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ABSTRACT 
This study explores the evolution and artistry of Indian calligraphy from the 9th to the 
19th century through a thematic analysis of relevant literature. Tracing changes in 
scripts, styles, and cultural influences, the research delves into the dynamic interplay of 
artistic techniques and socio-cultural impact shaping Indian calligraphy over time. 
Drawing insights from diverse sources spanning from ancient Indian calligraphy from 9th 
to 19th century, the study illuminates the enduring legacy of calligraphy as a cultural 
artifact and artistic expression in Indian society. Through a nuanced examination of 
historical trends and cultural nuances, the research highlights the profound significance 
of Indian calligraphy as a testament to the artistic prowess and spiritual depth of its 
practitioners. The study concludes by emphasizing the importance of preserving and 
promoting India's calligraphic heritage for future generations, ensuring its continued 
appreciation and relevance in the ever-evolving cultural landscape. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
India boasts a rich cultural heritage, marked by its profound contributions to 

various artistic and intellectual endeavors throughout history. Among these, 
calligraphy holds a significant position, reflecting India's intricate tapestry of 
languages, scripts, and cultural influences Kuiper (2010). From the early centuries 
of its civilization to the colonial period, calligraphy in India underwent a fascinating 
evolution, shaped by diverse historical, religious, and artistic factors. 

The story of calligraphy in Indian history begins with the emergence of ancient 
scripts such as Brahmi and Kharosthi, which date back to the 3rd century BCE.  
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Figure 1 

 
Figure 1 Kharosthi Script 
Source https://www.worldhistory.org/img/c/p/1200x627/6648.jpg  

 
The Kharosthi script is an ancient script used for writing the Gandhari Prakrit 

and Sanskrit languages, as well as some other ancient languages like Tocharian. It 
was primarily used in the northwestern regions of the Indian subcontinent, 
particularly in what is now Afghanistan, Pakistan, and parts of northern India, 
during the time period from the 3rd century BCE to the 4th century CE Daniels 
(2019). Over time, these scripts evolved into various regional scripts such as 
Devanagari, Tamil, Telugu, and Bengali, each with its distinct aesthetic and cultural 
significance Daniels (2019). 

During the medieval period, particularly under the patronage of various 
dynasties such as the Gupta, Chola, and Mughal empires, calligraphy flourished as 
an integral part of artistic expression and communication. Indian calligraphers 
mastered intricate scripts such as Nagari, Nasta'liq, and Modi, which adorned 
manuscripts, royal decrees, and architectural inscriptions Gábor (2022). The Modi 
script is primarily associated with the Marathi language and used for writing 
Marathi from the 13th century until the late 19th century. It was devised by Hemadri 
Pandit, a minister in the Yadava dynasty of Devagiri (present-day Daulatabad, 
Maharashtra, India) during the reign of Mahadeva in the 13th century Sohoni 
(2017). 
Figure 2 

 
Figure 2 Modi Script 
Source https://qph.cf2.quoracdn.net/main-qimg-d83c718ec3f72af85e9aee0e32f8ca03-lq  
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The fusion of indigenous styles with influences from Persia, Central Asia, and 

beyond resulted in a diverse array of calligraphic traditions, reflecting India's 
multicultural ethos. The Mughal era, in particular, witnessed a golden age of 
calligraphy, with emperors like Akbar and Shah Jahan patronizing renowned 
calligraphers and establishing royal scriptoria. The elegant Nasta'liq script, 
characterized by its fluidity and grace, became synonymous with Mughal courtly 
culture, adorning not only manuscripts but also architectural monuments such as 
the Taj Mahal and Red Fort Choudhary (2020) 
Figure 3 

 
Figure 3 Nasta'liq Script 
Source https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/9/9b/Khatt-e_Nastaliq.jpg  

 
However, the colonial period brought significant shifts in India's cultural 

landscape, as British colonization introduced new languages, educational systems, 
and printing technologies. While traditional calligraphy continued to thrive in 
certain pockets, particularly within religious and artistic circles, it gradually faced 
challenges from the dominance of Western-style printing and typography. Despite 
these challenges, the legacy of Indian calligraphy persevered, with modern artists 
and scholars continuing to explore its aesthetic, cultural, and historical dimensions. 
Today, Indian calligraphy serves as a testament to the enduring creativity and 
resilience of India's artistic traditions, bridging the past with the present in a vibrant 
tapestry of letters and strokes. Against this backdrop, an in-depth historical analysis 
spanning from the 9th to the 19th century offers a captivating journey through the 
evolution and artistry of calligraphy in Indian history. By examining key 
developments, influences, and practitioners across this expansive timeframe, 
researchers can unravel the intricate threads of India's calligraphic heritage, 
shedding light on its significance in shaping the country's cultural identity and 
artistic expression. 

