers in Europe
with the sikhara type temples. Also, the identification of another early
ghat, the Rana Mahal ghat donated by the Maharana family of Udaipur,
can be suggested, with its three towers clearly visible in Tieffenthaler’s
drawing. A closer comparison of Tieffenthaler’s panorama with that
of an unknown Indian artist painted around 1800 and retrieved from
The British Museum bears this out (Krishna 2003). Fortunately,
Tirthamangal, the account of a journey to Banaras around the time of
Tieffenthaler’s visit by a Bengali elite, Krishnachandra Ghoshal of
Bhiikailas, Khidirpur in 1769, written by Bijayram Sen Visarad,
survives. The riverfront finds almost no mention in this poem, except
the high towers of Aurangzeb’s Mosque (‘madhaber dhwaja’) where
pilgrims flocked to have a top-view of the city by paying a pice each
to the Fakir who was in charge of it. (Sen Visarad 2009: 95-96). More
than a century later, the poet-dramatist Manomohan Basu writes in
his Diary dt. 31st January 1888 that during his first or second visit to
Banaras in 1850/1854, he climbed to the top of the minarets of the
mosque (‘Benimadhaver Dhwaja’) and sitting there composed a song
regarding the minarets and etched the song with a knife on its walls
(Das 1981: 42)! Thus, it is clear that Aurangzeb’s Mosque, perched on
a vantage point of the Banaras riverfront, has already commanding a
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landmark view as its predecessor Bindumadhava temple did during
Tavernier’s time. Within the next half a century, the mosque with its
minarets became iconic and in a way inseparable from any
representation of the riverfront view.

Within fifteen years of Tieffenthaler’s visit, the scenario had quickly
changed. The East India Company started consolidating their grip on
more and more areas. Artists started to visit uncharted places in search
of the picturesque, to test their fortunes in unknown lands. Unlike
the portrait-painters, who naturally remained closely connected to
the seats of power, artists like William Hodges travelled to distant
places. Hodges was the first professional landscape painter from
Britain to work in India. As Giles Tillotson puts it, ‘The paintings and
aquatints which he made as a result of his travels in the early 1780s
opened the eyes of his contemporaries to India’s scenery and
architecture and, together with his writings, made a vital contribution
to the British perception of India’s past” (Tillotson 2000: vii). Hodges
visited Banaras with the entourage of his patron Warren Hastings,
Britain’s first Governor General in India, in the late summer of 1781.
Banaras to him was going to be a rich field of intellectual and
antiquarian enquiry, ‘one of the most ancient Hindoo cities” and in
his own words, ‘It certainly is curious and highly entertaining to an
inquisitive mind, to associate with a people whose manners are more
than three thousand years old’ (Tillotson 2000: 1). But the situation
turned out to be less conducive to an artistic endeavour because of
the strife between Hastings and the local ruler Raja Chet Singh.
Ultimately Hodges published only two views of Banaras in his Select
Views (Pls. 21 and 45) containing 48 aquatints (Hodges 1785-8) and
Tillotson refers to a few drawings made in the city and mainly
preserved in the Yale Center for British Art (Tillotson 2000: 7, Fig. 57,
58), as well as oil paintings in various collections (Tillotson 2000: Pl
1, Fig. 18, 37). Curiously enough, Pl. 21 of the Select Views (captioned
by Hodges as ‘A View of Part of the City of Benares, upon the Ganges’)
(Fig. 2) as well as an oil now in the Oriental and India Office
Collections, British Library, bear the same caption (Tillotson 2000: PL
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Figuure 2. ‘A View of Part of the City of Benares’, William Hodges 1781.
Select Views P1. 21.

1), centrally focusing on the Aurangzeb’s Mosque on the Panchaganga
ghat. In PL. 45 of the Select Views (A View of Part of the City of
Benares’) also, the only identifiable structure, though diminutive,
throughout the riverfront crescent, is the same mosque, which is
ubiquitous even in another oil in Private Collection (Tillotson 2000:
Fig. 37). W. G. Archer mentions an oil, “Views of Ghauts of Benares’
in the Royal Academy, London, and a watercolour ‘The Ghats of
Banaras’ in a Private collection in London which, however, present
different views (Archer 1971: 45, Fig. 125, 126).

Tillotson raises the obvious question. ‘[...] why then, in depicting
what he knew to be a site of peculiar distinction for the Hindu religion,
Hodges has chosen to concentrate on a gesture of alien domination
which looms over and dwarfs those very pilgrims in whose customs
he professed such interest’. Different readings had been analyzed by
Tillotson, e.g. “The context of the painting’s production suggests a
parallel with his [Hodges’s] patron’s [Hastings] own assumption of
authority over the city”: ’[...] whilst it is true that Hodges often aligns
himself with Hindu tradition against Islamic iconoclasm, his many
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expressions of sympathy with “Hindoo manners” invariably place
them in a timeless and mythical past, whilst his painting depicts and
so repeats the visible gesture of a historically specific, political reality’,
and finally in the context of its production as a contemporary English
landscape image, the choice of the subject might well have been
(Tillotson 2000: 3—4, 2023: 153)—

suggested by the desire for the irregular outline that was required by the

artist’s aesthetic... The great height of the minarets, by which the mosque

declares its dominating presence in the city, ensures too that it offers the

greatest diversity of form, and is thus the object most likely to appeal to
an artist of the picturesque.

The last two points would be pivotal in our discussion of James
Princep’s drawings.

Hodges has been closely followed in his footsteps by the more
famous uncle-nephew duo, Thomas and William Daniell, who
extensively toured India in 1786-93 AD. While they were busy
producing twelve aquatints titled Views of Calcutta (1786-88), Hodges's
Select Views reached Calcutta. As Mildred Archer sees it (Archer 1980:
37):

[...] Hodges had set a standard as a pioneering recorder of India, and his
views became a guide in general terms to the route that they should follow.
The Daniells decided to outdo him, to see for themselves the tombs,
mosques, temples and picturesque scenes that he had depicted and to
make a more impressive and more accurate record of those same places.

On their upward journey along the Ganges they sailed past Banaras
(5th December 1788) recording only a view of the Ramnagar Fort
(Oriental Scenery 1.14), as they were in a hurry to join the British
officers at Fatehgarh, who were planning a visit to Agra and Delhi.
During their return journey, the Daniells stopped at Banaras and
worked there for about a week (c.17th to 25th November 1789).
Intriguingly enough, we get only one aquatint of ‘Dusasumade Gaut’
(Oriental Scenery 1.16) from the riverfront,> and one of “The Baolee at

2 George Michell mentions it as ‘Ahalya Bai ghat’ (Michell 1998: 72, P1. 35).
AhalyaBai and Dashashwamedh ghats are no doubt contiguous, but Daniells
clearly caption it ‘Dusasumade Gaut’ in Oriental Scenery.
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Ramnagur’ (Oriental Scenery III. 20) in their published oeuvre. But
Maurice Shellim catalogued seven oil paintings of the Daniells (TD
40, 51, 61, 87; WD 3, 4, 15), all of which portray different sections of
the Banaras riverfront: (i) Panchaganga and Durga ghats (p. 62, TD51),
a similar version of which in watercolour is at the Yale Center for
British Art; (ii) Do (viewed from a little north) (p. 106, WD4), a similar
version of which in watercolour is at the Yale Center for British Art,
inscribed ‘Brima and Narsingdasagaut’; (iii) Shivala ghat and Cheyt
Singh’s House (p. 105, WD3), the watercolour version of which is in
the IOLR; (iv) The Manikarnika ghat (p. 55, TD 40); (v) Manmandir
ghat and the Observatory (p. 111, WD15); (vi) View of the River from
Benimadhava ghat (p 67, TD 61) and (vii) Aurangzeb’s Mosque and
Benimadhava ghat (p. 83, TD 87) (Fig.3). Of these seven, TD 40 and
TD 87 are in the National Gallery of Modern Art, Delhi, and WD 15
is in the Asiatic Society, Kolkata, while others are in Private Collections

