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1 Background

Mahajani is a Brahmi-based writing system that was used across northern India until the middle of the 20th
century. The name ‘Mahajani’ (Hindi , महाजनी mahājanī < महाजन mahājana ‘banker’) refers to
bankers and money lenders, with whom the script was primarily associated. It is also known as Sarrafi
(Hindi सराफ़ sarrāfī < Arabicاف sạrrāf ‘banker’)1 and as Kothival (कोठीवाल kotḥīvāla ‘merchant’).2

Mahajani is a specialized commercial script used for writing accounts and financial records. It was used for
recording several languages, namely Hindi, Marwari [rwr], and Punjabi. The script was taught and used as
a medium of education in Punjab, Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and Madhya Pradesh in schools known
as चटशाला catạśālā-s, where students from merchant and trading communities learned the script and other
writing skills required for business.3

The majority of Mahajani documents are account books known as बही-खाता bahī-khātā. Other documents
produced using the script are merchant diaries (रोज़नामा roznāmā); financial instruments, eg. bills of ex-
change ( डंी huṃdị̄); and letters (िच ी citṭḥī), among many others.

Several lithographed books for teaching the script were produced in the late 19th century. One such instruc-
tional manual is महाजनीसारिह साअ वलवदोयम [Mahājanī-sāra-hissā-avvala-va-doyama], written by Lālā
Gaṅgādāsa Muṃśī Lāla in Delhi in the 19th century. It teaches the Mahajani script and explains methods of
accounting and letter writing. It contains Hindi text in Mahajani, Devanagari, and the Perso-Arabic scripts
(see Figure 5). Another primer is महाजनीसार [Mahājanī-sāra], which was written in Hindi by Śrīlāla in 1875
and published in Allahabad (see Figure 6 and Figure 7). Śrīlāla also published a supplementary edition of
his text in Devanagari (see the comparison in Figure 8).

Several specimens of Mahajani appear in grammar books, script primers, and other such materials. Charts
showing the script are given by George A. Grierson in A Handbook to the Kaithi Character (1899) and
by Samuel Kellogg in A grammar of the Hindí language (1876). Gottlieb W. Leitner included numerous
specimens of Mahajani as used in Punjab in History of Indigenous Education in the Punjab (1882).

Mahajani is not commonly used in present-day India. But, there is evidence that the script is not entirely
obsolete. In 2004, an article in the Tribune newspaper of Chandigarh, India reported the demise of ‘Langdi
Hindi’, which appears to be a form of Haryanvi [bgc] used specifically for bookkeeping that is written in
Mahajani. Although the Mahajani script is no longer in general use, it is an important key to the historical
financial records of northern India.

1 Kellogg 1876: 17 fn 31. 2 Hoernle 1880: 2. 3 Leitner 1882: 37.
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1.1 Relationship to Other Scripts

Mahajani has similarities to Landa, Kaithi, and Devanagari. A comparison of these scripts is given in Table
2 and Table 3. See also the comparison of Mahajani with scripts of the Sharada family in Figure 17.

In structure and orthography, Mahajani resembles scripts of the Landa family used in Punjab and Sind,4
which are related to Sharada. The term lanḍạ̄ (Punjabi ਲੰਡਾ; Hindi लंडा laṃdạ̄, ‘tailless, clipped’) refers to
certain characteristics possessed by these writing systems, such as an abbreviated repertoire of vowel and
consonant letters, the absence of vowel signs, inattention to word spacing, etc. As shown in the above tables,
Mahajani and Landa have similar glyphs for vowel letters, but there are considerable differences in the glyph
shapes of consonant letters.

Mahajani is often described as a derivative of Kaithi5 or a ‘tachygraphic abbreviation’ of Devanagari.6 While
there are similarities between these scripts, the majority of Mahajani letterforms are distinct from those of
Kaithi and Devanagari. Moreover, while Mahajani may have been influenced by Kaithi and Devanagari, it
possesses structural, orthographic, and graphical features that are distinct from these scripts.

The term ‘Mahajani’ also refers to a style of writing other scripts when used in commercial activity. For
example, the name ‘Mahajani Dogra’ refers to a form of the Dogra script used by merchants, which is written
in a manner characteristic of the Mahajani or Landa style. The term ‘Mahajani’ has also been applied to the
Gujarati script and to a form of Devanagari used for writing Marwari and other languages of Rajasthan.

Mahajani is closely related to a group of scripts called ‘Sarrafi’, or ‘banker’s script’. The form of Sarrafi as
used in Delhi is shown in Figure 13–16. The letterforms of ‘Delhi Sarrafi’ are very similar to the forms of
Mahajani. Another group of scripts closely related to Mahajani is that called ‘Baniautị́’ by Kellogg, shown
in Table 11. These scripts may be unified with Mahajani.