 
2. OBJECTIVES 

1) Trace the Evolution of Indian Calligraphy (9th-19th Century) 
• Explore changes in scripts, styles, and cultural influences over time. 

2) Analyze Artistic Techniques and Socio-Cultural Impact 
• Examine the techniques used in Indian calligraphy and its broader 

impact on society and culture during the specified period. 
 
3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Turgut (2014) Delve into the rich history of writing in ancient India. They 
highlight the significance of writing as a means to preserve knowledge, citing 
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inscriptions as early evidence of script usage. The authors discuss the evolution of 
scripts from Brahmi to Northern and Southern Brahmi, which influenced Dravidian 
languages. Various writing materials, including paper, palm leaf, and metals like gold 
and silver, are explored, along with the use of dyes made from plant products as ink. 
The role of scribes in maintaining and copying manuscripts is emphasized, 
underscoring the importance of Sanskrit as the primary language. 

Thackston (2000) presents a valuable compilation of historical documents 
related to calligraphy and painting, offering insights into the cultural and artistic 
heritage of these disciplines. By focusing on album prefaces, the book provides 
unique perspectives on the socio-cultural contexts and artistic philosophies 
underlying the work of calligraphers and painters throughout history. Thackston's 
meticulous curation of primary sources enhances the scholarly value of the book, 
allowing readers to delve into the rich traditions and techniques that have shaped 
calligraphy and painting across different periods and regions. With translations and 
contextual commentary, the book facilitates engagement with complex historical 
narratives and artistic discourse, making it a valuable resource for scholars and 
enthusiasts alike. 

Halimi (2021) explores the evolution of written communication and the 
enduring significance of calligraphy as an art form. The author traces the historical 
development of writing from its origins to  Halimi highlights the enduring relevance 
of manual calligraphy as a form of artistic expression and cultural heritage. By 
foregrounding the aesthetic and expressive dimensions of calligraphy, the article 
deepens our understanding of its capacity to evoke emotional and cultural 
resonances,  

Sircar (2017) provides a thorough exploration of Indian epigraphy and its 
importance in deciphering ancient Indian history. The book emphasizes epigraphy's 
crucial role in reconstructing India's historical past and delves into various aspects 
of inscriptions, including their nature, languages, materials, and techniques.  With 
illustrative plates and detailed discussions, "Indian Epigraphy" serves as a valuable 
resource for scholars and enthusiasts interested in ancient Indian history and 
epigraphy. 

Daniels (2019) offers a comprehensive overview of Indic scripts, tracing their 
origins from the Brahmi script to their widespread use across regions spanning 
from Pakistan to Southeast Asia. The research investigates into the aspects of Indic 
scripts, encompassing their fundamental characters depicting consonants and 
unique diacritical marks for vowels. Through an examination of their historical 
evolution and linguistic attributes, Daniels' investigation enhances our 
comprehension of the linguistic and cultural legacy intertwined with Indic scripts. 

Shreya & Shahid (2015) presents a comprehensive overview of the evolution of 
Indian calligraphy, focusing on the Devanagari script. It explores India's linguistic 
diversity and the evolution of writing tools and techniques. The study acknowledges 
the usage of indigenous scripts in preference for the Latin script, yet it underscores 
initiatives aimed at conserving Indian calligraphy. 

Javedan (2016) offers a detailed analysis of calligraphy's historical significance 
and impact on Indian art, culture, and society. It explores various scripts used in 
India and acknowledges calligraphy's deep spiritual and symbolic meanings. The 
study discusses the evolution of calligraphy and highlights its enduring influence on 
Indian art and culture.  

 
 

https://www.granthaalayahpublication.org/Arts-Journal/index.php/ShodhKosh


Garima 
 

ShodhKosh: Journal of Visual and Performing Arts 268 
 

 
4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This study employs a qualitative approach to explore the evolution and artistry 
of calligraphy in Indian history. The methodology involves the following steps: 

1) Literature Review: 
• A comprehensive review of academic journals, historical documents, 

and other relevant sources is conducted. This includes primary sources 
documenting script development, stylistic changes, and cultural 
influences from the 9th to the 19th century. 

2) Data Collection and Organization: 
• Data is collected based on identified themes such as script evolution, 

cultural contexts, and socio-political influences. Relevant literature is 
organized to highlight key insights into the development of Indian 
calligraphy. 

3) Qualitative Analysis: 
• Qualitative analysis techniques are applied to the collected literature 

to identify recurring patterns, significant historical trends, and 
thematic connections. This analysis focuses on themes such as 
religious influences, technological advancements in writing materials, 
and variations in calligraphic styles. 