Private collection (Shellim 1979: 62).
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(Shellim 1979). Six more oils by the Daniells depicting Banaras have
been exhibited in the Royal Academy, London, between 1797 and 1802
(Archer 1971: 46, Shellim 1979: 124-27), which cannot be located.
William finished another oil later, ‘Lalita and Mir Ghat’, which is in
the Victoria and Albert Museum, London (Archer 1971: 46, Fig. 131).
At least three watercolours of Banaras by the Daniells are in the
Victoria Memorial Hall Kolkata, but they have not yet been studied
in detail. (Ray n.d.: 39, 49). With their penchant for details, the Daniells
have presented specific locations of the Banaras riverfront in separate
paintings, and not a panoramic view, which Prinsep would emulate
later. If we study the available reproductions of the seven oil paintings
in Shellim’s book, one thing cannot be missed: four centres on the
area of Panchaganga ghat, over which, we know, looms large the
mosque of Aurangzeb, though its view is recorded in only one
painting. Obviously, paintings drawn from close quarters could not
show the lofty minarets, but to a discerning viewer, the mosque is
always present in the background, as the stone ‘deepastambha’ (lamp
stand) recurs in all the four paintings as a leitmotif. Another important
element subtly introduced by the Daniells would be used by Prinsep,
the transformation of the viewer’s gaze. In TD 61, the artist is viewing
the river from the land, opening a new vista in riverfront painting. In
Prinsep’s work using almost the same location on the Panchaganga
ghat (Fig.4) we would find a far more refined dimension of a similar
gaze.

Here we can consider W. G. Archer’s observation on why the artists
mostly concentrated on Aurangzeb’s Mosque as their prime subject,
or rather a visual index. Archer explains (Archer 1971: 44),

Traveller after traveller, as the boat neared Banaras, reached for his
sketchbook and prepared to record the impressive scene. But, as Fanny
Parks lamented, “In the midst of hundreds and hundreds of temples and
ghats, piled one above another on the high cliff, or rising out of the
Ganges, the mind is perfectly bewildered; it turns from beauty to beauty,
anxious to preserve the memory of each, and the amateur throws down

Figuure 4. ‘View from Punchgunga Ghat’, James Prinsep. 3
Benares Illustrated, 1831-33, The Asiatic Society, Kolkata.
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the pencil in despair.” For this reason, most amateur artists found the
scene too complex and gave up the attempt to draw the ghats,
concentrating paradoxically enough, on Aurangzeb’s great mosque
towering above the city; its clear-cut silhouette providing a more
manageable composition.

Prinsep was a competent draughtsman and used his sharp
imagination to delineate the individual characteristics of the myriad
riverfront structures, but even he felt inclined to use this iconic
monument in his drawings more often than not.

Only twelve years before Prinsep came to Banaras, we find another
artist recording a few interesting views of Banaras in the picturesque
tradition. Leaving Calcutta on 2nd December 1807, Forrest, Lt. Col.,
visited Banaras probably in early January of 1808. Out of a total of 24
views published in 1824, three views were drawn in and around the
city, only one of which show the riverfront. Though the temples dot
the foreground, the righthand side of P1. xiv clearly shows the minarets
and three domes of Aurangzeb’s Mosque, which also found mention
in the accompanying text (Forrest 2015: 151-54).

According to Rai Anand Krishna, ‘In the 1810s, a painter from
Patna arrived in Banaras, to be followed by at least two distinct groups

of the “Company School” painters.” But with the discovery of a painted

ﬁfe 5. Riverfront pahor&ﬁm of Banaras, Panel 8, Unknown Indian artist.
¢.1800 (Krishna 2003)
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folder divided into twelve panels by an unknown Indian artist forming
a panorama of Banaras riverfront in The British Museum, he asserts
that the Company School existed with flourish in Banaras as early as
about 1800. The dates have been ascertained by Krishna in the light
of the presence/absence of datable ghats in the panorama. (Krishna
2003: 3-22). This can very well be a plank, standing on which Prinsep’s
drawings could be compared (Fig.5).

James Prinsep

James Prinsep (1799-1840) landed in Banaras on 26th November 1820
to take up his new assignment as Assay Master of the local Mint. As
his elder brother H. T. Prinsep narrates, ‘[...] his journey up the Ganges
afforded opportunities for the exercise of his pencil, of which he
freely availed himself’ (Prinsep 1858: iv). Even at the age of fifteen,
his skill and ingenuity in design was apparent, but an eye-injury
prevented him from taking the career of an architect. Banaras
enchanted him in the very first sight and in his decade-long residence
in the city, he became intrinsically involved with it.

Prinsep stayed longer in Banaras than any other artist whoever
captured its views. He redesigned the Mint, built the St. Mary’s Church
and some private buildings among which Nandeswar Kothi, the
residence of the Raja of Banaras was notable and executed a stupendous
job in building the Karmanasha Bridge on the high road from Calcutta
to Banaras along with successfully implementing a drainage scheme
for the city, the first of its kind in India. He meticulously surveyed the
city, which resulted in an accurate Map (prepared in 1822, published
in 1824), a Directory of Banaras (prepared in 1822, but printed only
in 1999 as an Appendix to Nair 1999), and a Census of the city
(published in the Asiatic Researches, vol. 17, 1832: 470-98).

All these engagements subtly contributed to his drawings of the city
which finally took the shape of Benares Illustrated: In a Series of Drawings
(1831-33) (Fig.6). Prinsep writes in his Preface (Prinsep 1831: 6):

Figuure 6. Title page with Prinsep’s complimentary, Benares Illustrated, 1831.
TheAsiatic Society, Kolkata. 3
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The specimens here presented to the public have no pretension to vie
with the works of professional art, by which the cities of Europe have
been illustrated. The collection of them amused a portion of the leisure
of a ten years’ official residence upon the spot [...]. The only merit aimed
at, has been that of faithful delineation.

Prinsep has made the drawings and sketches between 1820 and
1825 (“Eve of an Eclipse of the Moon” mentions the date 25th November
1825), and sent them to England in 1824 and 1825 for publication. A
total of 34 Lithographic Plates and a Map were published in three
installments between 1831 and 1833. The order of the plates as they
were printed in London and sent to Calcutta, and in the final volume
which contains the Title Page, Frontispiece, Dedication, Preface (2
pages), Introduction (12 pages) and descriptions of Plates (33 plates),
and one map vary a little in their arrangement. As P. T. Nair mentions
(Nair 1999: 148, 150-51), at least two complete sets of Prinsep’s Benares
Illustrated are available in Kolkata: one in the Museum of the Asiatic
Society, signed and presented by the author himself on 31st July 1833,
and the other in the Asutosh Collection, National Library. The Asutosh
Collection has another copy which only contains 34 Plates including
the Frontispiece but not the map. The Rare Division of the National
Library has the Second and Third Series of 13 and 10 Plates with Title
pages dated 1831 and 1833 respectively (not noted by Nair), in
separately bound volumes. Another copy from the collection of the
Asiatic Society of Bombay is now available online. I have checked all
these copies recently and some new information have come to light.