2 Character Repertoire and Letter Forms

The regional forms exhibit a high level of uniformity in terms of character repertoire and glyph shapes, as
shown in Table 1. The specimens show two broad varieties of Mahajani, which can be classified as the forms
used in Delhi and further west, as exemplified by Gaṅgādāsa; that used in the eastern United Provinces (Uttar
Pradesh) and Bihar, as shown by Grierson and Kellogg; and a more general form used throughout this region
that is illustrated by Śrīlāla.

The forms of Mahajani shown by Gaṅgādāsa, Kellogg, and Śrīlāla share great similarities, while Grierson’s
is a bit distinct. For the most part, the character repertoires shown by these four are fairly similar. The
greatest differences are the representation of vowel letters, vowel signs, and nasal consonants. Grierson’s
character repertoire appears to be an idealized form of Mahajani that is unlike to be attested. The forms
shown by Gaṅgādāsa, Kellogg, and Śrīlāla are more suggestive of actual usage, as illustrated by published
materials.

The proposed character repertoire for Mahajani is based upon the inventory shown in Table 1. The glyph
shapes are based upon forms used by Gaṅgādāsa, or what might be called ‘Delhi Mahajani’. Delhi Mahajani
appears to be a standardized form of the script that is comparable to Sarrafi (see Figure 13–16). The source
is a printed work and is illustrative of a standardized form of Mahajani used at the end of the 19th century.

4 See Pandey 2010 for details. 5 Kellogg 1876: 17 6 Leitner 1882: 37.
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The character repertoire contains characters not attested in Gaṅgādāsa, such as  and . Glyphs for
these characters based upon upon Grierson’s forms.

2.1 Notes on Characters Proposed

The proposed character set and nameslist is shown in Figure 1. Notes on specific characters proposed for
encoding are given below:

•  The character   is proposed for encoding because it is attested in several sources, such as
Grierson and Leitner. It is not attested in Gaṅgādāsa or Śrīlāla. Kellogg uses   for .

•  The character  is rare. It is attested only in Grierson. Gaṅgādāsa, Kellogg, and Śrīlāla
use   for .

2.2 Characters Not Proposed

The following characters are not proposed for encoding:

•  Attested only in Grierson (see Figure 9).

•  Not a unique letter. Written using  .

•  Not a unique letter. Written using  .

•  Attested by Kellogg as the unique character . This letter is generally written using  .

•  Not a unique letter. Written using  .

•  This letter is represented uniquely by Grierson as and by Kellogg as . Grierson’s is not
a unique character; it is the glyph  + ◌  , which is also used for representing  in his
chart. Kellogg’s form appears to be distinct, but it is unattested in other sources, such as Gaṅgādāsa
and Śrīlāla. The vowel letter  is generally written using  .

•  Not a unique letter. Written using  .

•    Attested only in Grierson (see Figure 9).

•    Attested only in Grierson (see Figure 9).

•    Attested only in Grierson (see Figure 9).

•    Attested only in Grierson (see Figure 9).

•    Attested only in Grierson (see Figure 9).

•  Shown by Grierson as . It is not a unique character, but a composite formed from  + ◌ 
. It is not attested in other sources. Gaṅgādāsa, Kellogg, and Śrīlāla use   for .

•  Shown by Grierson as . Not attested in other Mahajani sources. It is generally represented
using  .

•  Shown by Grierson as . Not attested in other Mahajani sources. It is generally represented
using  .
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•  Shown by Grierson as . Not a unique character. It is generally written using  , as is the
case for Grierson’s form.

3 Writing System

Structure Mahajani is based upon the Brahmi model, but it is structurally simpler and behaves as an
alphabet. Vowel signs are not used. The script is written from left to right.

 There is no attested use or graphical shape for  in Mahajani. A generic   is
proposed for encoding in order to enable the representation of special ligatures (see ‘Special Ligatures’
below).

Vowel Letters There are only three vowel letters:  ,  , and  . Other vowels are represented using
these characters:   is used for writing *, *, * and   is used for *, *, *.

Vowel Signs Vowel signs are not written. The glyph   represents not only ka, but also any one of the
syllables ka, kā, ki, kī, ke, etc. In cases where greater precision is required, a vowel letter may be written
after a consonant to convey the intended vocalic context, eg. ki may be written , but this also represents
kī and kaī. In general, the value of a consonant letter must be inferred at the morphological level.

Consonant Letters Consonant letters theoretically bear the inherent vowel /a/.

Consonant Conjuncts Consonant clusters are not written in Mahajani using half-forms or ligatures or a
visible . The elements of a consonant cluster are written sequentially using regular consonant letters.