4) Interpretation and Conclusions: 
• Themes emerging from the qualitative analysis are interpreted within 

the broader context of Indian history and cultural traditions. The study 
aims to draw comprehensive conclusions regarding the evolution and 
significance of calligraphy in Indian society, offering insights into its 
cultural heritage and artistic legacy. 

 
5. DATA ANALYSIS 

The thematic analysis highlights the multifaceted nature of Indian calligraphy, 
encompassing its historical evolution, artistic techniques, and socio-cultural impact. 
Through diverse perspectives, literature provides nuanced insights into the 
evolution of calligraphic traditions, reflecting changes in scripts, styles, and cultural 
influences over time. 

Ancient Scripts: The story of Indian calligraphy begins with ancient scripts 
such as Brahmi and Kharosthi, dating back to the 3rd century BCE. These scripts 
were used for writing languages like Gandhari Prakrit and Sanskrit, laying the 
foundation for later regional scripts like Devanagari, Tamil, Telugu, and Bengali. 

Medieval Period and Dynastic Patronage: During the medieval period, under 
the patronage of dynasties like the Gupta, Chola, and Mughal empires, calligraphy 
flourished as an integral part of artistic expression and communication. Indian 
calligraphers mastered intricate scripts such as Nagari, Nasta'liq, and Modi. 

Cultural Significance: Exploration of the Devanagari script and its cultural 
significance deepens our understanding of Indian calligraphy's evolution. Sources 
acknowledge the deep spiritual and symbolic meanings of Indian calligraphy, 
reflecting its enduring influence on Indian art, culture, and society. 

Aesthetic and Expressive Dimensions: Literature underscores the aesthetic 
and expressive dimensions of calligraphy, emphasizing its capacity to evoke 

https://www.granthaalayahpublication.org/Arts-Journal/index.php/ShodhKosh


Exploring the Evolution and Artistry of Calligraphy: A Historical Analysis From the 9th to 19th Century in Indian History 
 

ShodhKosh: Journal of Visual and Performing Arts 269 
 

emotional and cultural resonances. Through integration into contemporary design 
practices, calligraphy shapes spatial experiences and cultural narratives. 

Technical Aspects and Cultural Context: Insights into the technical aspects 
and cultural context of calligraphy, drawn from Chinese calligraphy parallels, enrich 
our understanding of Indian calligraphic traditions. The socio-cultural impact of 
calligraphy is explored through its deep spiritual and symbolic meanings, as well as 
its enduring influence on Indian art, culture, and society. 

 
6. DISCUSSION 

This study on Indian calligraphy highlights its historical evolution from ancient 
scripts like Brahmi to regional styles such as Devanagari, shaped by dynastic 
patronage and cultural influences. Devanagari, in particular, reflects deep cultural 
symbolism and artistic expression within Indian society. The aesthetic and 
expressive dimensions of calligraphy contribute significantly to contemporary 
design and cultural narratives, evoking both emotional and cultural resonances. 
Comparative insights with Chinese calligraphy underscore technical aspects and 
cross-cultural influences, enriching our understanding of India's calligraphic 
traditions. While this study provides a comprehensive overview, future research 
could explore digital transformations and include perspectives from lesser-
documented regions to further enrich our understanding of Indian calligraphy's 
diverse cultural heritage and ongoing evolution. 

 
7. CONCLUSION 

The exploration of Indian calligraphy from the 9th to the 19th century reveals 
a rich tapestry of artistic evolution and cultural significance. Through a thematic 
analysis of relevant literature, this study has traced the development of calligraphic 
scripts, styles, and techniques, shedding light on the dynamic interplay of cultural 
influences shaping Indian calligraphy over time. The journey of Indian calligraphy 
is woven through the annals of time, tracing back to ancient scripts like Brahmi and 
Kharosthi, originating in the 3rd century BCE. These scripts served as the bedrock 
for languages such as Gandhari Prakrit and Sanskrit, laying the groundwork for the 
evolution of regional scripts like Devanagari, Tamil, Telugu, and Bengali. 

Throughout the medieval period, the art of calligraphy flourished under the 
auspices of illustrious dynasties such as the Gupta, Chola, and Mughal empires. With 
their patronage, calligraphy became not just a form of writing but a profound 
expression of art and communication. Indian calligraphers honed their skills in 
intricate scripts like Nagari, Nasta'liq, and Modi, creating masterpieces that reflected 
the cultural richness and diversity of the subcontinent.  

 
8. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 

While comprehensive, this study relies on historical and literary sources, 
potentially limiting perspectives from lesser-documented regions or marginalized 
communities. Future research could explore digital transformations of calligraphy 
and their impact on contemporary Indian society, offering insights into cultural 
adaptations and innovations.  
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