As we cannot trace any copy of the First Series of 11 Plates of
which 9 arrived in Kolkata in March 1830 (Nair 1999: 148), and two
(not 3 as expected, see the ‘Advertisement’ quoted below) at some
later date, probably in early 1831, we can only assume that this series
was issued to the subscribers with a 1831 Title page. The Preface and
Introduction might have accompanied the Series, as it ought to be.
The Second Series with 13 Plates arrived in September 1831, but the
letterpress took some more time (Nair 1999: 148-49). The National
Library copy shows that a 1831 Title page was attached to it. The
Third Series has an 1833 Title page, and it must have arrived around
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July 1833, because Prinsep presented the autographed copy on 31st
July. The Preface probably had to be reissued, because it refers to the
Map, which, though printed in 1824, has been attached to the complete
set. At least two of the descriptions to the Plates have also been edited
to mention latest developments (‘View from Ugneswur Ghat’ and “View
Westward from Ghoosla Ghat’). In no extant copy the directions to the
binders for placing the Plates could be found, so it is difficult to guess
what would have been the final intended sequence of Plates. O. P.
Kejariwal raises a point in his “About this Edition” (Prinsep 2009):

The first edition of James Prinsep’s “Benares Illustrated”, for some
unexplained reason, carried two title pages: one showing the date of
publication as 1833, and the other, 1831. The first part with the dateline
1833, had nine illustrations, while the other with the dateline 1831, had
seventeen illustrations and five drawings.

Now, Kejariwal nowhere mentions from which copy/copies he
reproduced his edition, so the statement cannot be verified. But it is
clear from the foregoing discussion that probably the First Series of
Plates and surely the Second Series carried the 1831 Title page, and
the Third 1833. So it might have been a binder’s mistake to insert both
Title pages in the final set which Kejariwal has seen. That the final,
complete set has been prepared with the 1831 Title page is evident
from the autographed copy preserved in the Asiatic Society, Kolkata.

The names of the Lithographic artists who have worked on the
drawings of Prinsep could be traced from the Plates (mentioned as
‘Drawn on stone by [...]"). They are given below with some details.
Nair listed the lithographers according to the Plates (Nair 1999: 144—
45)

1.L. Haghe [Louis Haghe (1806-85) was a lithographer and
watercolour artist from Netherlands, who settled in England in
1823. With William Day (1797-1845) he formed a partnership firm
around 1830 named Day and Haghe, which became the most
famous early Victorian Lithographic printing firm in England.
Some Plates in Benares Illustrated including the Frontispiece which
were ‘Drawn on stone by L. Haghe” has been printed by ‘“W. Day
Lith’ (Lithographers) of 17 Gate Street, London, and (later?) by
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‘Day and Haghe” of the same address, who were ‘Lithographers
to the King’ then.]

. All other lithographers of London mentioned in Benares Illustrated
like George Bernard (Illustrator and lithographer, a pupil of artist
James Duffield Harding and died in 1890), William Walton
(William Louis Walton b. 1808? d. 1879, was one of the first artists
to become prominent in the relatively new medium of
lithography), J. D. Harding (James Duffield Harding, b. 1798 d.
1863 was a British landscape painter, lithographer and author of
drawing manuals), ]. W. Giles (John West Giles who flourished
between 1830-1865, was a British painter, engraver and
lithographer), G. Scharf (George Johann Scharf b. 1788 d. 1860
was a German watercolour artist, draughtsman and lithographer
who settled in London), W. Sharp (William Sharp b. 1803 d. 1875
was a British-born painter who introduced chromolithography in
America in 1840) and T. Dighton probably worked for another
famous Lithographic printing firm, C. Hullmandel (Charles Joseph
Hullmandel b. 1789 d. 1850 became one of the most important
figures in the development of British lithography. He maintained
a lithographic establishment on Great Marlborough Street from
about 1819 until his death). All the Plates drawn on stone by the
above-named lithographers were printed by C. Hullmandel, who
himself has engraved one Plate.

.James Prinsep himself has ‘etched’ the Plate ‘Boorwa Mungul’
and ‘reduced from Col. Garstin’s plate’ the ‘Elevation of the
Temple of Vishveshvur’.

. Four Plates record the name of ‘Kasheenath Sculpts’. Prinsep
mentions in his ‘Preface’, ‘Some of the Plates have been engraved
in Calcutta, and although very inferior to the advanced production
of the art at home, still it is hoped they will give a favourable idea
of the capabilities of native artists’. Also, in the descriptive text
to the Plate ‘Ghoosla Ghat’, Prinsep further comments, ‘Some
indulgence is solicited for this and the other outline engravings
given in the present series: they have been executed by a Native,
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who has much to learn in perspective both aerial and linear; in
other respects, the plates are creditable enough to the progress of
the Arts in Calcutta’. Nair explains that Kashinath Mistry is the
native artist referred to by Prinsep. ‘He was a resident of Garstin’s
Place, working at the nearby Mint in Church Lane. He engraved
the plates for the Asiatic Researches and the Journal of the Asiatic
Society of Bengal, sometimes free or at 1/3rd or Y4th of the charges
of European artists stationed in Calcutta. His patrons, Dr. H. H.
Wilson and James Prinsep, brought him to limelight.” (Nair 1999:
143-44)
5.In case of six Plates (Four by Kashinath, one by Prinsep and
another with no engraver mentioned) where the outlines are
presented, we find border impressions on paper. Other
lithographic Prints were probably pasted on pages, which could
be understood by the difference in the whiteness of the Print and
the underlying page due to acidification. The Asutosh Collection
copy, which retains much of its original character including the
tissue-guards covering all the Plates and a remnant of the original
(?) binding, clearly bears this out.
In the Second Series preserved in the National Library, we find an
‘Advertisement’ inserted after the Title page, which reads:

Subscribers to the first series of these views, who received only eleven
plates, will find the missing plate added to the present set. The designer
was most anxious on the present occasion to have reduced the price of his
work, which seems exorbitant when compared with publications of a much
higher order at home; he has however been prevented from so doing by
the result of his former publication: it is indeed hardly to be expected that
the expences attendant upon the execution of works of a graphic nature in
England, should be even balanced by their necessarily limited sale in this
country, unless a price is charged disproportionate to their merit. Should
the designer be induced to continue the series, to which he feels well
inclined by the number of objects still remaining to be illustrated in the
holy city, he can only assure his friends and the public, that their patronage
shall never be taxed beyond the actual cost of production!

Figuure 7. Inset Map, “The City of Bunarus Surveyed by James 3
Prinsep’, 1822, Benares Illustrated, 1831-33. The Asiatic Society, Kolkata.
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This clearly indicates that Prinsep could never probably recoup
the expenses of his album as indicated by Nair (Nair 1999: 151).

Prinsep’s Map (‘The City of Bunarus Surveyed by James Prinsep’,
1822) is another remarkable achievement (Fig.7). It is the first map of
Banaras drawn in the Western tradition of cartography, which are
designed to represent everything considered characteristic of factual
urban qualities and hence essential. As Jan Pieper summarizes, ‘It
shows the essentials of the relief, which is totally neglected on the
pilgrims” map, the built-up and open spaces, it gives a correct picture
of the size, direction and spatial organization of the streets and it
shows all public places of importance... The little inset at half-scale
shows all the achievements and the infrastructure of the British Raj
as assembled in Cantonments and Civil Lines.” (Pieper 1979: 215).