Nasalization Nasalization is not represented using special signs, such as . The letter   is
used in cases where nasalization is explicitly recorded. In several cases, words are written simply with the
nasalization sign deleted, eg. Devangari डंी huṃdị̄ and Mahajani  hd ̣.

 The use of ◌   is limited. As in other Indic scripts,  is written with a base letter in
order to represent other phonetic values. In Gaṅgādāsa’s repertoire, the character  is written as , which
may be decomposed as  + ◌  . In Grierson’s inventory, the vowel letter  is written by adding
 to .

Digits Digits similar to those used in major north Indic scripts, such as Devanagari and Gujarati, are at-
tested. Digits for Mahajani may be unified with those of Devanagari.

Number Forms Fraction signs (꠳, ꠵, etc.) and unit marks ( ꠸, ꠹, etc.) are found in Mahajani documents
(see Figure 2). These may be represented using the characters encoded in the ‘Common Indic Number
Forms’ block (U+A830..U+A83F).7

Special Ligatures Śrīlāla shows the ligature , which corresponds to Devanagari ी ( +  +
 +   ). This ligature may be represented in Mahajani as:  +  +  + .

Variant Forms Several letters have glyphic variants:   is also written as;   is written as and
; etc. These variants should be managed as presentation forms.

7 See Pandey 2007 for more information on these characters.
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Word Boundaries There are no formal rules for word spacing. Generally, word spacing is not observed.

Punctuation There are no unique marks or formal rules for punctuation. Marks similar to a dash, middle
dot, and colon are used in various documents for marking sentence boundaries. The use of danḍạ̄s are also
attested. These marks may be unified with corresponding characters in Latin and Devanagari.

Ruled Lines Ruled lines are used in Mahajani records as a method of titling and structuring documents.
These lines are not identical to the head-stroke found in modern Devanagari letters.

Collation The collating order follows the encoding order.

Linebreaking Attention is not paid to linebreaking in running text. Linebreaking rules implemented for
Devanagari may be used for Mahajani.

Character Properties Properties for Mahajani characters in the Unicode Character Database format are:

11250;MAHAJANI LETTER A;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11251;MAHAJANI LETTER I;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11252;MAHAJANI LETTER U;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11253;MAHAJANI LETTER KA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11254;MAHAJANI LETTER KHA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11255;MAHAJANI LETTER GA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11256;MAHAJANI LETTER GHA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11257;MAHAJANI LETTER CA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11258;MAHAJANI LETTER CHA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11259;MAHAJANI LETTER JA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
1125A;MAHAJANI LETTER JHA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
1125B;MAHAJANI LETTER NYA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
1125C;MAHAJANI LETTER TTA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
1125D;MAHAJANI LETTER TTHA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
1125E;MAHAJANI LETTER DDA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
1125F;MAHAJANI LETTER DDHA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11260;MAHAJANI LETTER NNA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11261;MAHAJANI LETTER TA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11262;MAHAJANI LETTER THA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11263;MAHAJANI LETTER DA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11264;MAHAJANI LETTER DHA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11265;MAHAJANI LETTER NA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11266;MAHAJANI LETTER PA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11267;MAHAJANI LETTER PHA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11268;MAHAJANI LETTER BA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11269;MAHAJANI LETTER BHA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
1126A;MAHAJANI LETTER MA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
1126B;MAHAJANI LETTER RA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
1126C;MAHAJANI LETTER LA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
1126D;MAHAJANI LETTER VA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
1126E;MAHAJANI LETTER SA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
1126F;MAHAJANI LETTER HA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11280;MAHAJANI LETTER RRA;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
11271;MAHAJANI SIGN VIRAMA;Mn;9;NSM;;;;;N;;;;;
11272;MAHAJANI SIGN NUKTA;Mn;7;NSM;;;;;N;;;;;
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11272Mahajani11250

Independent vowels
11250  MAHAJANI LETTER A
11251  MAHAJANI LETTER I
11252  MAHAJANI LETTER U

Consonants
11253  MAHAJANI LETTER KA
11254  MAHAJANI LETTER KHA
11255  MAHAJANI LETTER GA
11256  MAHAJANI LETTER GHA
11257  MAHAJANI LETTER CA
11258  MAHAJANI LETTER CHA
11259  MAHAJANI LETTER JA
1125A  MAHAJANI LETTER JHA
1125B  MAHAJANI LETTER NYA
1125C  MAHAJANI LETTER TTA
1125D  MAHAJANI LETTER TTHA
1125E  MAHAJANI LETTER DDA
1125F  MAHAJANI LETTER DDHA
11260  MAHAJANI LETTER NNA
11261  MAHAJANI LETTER TA
11262  MAHAJANI LETTER THA
11263  MAHAJANI LETTER DA
11264  MAHAJANI LETTER DHA
11265  MAHAJANI LETTER NA
11266  MAHAJANI LETTER PA
11267  MAHAJANI LETTER PHA
11268  MAHAJANI LETTER BA
11269  MAHAJANI LETTER BHA
1126A  MAHAJANI LETTER MA
1126B  MAHAJANI LETTER RA
1126C  MAHAJANI LETTER LA
1126D  MAHAJANI LETTER VA
1126E  MAHAJANI LETTER SA
1126F  MAHAJANI LETTER HA
11270  MAHAJANI LETTER RRA

