
The extinct Achaemenid era Kharoshti Script & Language 
of the region of Ghandhara (Southern Afghanistan and adjacent regions). 

 
Apart from archaeological clay tablets and articles found in the diggings and (more than 1000 known) 
inscriptions, numismatists have also contributed significantly to a better understanding of ancient 
genealogy, to the correction of improper dating attributed to events gone past and to calculating the era.  
Birch-bark (called bhojaa-patra) was a primary writing material along with palm-leaf in India. Its use 
diminished in the Moghal period when paper replaced it as a writing material, but it still has a sacred 
status in India today.  Birch bark was mentioned as a writing material by the Greek historian, Q. Curtius (c. 
115 BCE), noting its wide use by the Hindus during Alexander’s invasion. Early extant manuscripts date 
back to the 2nd and 3rd centuries, written in the Kharoshti script.  Fragments survive from a range of time 

periods, and the material is described throughout Indian literature. 
 
Recently, an ancient Buddhist settlement, belonging to second and third century CE, has been discovered 
in Badgam district of Central Kashmir2. The tiles unearthed from the site area are in various shapes. They 
bear swastika motifs and the Kharoshti script, which was popular in Kashmir in the early centuries of the 
Common Era and ceased its popularity in circa fourth century. The presence of the Kharoshti numerals 
and swastika motif revealed the date of the site to be between second and third century CE.  Measuring 



36 cm x 40 cm, the Kharoshti numerical on the tiles were clearly stamped to maintain the order of tiles in 
the layout.  

Brahmi Script 
Palm leaf manuscripts1 were probably in use as early as the 2nd century, but no extant leaves survive 
earlier than the 10th century. Because palm-leaf is still used today in India for certain religious writings, 
much is known about the manufacture and treatment of the material.  In 1998 an early manuscript of 
about the 5th century written in the Kharoshti script was found in the Bhaamiyan cave region near the 
Afghanistan city of Hadda.  Microscopic examination revealed the pages were, in fact, laminated layers of 
very thin Birch-bark.   
 
Birch-bark (bhojaa-patra)1 manuscripts were literally the ancient database of Buddhism in India.  In the 
1930’s, the Musee Guimet in Paris had acquired bundles of birch-bark found at Baamiyan in Afghanistan. 
The inner bark of the birch tree was used for writing. After being peeled off the tree, the bark was dried. 
Oil was then applied over it and it was polished. Layers were joined together by a natural gum. Finally, it 
was cut to a suitable size and kept in between wooden covers. The ink used for writing on birch bark was 
‘Indian black’, a carbon ink. It was prepared by burning almond shells to charcoal, which was then boiled 
with cow’s urine. This ink had a special brilliance and was indelible. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
References:  
1. ExpressIndia -Indian Express Newspapers (Bombay) Ltd., 1999  
2. Mitchiner, Michael, The ancient and Classical World (600 BC-AD 650), Oriental Coins and their values, 
Hawkins Publications, London, 1978. 
3. Plant, Richard J., Greek, Semitic, Asiatic coins and how to read them, Scorpion Publishers, Amherst, 
New York, 1979.  
4. Sylloge Nummorum Graecorum, Graeco-Bactrian and Indo-Greek Coins, The collection of the 
American Numismatic Society, New York 1998. 
            -Sam Kerr 

http://www.bostoncoop.net/~tpryor/wiki/index.php?title=Hadda