Prinsep’s original drawings remained untraceable for a long time.
As Joachim K. Bautze points out, ‘Some of Prinsep’s original
watercolours surfaced only very recently and it seems, that Prinsep
made many more watercolours which were not reproduced in his
book” (Bautze 2008: 214, 224). Patricia Kattenhorn listed sixteen such
drawings in her Catalogue (Kattenhorn 1994: 260-61). Pheroza ]J.
Godrej's recent survey of the views of Banaras by European artists is
based on private collections (Godrej 2023: 109-150).

James Prinsep very carefully presented his views of Banaras to a
discerning audience. As he became an insider to the city, not a passing
traveller, he has chosen his subjects accordingly. Here we do not have
the scope to separately discuss his 34 Plates, but we may note a few
observations. Benares Illustrated was dedicated to

William Augustus Brooke Esq., Senior Civil Servant of the Bengal
Presidency, who, as Agent to the Governor-General and Chief Judge of
Appeal for six and twenty years, has exercised the principal civil authority
in Benares [...] as a tribute due to the public character, and in grateful
remembrance of the amiable qualities which have endeared him alike to
the Hindoo, the Mosulmen, and the Christian inhabitants of the Holy City.

If we juxtapose the Frontispiece (Fig. 8) with this dedication, we
can clearly discern Prinsep’s outlook: his Banaras does not exclude
the ‘others’, nor does it want to wield extra authority on the part of
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Figuure 8. Frontispiece, James Prinsep, Benares Illustrated, 1831.
The Asiatic Society, Kolkata.
new rulers. We must remember that only a decade before Prinsep’s
arrival in Banaras, there happened the so-called ‘War of the Lat” in
1809 between Hindus and Muslims which resulted in the felling of
the sacred stone pillar ("Lat Bhairo’). Prinsep carefully repaired the
minarets of Aurangzeb’s Mosque, drawn it and used it in other
drawings as well, drawn the Gyanvapi mosque with the old
Vishwanath temple, even presented a measured ground plan of it, along
with the elevation of the new temple. ‘Ramleela’ (Fig. 9) and ‘Bhurut
Melao’ or the ‘Boorwa Mungul” Festivals have been presented side by
side with ‘Procession of the Tazeeas” (Fig. 10) and ‘Lal Shah’s Tomb’.
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Figuure 9. ‘Festival of the Ram Leela’, James Prinsep, Benares Illustrated,
1831-33. The Asiatic Society, Kolkata.

A view of Thutheree Bazar, A Preacher Expounding the Poorans, A
Morning Concert, the Hindoo Nach Girls Ulee Bundee, even the Sleeping
Apartments of Kashmeeree Mul’s House provide a rare glimpse into the
inner life of the city. The Plates are not mere representations frozen in
time, to remain framed and hung on the drawing room walls of a
connoisseur’s house, but are enlivened profiles of a bustling city which
has survived for millennia with much cultural diversity and syncretism.
This structured, composite and cosmopolitan point of view distinguished
Prinsep’s drawings from others, as if he gives a new interpretation of the
picturesque which helped to create a long lasting impact.

Epilogue

According to Joachim K. Bautze, “The most influential publication in
terms of views from the sacred city is Benares Illustrated [...] As no
copyright then existed, Prinsep’s lithographed watercolours were the

most influential in illustrating the Western view of Benares’ (Bautze
2008: 214). Bautze gives numerous examples to elucidate his point. We

Figuure 10. ‘Procession of the Tazeeas’, James Prinsep, Benares
Illustrated, 1831-33. The Asiatic Society, Kolkata. 3
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Figuure 11. ‘Benares’, Frontispiece, Leupolt’s Erinnerungenan das
Missionswerk in Benares, Albert Ostertag, 1846.

OXFORD

LATE TEMPLE
ARCHITECTURE OF INDIA

© 15™TO 19™ CENTURIES
34 CONTINUITIES, REVIVALS, APPROPRIATIONS. AND INNOVATIONS

GEORGE MICHELL

Figuure 12. Jacket visual, ‘Vishvanatha temple of Ahilyabai, 1777, Banaras;
architectural drawing by James Prinsep, 1831’, Late Temple Architecture of
India, George Michell, 2015.
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here mention only one: Prinsep’s lithograph of ‘Benares: A Brahmin
placing a Garland on the holiest Spot in the sacred City’ reappears as
the frontispiece (‘Benares’), in Albert Ostertag’s Leupolt’s Erinnerungen
an das Missionswerk in Benares, 1846 (Fig.11). Even in the 21st Century,
nearly 200 years after his demise, Prinsep’s drawings still make to the
covers of influential literature. Two examples will suffice. Vasudha
Dalmia’s Orienting India: European knowledge formation in the Eighteenth
and Nineteenth centuries, New Delhi: Three Essays Collective (2003) uses
Prinsep’s ‘A Preacher Expounding the Poorans’ as its cover illustration
and George Michell’s Late Temple Architecture of India: 15th To 19th
Centuries: Continuities, Revivals, Appropriations, and Innovations, New Delhi:
Oxford University Press (2015) uses ‘Elevation of Temple of Vishveshvur’
as its jacket visual (Fig.12).
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Abstract

This essay attempts to explore the contribution of the assay master,
James Prinsep in the field of assaying and also his efforts in the field
of numismatics. Prinsep’s engagement with numismatics, especially
to read the legend on the coins, allowed him to find the clue to decipher
the ancient scripts. His contribution was not only in the field of
numismatic researches but also in contemporary coinage. He engaged
himself in reforming the coinage of the East India Company by
bringing a uniform currency to reduce complications. We shall not
discuss his errors or problems in decipherment; rather the essay tries
to evaluate his approach and methodology. Our prime concern is to
understand his passion and urge to unravel the mysteries and explore
the unknown India’s ancient and medieval past.
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At the close of the eighteenth century was born James Prinsep, who
was destined to shine in spite of his short life span of forty-one years.
He carved his own niche and was instrumental in changing the course
of ancient Indian history by deciphering coins and scripts, and thus
made his mark in the field of epigraphy and numismatics. He was a
laborious researcher who was not only methodical but highly meticulous
in all aspects of his research. He was interested in pursuing architecture
but due to the problems which he was facing with his eyesight he was
not allowed to carry on with his studies in architecture. His eyesight
was restored with the help of good treatment but he could not pursue
a career in architecture as that demanded sustained pressure on his
eyes for creating drawings. His father was aware of an opening in the
assay department in India and to equip his son with the skills, he sent
him for a training in Chemistry at Guy’s Hospital. Then he also made
him an apprentice to Robert Bingley, The Assay Master at the Royal
Mint in the London (1818-19). This training in assaying later shaped
the path for his arduous researches in the field of numismatics. Had
Prinsep’s father known the fact that he would indulge in academic
research on coins, he would have never encouraged Prinsep to take up
the profession of assaying. This reminds us of Upali, whose father
desired his son to be a money changer when he grows up, but his
mother did not want him to be one as it would affect his eyesight (Rhys
Davids and Oldenberg 1899). His interests were varied and he mastered
them all as and when required without any formal training. His
engagements with these disciplines are reflected in his multifaceted
publications on diverse themes on which he had published extensively.
His engagement with epigraphy and numismatics was from a strange
passion to unravel the past and solve mysteries. Often his writings
record the thrill of unravelling mysteries. His contribution was not
only in the field of numismatic researches but also in contemporary
coinage. He engaged himself in reforming the coinage of the East India