Various signs
11271  MAHAJANI SIGN VIRAMA
11272 $  MAHAJANI SIGN NUKTA

Figure 1: Proposed code chart and nameslist for Mahajani.
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Table 1: Mahajani letterforms from () Gaṅgādāsa, () Śrīlāla, () Grierson, and () Kellogg.
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Figure 2: Table of Mahajani letters (from Gaṅgādāsa 18–?: 12). Also shown is a table of currency
fractions titled ‘आनापाई’ ānā pāī.
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Figure 3: Personal names written in Mahajani, Devanagari, and Arabic scripts (from Gaṅgādāsa
18–?: 12).
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Figure 4: Page from Gaṅgādāsa containing in Devanagari, Mahajani, and Arabic (from Gaṅgādāsa
18–?: 18).
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Figure 5: Instructions for writing a डंी huṃdị̄ ’bill of exchange’ (from Gaṅgādāsa 18–?: 30).
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Figure 6: Table of Mahajani vowel letters (from Śrīlāla 1875: 1).
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Figure 7: Table of Mahajani consonant letters (from Śrīlāla 1875: 2).
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Figure 9: Comparison of Mahajani, Kaithi, and Devanagari (from Grierson, 1899: Plate I).
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Figure 10: Comparison of Mahajani, Kaithi, and Devanagari (from Kellogg 1876: plate after p18).
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Figure 13: Comparison of various Landa forms with Delhi Sarrafi (from Leitner 1882: Set 2).

Figure 14: Comparison of various Landa forms with Delhi Sarrafi (from Leitner 1882: Set 2).
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Figure 15: Comparison of various Landa forms with Delhi Sarrafi (from Leitner 1882: Set 2).

Figure 16: Comparison of various Landa forms with Delhi Sarrafi (from Leitner 1882: Set 2).
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  𑨊 𑂍 क
  𑨋 𑂎 ख
  𑨌 𑂏 ग
  𑨍 𑂐 घ
 — 𑨎 𑂑 ङ
  𑨏 𑂒 च
  𑨐 𑂓 छ
  𑨑 𑂔 ज
  𑨒 𑂕 झ
  𑨓 𑂖 ञ
  𑨔 𑂗 ट
  𑨕 𑂘 ठ
  𑨖 𑂙 ड
  𑨗 𑂛 ढ
  𑨘 𑂝 ण
  𑨙 𑂞 त
  𑨚 𑂟 थ

   

  𑨛 𑂠 द
  𑨜 𑂡 ध
  𑨝 𑂢 न
  𑨞 𑂣 प
  𑨟 𑂤 फ
  𑨠 𑂥 ब
  𑨡 𑂦 भ
  𑨢 𑂧 म
 — 𑨣 𑂨 य
  𑨤 𑂩 र
  𑨥 𑂪 ल
  𑨦 𑂫 व
 — — 𑂬 श
  𑨧 𑂮 स
  𑨨 𑂯 ह
  𑨩 (𑂚) ( )

Table 2: Comparison of consonant letters of Mahajani, Landa, Kaithi, and Devanagari.

23



Preliminary Proposal to Encode the Mahajani Script in ISO/IEC 10646 Anshuman Pandey

   

  𑨀 𑂃 अ
 — — 𑂄 आ
  𑨂 𑂅 इ
 — — 𑂆 ई
  𑨄 𑂇 उ
 — — 𑂈 ऊ
 — — 𑂉 ए
 — — 𑂊 ऐ
 — — 𑂋 ओ
 — — 𑂌 औ

   

- — — — —

- — — ◌𑂰 ◌ा
- — — ◌ 𑂱 ि◌
- — — ◌𑂲 ◌ी
- — — ◌ 𑂳 ◌ु
- — — ◌ 𑂴 ◌ू
- — — ◌ 𑂵 ◌े
- — — ◌ 𑂶 ◌ै
- — — ◌𑂷 ◌ो
- — — ◌𑂸 ◌ौ

Table 3: Comparison of vowel letters and signs of Mahajani, Landa, Kaithi, and Devanagari.
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