Company by bringing a uniform currency to reduce complications.
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He joined the Calcutta Mint and later moved to the Banaras Mint
to finally return to Calcutta Mint as the Assay Master. On the 4th of
September 1819 the Governor General appointed James Prinsep to the
post of Assistant Assay Master for Calcutta Mint under H.H. Wilson
who was the then Assay Master. Prinsep reached Calcutta on the 18th
of September 1819. Soon Wilson had to move to Banaras and Prinsep
equipped himself with the knowledge to run the mint within two
months and successfully managed the Calcutta Mint. Prinsep was
then sent to the Banaras Mint and was upgraded to the post of Assay
Master of that mint in October 1820. He worked as an Assay Master
until 1826 when he was made the Secretary of the ‘Benares Mint
Committee” which he controlled till 1829. When the Mint of Banaras
was abolished, he returned to Calcutta Mint as Deputy Assay Master
of a newly constructed mint at the Clive Street under Wilson. He was
very hard working and was a perfectionist. He was a trained Assay
Master, expert in mathematical calculations and statistical applications.
Engaging in innovations and knowing the unknown by solving
mysteries was his passion. His engagement with his principal job of
assaying, made him to make a balance with such accuracy as to
indicate the 3000th part of a grain. The utility of this creation can be
assessed from the fact that the balance was purchased by the
Government for use at the largest mint of India, the Calcutta Mint,
when Prinsep left for London in 1838.

Prinsep engaged in assaying and he pursued it with passion and
rigour. He was a born researcher and his inquisitive mind was
constantly engaged in innovations and finding new avenues for
making progress in his own field. He also explored the unknown and
was involved in diverse researches. It was his scientific bent of mind
which led him to the researches in the field of measuring high
temperatures in furnaces accurately. The result of this research was
published in the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London
in 1828, which opened the path of his selection as a Fellow of the
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Royal Society. His constant researches opened up new avenues and
he suggested the possibility of visual pyrometric measurement using
a calibrated series of mica plates and also by watching the melting of
calibrated combinations of platinum, gold and silver alloys placed in
a crucible. He also described a pyrometer that measured the expansion
of a small amount of air held within a gold bulb.

The varied weight of the coinages in circulation all over India was
a major issue and Prinsep was instrumental in solving this discrepancy.
Garg mentions in his article on James Prinsep that ‘[t]he decline of
the Mughal empire had resulted in the mushrooming of a large number
of mints throughout the country. These mints produced debased coins
of varying weights and differing values” (Garg: 1997: 85). For the sake
of smooth transaction and enhanced efficiency of audit and finance,
Prinsep proposed the currency reforms by introducing a new and
uniform weight standard in 1833, which was then submitted to the
Government and based on this the weights and measures were
reformed. William Bentinck approved Prinsep’s proposal. He proposed
to adopt the Indian weight standard of the silver rupee (one tola or
12 masas) as a standard for the Calcutta, Bombay and Madras
Presidencies of the East India Company, and thus a uniform weight
standard was introduced over a larger part of the Indian subcontinent.
This uniformity was brought about by introducing a new metrology
which was quite a challenge as the new weight standard was to be
used not only at the Mint but at all associated levels like the Custom’s
House, the Treasury, Banks, Collector’s offices and all related
Government offices.

After the success of the reform in weight standard, which was well
received, reforming the device of the present coinage struck his mind.
He started sketching new devices for a fresh coinage. Kashinath who
was a die cutter was asked by Prinsep to create new dies. Prinsep had
to constantly try new ways to introduce a reformed currency. In 1835

he wrote a note to the Government on reasons for reforming currency.!



Basu Majumdar : Assaying the Assay Master: James Prinsep 139

Thus, Prinsep was successful in introducing a uniform metallic
currency in a major part of India in two stages-uniformity in metrology
and then a uniform cum universal coinage. The Company rupee was
thus established by the Act XVII of 1835. The introduction of new
currency now demanded the minting of a large number of coins for
the next 3 years (Garg: 1997: 87).

It was Prinsep’s training in assaying which led him to engage with
ancient Indian coinage as well as the same time his superior H.H.
Wilson’s engagement with numismatics also inspired him. Initially
when Wilson was working on the Mackenzie’s collection preserved
in the Asiatic Society, Prinsep began assisting him in the study of
ancient Indian coins in 1831. Wilson published his work in the Asiatick
Researches in 1832 and the same year he resigned and Prinsep was
made the Assay Master, though Wilson tried to promote James
Atkinson yet it was Prinsep’s destiny to contribute to the shaping of
India’s new coinage and also leave his mark in the field of numismatics
and epigraphy.

His posting at Calcutta in 1830 may be said to have been a landmark
in his short-lived academic career (Mitra Shastri 1999: 191). Prinsep’s
interest in engaging in serious academics associated him with the
Asiatic Society and also with Major Herbert who initiated Gleanings
in Science to which Prinsep contributed articles which were much
appreciated. In 1831, Prinsep took the charge of the publication when
major Herbert proceeded to Oudh. He was instrumental in converting
this generic publication to a specific journal, the Journal of the Asiatic
Society of Bengal (hereinafter JASB). He soon became the Secretary

! National Archives of India, Financial Department (cited in Garg 1997: 86, 89).
Garg has consulted them personally and quotes Prinsep’s attempt to expedite
the whole process of introducing a reformed coinage to the Company in
following words which made a major impact, “The sovereignty of the King of
England over India has now been broadly declared and promulgated over
the world, after which to continue with the unmeaning distich of Shah Alam
is ridiculous, if it be not lese [sic].”
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and continued from 1832-39. He published his own researches on
varied themes of Indian history; of course most of them were on
numismatics and epigraphy. He published his study of the Roman
coins first and then the Greek and Persian coins in the collection of
the Asiatic Society. Besides numismatics, Prinsep also published
articles on Chemistry, Mineralogy and Indian Antiquities. He was the
editor of the JASB and his art of sketching led him to make illustrations
for several articles. He continued this work of editing till 1838 when
he fell ill and had to leave for London where he expired.

In the very first volume of the JASB (1832) Prinsep described the
Roman coins of the Society’s cabinet. This paved the way to the
initiation of the whole genre of studies on the so-called Indo-Roman
trade (which is a misnomer). Prinsep, after examining the ‘insignificant
collection” (in terms of quantity) of Roman coins in the collection of
the Asiatic Society, mostly without any documented provenance and
at times even the donor, believed that in the absence of these details
the sole importance of these Roman specimens was in the fact that
they were of ‘Indian origin’. He suggested that these were reported
from India and not in the literal sense that they were minted in India.
In 1814 the Asiatic Society opened its museum to receive the collections
from private individuals. It is indeed interesting that while writing on
the Roman coins, Prinsep anticipated and pointed out that several
such discoveries of Roman coins would have happened in the recent
past by Europeans who would have collected these specimens and
carried them back to Europe for their personal gain. But after reaching
Europe they might have found or realised that these were very
common in the West and could not fetch them what they had expected.
Prinsep mentions (Prinsep 1832: 392),

[...] they may be mortified in finding them swallowed up and lost among
the immense profusion of similar objects in the public and private cabinets
of European antiquarians; and they may perhaps regret that they did not
leave them where, from their rarity, they would have been prized, and
from their presence, have promoted the acquisition of further stores for
antiquarian research from the wide continent of India.
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This statement of Prinsep is of extreme significance. It not only
shows that the removal of the antiquities from their place of finding
or detaching them from their provenance makes them loose their
context, but also the urge to study the specimens in their original
context. It was Major Tod’s collection which was retained in India
and was published in the Transactions of the Royal Asiatic Society.
Prinsep added to his publication the Roman coins in the collection of
the Asiatic Society which were already catalogued by R.Tytler in 1826
where twelve Roman coins were catalogued; besides this, the private
collections of Mr. Wilson, Col. T. Wilson and his own collection found
from different parts of India were also included. After this publication
the collection of Roman coins increased and scholars began
investigating why Roman coins had travelled all the way to the east.
Thus, Prinsep’s publication worked as a catalytic factor and opened
new vistas for the study of Roman coins found in India and also the
trade between India and Rome. When Prinsep was writing this article
on the Roman coins which were also in the possession of the Asiatic
Society (~50-60 coins) the Asiatic Society acquired a collection of 250
coins from an Armenian. Prinsep clarifies the exclusion of these 250
coins as he was sure that these were not found or discovered in the
Indian subcontinent (Prinsep 1832: 392-3, 408). He clarifies this in a
note, but what is interesting is that the numismatist in Prinsep was
not satisfied by simply excluding them and refraining from publication.
Though he writes that if there are any rare specimens in this lot of
250 coins then he might consider publishing them. But at the same
time, he identified them and attributed them to rulers. He appended
a list of this at the end of his article as a note. After this publication
more and more Roman coins were now reported from the Indian
subcontinent as people could now recognise them. His training in the
mint had taught him to draw the devices with accuracy and he utilised
his skills to create drawings of Roman coins and publish them not for

the numismatists but for the enthusiasts interested in antiquarian
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remains and also in unravelling mysteries. While doing this, Prinsep
explained his endeavour ‘to be of use to those who were untutored in
the mysteries of numismatology, so that, by the aid of the drawings,
they might be able to recognize the type of Roman fabrication in any
antique specimens which they were likely to discover on the continent
of India (Prinsep 1833a: 27).

Prinsep and his contribution to numismatics and epigraphy have
already been assessed by Ajay Mitra Shastri and Sanjay Garg, hence
it is not worth repeating the previous assessments (Garg 1997, Mitra
Shastri 1999). His contribution lies in his superb numismatic sense
and in the understanding of the significance of the monetary value of
the Roman coins found in India. As he was well aware of the fact that
the specimens found in India were not of high value to the collectors
neither were these extraordinary medallions of collector’s choice nor
coins par excellence. But his historical sense and numismatic
understanding allowed him to assign the real value of the Indic
specimens as marker of ‘the principal channel of commerce between
India and the Roman Europe’. However, Prinsep was not the first to
mention this as Robertson had already mentioned that these Roman
coins were one of the principal returns in trade for the spices, precious
stones, silk etc. However, Prinsep was of the opinion that Indian
subcontinent did not have its indigenous coinage and hence these
Roman specimens were in circulation which in the initial stage of
development of Indian numismatics can be well understood.

Prinsep’s training as an Assay Master was helpful in developing
his numismatic understanding. He soon realised that the numismatists
should not only be concerned with names of the metallic pieces and
the values or relative values of these issues. As he himself points out
that “this part of the subject is generally disregarded by writers on
medals, properly so called, who look to their numismatic value only
as elucidatory of history and the arts...” (Prinsep 1832: 395). He
elaborately describes the names of the gold, silver and copper issues
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and also added descriptions on the value and relative values of these
coins. However, being trained as an assyist his major focus was on
cataloguing with as much efficiency as possible and making accurate
drawings of the devices on coins. Though Prinsep himself enjoyed to
unravel mysteries and explore the unknown past of India by
identifying coins and attributing them to specific dynasties and ruler,
but he did not engage in this initially. He first began with the known
coinage i.e. the Roman, then intended to indulge with the Greek, and
then with Persian and finally, with the new unidentified and
unattributed Indian specimens. While working on the Roman coins
Prinsep had already decided his next publication on Greek and Persian
coins in the cabinet of the Asiatic Society. He wished to instigate
those who had the opportunity of forming collections especially in
the north western provinces stating the efforts of Major Tod who
during his stay in the Indian subcontinent had successfully created a
large collection of 20000 coins over a span of twelve years and
published it in the first volume of the Transactions of the Royal Asiatic
Society. Major Tod pointed towards the find of Apollodotus and
Menander’s coins in his collection which triggered interest of the
European scholars especially interested in Greek coins.

Prinsep would not have deciphered the scripts if he did not engage
in numismatics. It was his in-depth study of ancient Indian coins, their
legends, that he could, with the help of a logical thought process,
engage in decoding the values of the alphabets within a short span of
three years (1834-1837). Prinsep was of the opinion that Kharosti which
was not deciphered till then was a type of ‘Pehlevi” (Prinsep 1833a: 36).
In 1833 Prinsep mentioned that until the legends in Pehlavi (Kharosti)
were read, it would not be possible to identify and attribute the coins
which he considered to be Sassanian. But at the same time, he was sure
that if a considerable collection of these coins was made, some key
might be discovered to the value of the alphabet as the names and titles
would be alike in all especially the names were already known from
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history (Prinsep 1833a: 36). Though he was writing about the Kharosti
script but it was applied for the discovery of Brahmi as well and thus,
much before the discovery of the Indic script Prinsep was clear about
the methodology or the clue for its decipherment.? The publication on
the discoveries by Charles Masson in Afghanistan which was published
in the JASB led Prinsep to engage in the study of legends on the coins
and the decipherment of the unknown script on the coins.

Prinsep was meticulous in his descriptions and more so in making
the line drawings of the devices on the coins especially when it came
to the legend, he was extremely careful. It is interesting to note that
at times he felt that the onus of explaining the details of the coins
which he has published was on him and many a times he published
further notes and drawings on his own previous publications. (Prinsep
1835a: 327-337). Of course, the identifications were most of the times
incorrect, owing to the nascent stage in which the history of the
subcontinent was at that time. These wrong attributions or errors in
deciphering correct legends by no means reduce the significance of
Prinsep’s efforts or his level of dedication and intellect.

Prinsep also studied the coin collection of Alexander Burnes during
his travel in Punjab and the valley of the Oxus (Prinsep 1833b: 310-
318). He also studied the Bactrian and Indo Scythian coins collected
by Swiney (Prinsep 1833c: 405-416). Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s employee
General Ventura’s collection was the next to engage Prinsep in
numismatic studies in 1833. General Ventura had asked for a French
translation of the final publication, which Prinsep published in 1834 in
the form of two memoirs. Another collection of General Ventura, sent

through General Allard, was also studied by Prinsep (Prinsep 1835a:

2 In 1838, he observes that ‘It must be remembered that the only incontestable
authority for the determination of a vowel or consonant is, its constant
employment as the equivalent of the same Greek letter in the proper names
of the Bactrian kings. Beyond this we have only analogies and resemblances
to other alphabets to help us, and the conjectural assumption of such values
for the letters that occur in the titles and epithets of royalty as may furnish an
admissible translate of the Greek in each and every case’ (Prinsep 1938: 639).
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327). Then he published the coin collection of Captain Court—another
officer in Ranjit Singh’s army—discovered at various places in Punjab
and Afghanistan.

In 1834, he also engaged in the study of the coin collections of
Captain Cautley (Prinsep 1834: 227-320), Lieutenant A. Conolly, Swiney,
Sheikh Karamat Ali, Mohun Lal, Burnes and Geraard. All these came
to the Asiatic Society and Prinsep engaged in their study and also
published them in 1835 in the JASB (Prinsep 1835b). He also engaged
himself in the study of the lesser known and unidentified punch marked
coins, uninscribed cast copper coins of the Western Ksatrapas, Kusanas,
Guptas, Post-Gupta coins, besides the known Indo-Greek, Roman, Indo
Scythian, Indo Parthians, Indo Sassanian coins, as well as Rajput coins
and also medieval coins. The Western Ksatrapa coins were mentioned
by him as the Saurashtra group of coins while he was trying to decipher
the legends on them (Prinsep 1837: 377-392). He also studied the coins
found from Sri Lanka (Prinsep 1837b: 288-377).

Another trait of Prinsep was his obsession with precision of
instruments. While publishing an article on Bactrian coins, he made
it clear in the title itself that this was a sequel to his previous
publication (Prinsep 1838: 636-658); he commences on an apologetical
note saying that

It is not easy to gratify my numismatological readers with a plate of
entirely new Bactrian coins so frequently as they would wish; for,
independently of the time and labour requisite for engraving them, the
subject, as to new names at least, may be looked upon now as nearly
exhausted. Opportunities however still occur of verifying doubtful
readings, of supplying names where they were erased or wanting in
former specimens, and of presenting slight varieties in costume, attitude,
and other particulars, which tend to complete the pictorial history of the
Bactrian coinage.

The above statement clearly shows how dedicated Prinsep was to
his readers and how much he was concerned with their expectations
from his publication. At the end of this article Prinsep adds a postscript
which is quite interesting and explain how difficult and tedious it
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was to produce plates. He illustrated two coins engraved with a ruling
machine which he had made with the help of an instrument imported
from England. Getting this instrument i.e. Bate’s Medal-ruling
Machine, shipped to India was a ‘long cherished expectation” (Prinsep
1838: 655). It reached after two years delay and Prinsep was not
satisfied by the results. As he mentions, ‘instead of being their patent
instrument, warranted to correct all distortion in the engraving of the
object ruled, it is precisely the original defective instrument which
has long been discarded as unfit for use.” He was not satisfied by just
bringing out this fact to his readers but went further to demonstrate
it as he thought it his duty to support it with proof. His scientific
aptitude is reflected in his attempt to create his own instrument. He
first expressed his dissatisfaction and after strong criticism, he
mentioned that he was now compelled to invent and make better and
an error-free instrument himself with his own resources. Since Mr.
Bate’s instrument came with a condition that he can use it outside
England only, Prinsep clearly stated in his postscript that ‘I shall
moreover be at liberty to use it wherever I please’(Prinsep 1838: 658).

Prinsep was obsessed with researches and was a workaholic; in
this process he had exhausted himself and could not regain a sound
health. Due to his deteriorating health, he was forced to return to
England and passed away at the young age of forty-one. His
contribution and discoveries in the fields of epigraphy and
numismatics, as well as, in the natural sciences and technical fields
will be remembered forever. What has made him immortal is the
decipherment of the Brahmi and Kharosti scripts. Prinsep preferred
the artefacts to remain in their original context but it is an irony that
his collection of coins and artefacts from the Indian subcontinent is
now partly preserved in the British Museum, London. The memory
of this passionate assay master and researcher is best preserved in the
medal made in his memory and his bust made by Francis Chantrey
which was finished by Henry Weekes, housed at the Asiatic Society,
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Calcutta. The genius who wanted to be an architect but dedicated his
life to the study of India’s past, in his memory a wonderful structure
was made; the Prinsep Ghat. Calcutta, now called Kolkata, keeps his
memory alive as the Ganges flows past the Prinsep Ghat, and it is
this river which keeps him connected to his second work place Banaras.
I would like to express my gratitude to Prinsep and all the scholars
who worked in the nineteenth century and burnt their midnight oil
to pave the path for future researchers. Their primary efforts for
collection of coins, inscriptions and other artefacts helped to create
the repository for the forthcoming generations to come. Their passion
for the discipline and the desire to unravel mysteries and unknown
past of the subcontinent made them to explore new vistas. They
identified coins, attributed them to issuers, at times correct and mostly
wrong, as the discipline was in its nascent stage. Discussions on their
failures and errors are futile, but what is important is the development
of a methodology which instructed future scholars how to proceed
and further what not to be pursued.
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Abstract

James Prinsep’s contribution towards Indian numismatics has
thoroughly been researched by many scholars from Europe and India.
In this discourse, an endeavourer has been made to focus on his coin
collection preserved under the Department of Coins and Medals of
the British Museum, since 1847 This collection of coins and other
antiquities (2642 in number) was purchased from his elder brother H.T.
Prinsep, who acted as the executor of the transaction. These coins from
the Prinsep collection are of various categories. The Catalogues of the
Indian Coins have been published only in a small fraction of the total
collection. No comprehensive attempt has ever been made to throw
light on the history of collection and a detailed study of these coins and
antiquities by a person like James Prinsep during his nineteen years
(1819-1838) stay in Calcutta and Banaras and especially as the Secretary
of the Asiatic Society and Assay Master of the Calcutta mint.
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Introduction

James Prinsep (1799-1840), a British Orientalist and antiquarian, was
a versatile scholar who made significant contributions, besides a wide
range of other fields, to Indian numismatics and epigraphy during
the mid-nineteenth century. His work primarily focussed on
deciphering ancient Indian coins and inscriptions, which proved
crucial in understanding historical and cultural identities of early
India. The Coin Cabinet of the British Museum (hereinafter ‘Museum’)
in London, under the Department of Coins and Medals, houses one
of the world’s largest and most comprehensive collections of coins.
The Museum received a substantial number of coins from explorers,
archaeologists, and bureaucrats, including notable figures like Charles
Masson, William Marsden, Alexander Cunningham, Richard Burn,
and James Prinsep (hereinafter Prinsep).

In connection with my research on Bengal Sultanate coins and
coin hoards, I eventually discovered that a small number of coins of
my interest came from the Prinsep collection, preserved since 1847!
Upon further investigation, it was found that on December 1, 1847, a
number of 2,642 coins and antiquities were purchased by the British
Museum.? These items were ‘purchased from the executors of the late
James Prinsep’. The last column of ‘Remarks’ on the same page of the
Register notes, “The Bill says Coins and Antiquities and this purchase
made vide Bill no. XCI.” This note indicates that not only coins but
also other antiquities from the Prinsep collection were acquired in
1847 for a sum of £500 (Fig.1).

Hlenry] T[hoby] Prinsep, Prinsep’s elder brother, published a book
where [ first noticed the reference to this collection. In his Preface,

! This happened in course my four-month tenure of UK visiting Fellowship
of Nehru Trust for Indian Collections at the Victoria and Albert Museum
way back in 1998.

2 Information retrieved from the Accession Register of the British Museum
(Register, Coins and Medals, Vol. IV, Nov. 1847-Aug. 1849) and I had occasion
to publish this information on the Prinsep collection in brief elsewhere
(Sinha 2011: 351-52).



Sinha : James Prinsep and His Numismatic Collection 151

Figure 1. Page 29 of Accession Register Vol. IV, registration details of James
Prinsep collection purchased on 01.12.1847. Courtesy of Trustees of the British
Museum.

H.T. Prinsep categorically mentioned the reason and opportunity
Prinsep had for developing his private cabinet of coins. He observes
that owing to his dual position as the Secretary of the Asiatic Society
and the Editor of its journal (Prinsep 1844: iv),

he was naturally placed in direct and constant communication with those
engaged in the work of practical discovery; and the assistance and
instruction he was thus enabled to give, and readily and freely imparted
to those, who, by the accident of position, were led to prosecute such
researches, or who, by other means, became possessed of objects of
antiquarian curiosity, was so frequently acknowledged by the gift of the
articles discovered, that a very rich and extensive cabinet was the fruit.

H.T. Prinsep also briefly mentioned the richness and variety of his
brother’s cabinet, which was otherwise “‘unsorted and uncatalogued’,
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yet he never specified the number of coins and other antiquities in
the collection. However, to understand the basic categories of coins in
the collection, H.T. Prinsep’s direct and brief evaluation is important
for this discussion (Prinsep 1844: iv):

The present Note is confined to Bactro-Arian relics, but the late Mr. James

Prinsep’s Cabinet is richer far in coins of India, Buddhist, and Brahmanical,

extending from periods of the most remote antiquity to the date of the

Mohammedan conquest; and for these, a separate study, and if the subject

be of sufficient general interest, a separate Note of explanation may be

required.

Prinsep’s meticulous research on coins and other artefacts
unearthed in British India was regularly published and disseminated
through the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal (hereinafter JASB),
spanning from 1832 to 1836, where he documented his findings with
detailed engravings and drawings (Thomas 1858). In addition to the
work published in JASB, the Asiatic Society served as a central
repository for these discoveries, and many items were deposited in
the Society’s museum. This institutional collection was complemented
by the private collections of scholars and officials who were directly
involved in the excavation and study of these artefacts. This practice
of building personal collections was quite common among those
engaged in the exploration and scientific study of the antiquities,
particularly from the late eighteenth century onwards and the Prinsep
collection of coins and antiquities was no exception.

H.T. Prinsep stated another important point, “‘The Cabinet thus
came to his widow, rich and various, but unsorted, and uncatalogued.
In this condition, she applied to the Author of the following pages for
advice and assistance as to its disposal [...]" (Prinsep 1844: v). The
statement implies that H.T. Prinsep played a key role in managing the
coin collection and other antiquities belonging to his younger brother
after his brother’s demise. It suggests that H.T. Prinsep undertook
this responsibility at the request of his brother’s widow Harriet
Prinsep, who likely needed assistance in handling this valuable
collection. It is interesting to note, however, that H.T. Prinsep’s name
was not mentioned by Prinsep himself as one of the executors of his
last will (Nair 1999: 63). This action might have involved selling,
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donating, or otherwise distributing the important collection of Prinsep.
He must have thought that the British Museum as the most suitable
institution to preserve this invaluable collection. This extensive and
rich cabinet was presumably sold in its entirety to the British Museum
in 1847 by H.T. Prinsep as an executor of the trust, as recorded in the
Museum Register. It is possible that other museums in the UK might
possess parts of Prinsep collection, but none have been reported so far.

Errington and Curtis draw our attention to three volumes of
Prinsep’s manuscripts preserved in the Ashmolean Museum,?® Oxford
(Errington and Curtis 2014: 10). According to these scholars: “These
manuscripts comprise correspondence, rubbings, and information on
coins and inscriptions sent to him by Charles Masson, Colonel Stacy,
Alexander Burnes, and others; his working notes; and a posthumous
catalogue of 1,066 coins in his collection.’

Since the posthumous catalogue of 1,066 coins mentioned above
does not bear any name, it is plausible that the catalogue was actually
prepared by H.T. Prinsep, though one cannot be certain on that score
(Fig. 2). Who prepared this catalogue and why the number of coins
is less than half of the total sold to the British Museum remains
unresolved unless one thoroughly examines the Ashmolean
manuscripts. Prinsep’s correspondence, his working notes, and
information on coins and inscriptions sent to him by people like
Masson, Stacy and Burnes are immensely important for understanding
and reconstructing the history of his collection. For the first time,
Errington and Curtis asserted the exact number of coins in their essay
(Errington and Curtis 2014: 10):

On 1 December 1847, Prinsep collection of antiquities and 2,642 coins
were sold to the British Museum by the executors of his estate. The
antiquities include the Buddhist relic deposits from the Great Stupa of
Manikyala in the Punjab, given to Prinsep by General Ventura (pp. 211-
12, fig.177). The coins comprise one of the most comprehensive collections
from the Indian subcontinent in the Museum.

3 Prinsep, J. (MSS) ‘James Prinsep Oriental Coins’, 3 vols, Ashmolean Museum,
Oxford, Heberden Coin Room Archives, Arch. Ash. fol.18. A few pages of
the manuscript incidentally came to my notice in course of the preparation
of this paper.
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“Catalogue of a Cabinet Aof ancient® Indian, Indo-Scythic, Graecian, Graeco-Bac-
trian, Bonvasi, Muhammadan[,] Ceylonese [?] European & Indian[,] collected in
India by the late James Prinsep Esq.[,] F.R[.]S[.] — Sec As. Soc. Cal.[,] Hon.
Member of the Institut de France, Bo[?] & Acal,] Berlin & (etc).”

Figure 2. A page from the unpublished posthumous catalogue of 1066 coins
collected by James Prinsep preserved in the archive of the Ashmolean Museum,
Oxford. Courtesy of Ashmolean Museum.
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The collection of antiquities includes Buddhist reliquary caskets
that General Jean-Baptiste Ventura excavated from the Manikyala stiipa
in 1833 and handed over to Prinsep for study and preservation. Two
successive articles were published in the same volume of JASB on the
Manikyala excavation, carried out by General Ventura (Prinsep 1834a,
1834b).

Errington and Curtis also referred to this collection as one of the
most comprehensive from the Indian Subcontinent, which is fairly
attested by the Museum’s online digital coin collection.* A digital
database of Prinsep coin collection (in MS Excel format) has been
downloaded to develop this article in the absence of original coins of
entire Prinsep collection housed in the Museum.’

The Museum began to publish a series of catalogues of Indian
coins in its collection in 1884, and seven volumes of catalogues were
published until 1936 (hereinafter BMC I-BMC VII, 1884-1936). A
careful study of these catalogues revealed that coins from the Prinsep
collection have been selectively included in some volumes along with
coins from other collections. In the following pages, a critical analysis
of the above-mentioned sources, along with an intensive study of
seventeen coins from the Prinsep collection belonging to Governors
and Sultans of the Bengal have been attempted and this endeavour
may shed light on the previously unknown details of the Prinsep
collection in the Museum. Several ambiguities regarding their
identification, inappropriate placement in the cabinets, inadequate
publications, and related issues persist, after 175 years of the
collection’s deposition in the UK’s leading and largest museum.

* https:/ /www.britishmuseum.org/ collection/search?keyword=coins&
keyword=James&keyword=Prinsep&keyword=collection (last accessed on
06.07.2024)

5> An Ms Excel datasheet was downloaded from the above website with a
total number of 634 coins which were retrieved in response to the search
for James Prinsep collection. Further, searching with the year of accession
1847 resulted in 501 coins which came to the Museum from the Prinsep
collection purchased from the Executor on December 1, 1847.

6 BMC I:Lane-Poole (1884); BMC II: Lane-Poole (1885); BMC III: Gardner (1886);
BMC 1V:Lane-Poole (1892); BMC V: Rapson (1908); BMC VI: Allan (1914);
BMC VII: (Allan 1936).
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A table of only twenty-two coins (including two gold coins) of the
Turkish rulers of Bengal (thirteenth-sixteenth century CE) has been
prepared with basic details that belong solely to the Prinsep collection,
studied by me long back. These coins were compared with relevant
pages of the Register of the Museum (Fig. 3),” as well as with the
online database, confirming that fifteen silver coins and two gold
coins of the series actually belong to the Prinsep collection. (Table 1).

Figure 3. Page 69 of Accession Register Vol. IV, registration of the coins of
‘Patan Gov. of Bengal’ starts with<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>