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For a civilization that had unveiled the deep layers of meaning behind thought, sound and speech, 

Vak in short, the next gradual step was a language that could follow from their thoughts as closely 

as possible. 

Vak, The Voice  
Recognizing that sound is the voice of Nature, language was also called Vak for many thousand 

years. The language of the Veda and all its addendum texts, composed / compiled during the Vedic 

period, was then called Vak. The language was Vak. Consequently, Veda was also called Vak. 

We have seen that India is certainly one of the older and continuous civilizations of this world. One 

of the key aspects for one to say that a civilization is continuous is its language and the other is its 

culture. In India, these two aspects language and culture are known by similar words Samskrt and 

Samskrti, respectively. 

Classical Greek literature has 30,000 manuscripts whereas Sanskrit has over 30 million 

manuscripts, of which only .5% are published. 

Samskrt 
 

The word Samskrt, Samskrutam comes from Sam meaning “good”, “refined” “beautiful” and krt 

meaning “to do”, “done”. The word Samskrt means “done to perfection”, “well done”. It is a language 

that is refined, well done.   

Samskrt is a language that has evolved out of humans listening to Nature, from the sounds that they 

heard in Nature.  

The early humans who conceptualized and formed this language used about 200 root sounds which 

came from various phenomena and sounds in Nature. These root sounds are called as Dhatu, 

fundamentals. The entire language has more or less evolved from these 200 Dhatu, root sounds.  

Each of these sounds has a guna or even multiple guna. The term guna can be roughly understood 

by us today to mean “quality”, “characteristic”. So, each Dhathu represents a quality. This quality or 

a characteristic, when expressed as a sound, forms a syllable. Joining of various syllables forms 

words which through the Dhatus in them and their characteristic, convey the meaning of the word. 

Speech, due to the physical components of the vocal system is limited in its expression of subtle 

thought and emotions.  
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Speech thus distorts experience.  

Since the Dhatus originate from Nature, with their various permutations and combinations they are 

able to cover much of the spectrum of various phenomena in Nature – of gross and subtle, of science 

and arts, of living and non-living, of states, actions, motions, emotions. Thus this language is able to 

express and come closest to Nature.  

Just as trees and animals are part of Nature, humans are also part of Nature. Quite often, in our 

advancement, we tend to forget that humans are also part of Nature. Since this language evolved 

from Nature and lent itself to be used for expressing Nature, it came to be the language of choice for 

the recording and transmission of all aspects of knowledge.  

In its journey of generations and generations of adaptation, this language was fine tuned and came 

to be a well constructed language which is why it was given the name Samskrt, meaning “job well 

done”. 

It is not only well done and refined but said to be technically perfect.  

Amongst languages, Samskrt is probably one of the older languages, if not the oldest language of the 

world. The oldest available compendium of the knowledge of the world is in the Veda. This Veda has 

been composed in the Samskrt language.  

Isn’t it perplexing that the earliest language of the world which is expected to be crude is a refined 

and a well done language?  

How can something that has come up in the first attempt more than 7000 years ago, be a refined 

language?  

If this is a refined language, is there an older language that was not fully refined?  

What were people speaking before Samskrt?  

Forms of Speech 
Sound as it transcends from  

 intention to  

 thought to  

 speech to  

 communication to  

 archived media,  

has different needs in each stage and form. These needs also take different priorities at different 

times in a civilization’s growth. They arise and are addressed suitably as time flows.  
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A study of the languages of the Indian civilization through time is a sound story on the traversal of 

sound across forms and times. 

It is also a story on the timelessness and power of the language Vak. 

Chandasi 
Indian seers had seen the power in sound and rhythm. The outcome of this realization was the 

Vedic verses composed in a poetic form, metre to convey what they saw. Their metric form was to 

leverage the power of sounds to benefit the listener and the environs.  

The specialty of this language Vak was that, it lent itself to an intonation form which came to be 

called Chandasi to differentiate it from a form used for speaking. This language itself has a poetic 

metre, lilt to it and apt to be referred to also as Chandasi.  

The language of the Veda was referred to as Chandasi as the primary text in this language form was 

the Veda, sometimes referred to as Chandas because of its poetic form, poetic structure, metre.  

Chandas denotes a poetic metre that leverages the power of intention and intonation. 

Bhasha 
In contrast to the Chandasi, the language form which was popularly used for speaking, common 

literature, came to be called Bhasha. The word Bhasha is derived from the root Bhash meaning to 

speak, articulated speech, medium of communication. The language was the same, the forms and 

usage were different. 

Thus Bhasha came to stand for spoken language. 

Bhash, Bhasha have come from the root Bhas, meaning bark of a dog. It is interesting to note that 

the word “bark” for the sound of a dog in English and “bhounk” for the same in Hindi are similar 

sounding and probably share a similar root in “bhas”. 

This classification of Bhasha came during the times of Panini, the grammarian, who lived probably 

around 500 BCE and came to be in use till the times of Kalidasa around 500 CE.  

Bhasha – Bahasa, the Indonesian Connection 
This was also the period when traders in large numbers sailed between India and the Suvarna 

Bhoomi islands of South East Asia. These islands are now known to us as the country Indonesia, 

whose very word for language is Bahasa. Hence their native tongue is called Bahasa. 

The language spoken in Indonesia, in particular in the Bali island of Indonesia, even today is called 

Bahasa. 

This, along with a plethora of other tell tale signs, tell us of the long, continuous, sustained exchange 

of trade, practices and ideas between these two peoples. Hinduism, Buddhism and Islam, all three 

went to Indonesia from India as acknowledged by Indonesian scholars. 
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Bhasha to Samskrt 
The popularization of the name Samskrt can be traced to poet Dandi of Kanchipuram, Tami Nadu of 

the Pallava period of 700 CE.  The term Samskrt, the refined one, was made common place for this 

language by the grammarian poet Dandi through his works.  

 

 

Poet Dandi 

In his work, Kavyadarshan, a work on poetics, Dandi uses the word Samskrtam as the language of 

the great Rishi of the land.  
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Kavyadarshan, a work on poetics 

 

Meaning: Samskrt is the word/tongue of Divine said by Great Rishi 

 

 

Shore Temple  at Mahabalipuram, the port city of Pallava period. - 

Dinda could well have taken this name Samskrt from Panini, the great Samskrt grammarian. Panini 

wrote the Ashtadhyayi, which has formed the basis for Samskrt language for the last 2500 years. In 

his text Panini Shiksha, Panini mentions the word Samskrte by Panini for this well refined language. 
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Panini 

Panini is turn could well have taken this word Samskrt from the Ramayana text.  

Hanuman in Ramayana 
In Ramayana, when Sita is in Ashoka Vana, Hanuman goes there identifies Her and is preparing to 

talk to her. At that time, Hanuman thinks in which language he should address Sita.  

 

Hanuman meets Sita  at Ashoka Vana - Lanka 

This, we find in the Sundara Kandam portion of Ramayana where Hanuman thinks of speaking to 

Her in Samskrtham language.  

Antiquity of name Samskrt 
This working back shows us that, while the popularization of name Samskrt can be traced back to 

the last 1300 years, the term has been used for this language 7100 years back itself by Hanuman, 

who himself was the scholar of Samskrt language. 
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Hanuman playing Veena, a scholar of Samskrt language. 

Pali 
During the times of Buddha, around 1800 BCE, in many parts of northern India, the popular 

language among the commoners was Pali, which is why, Buddha, to reach His message to the 

commoner, gave His sermons not in Samskrt or Bhasha,  but in Pali language. 

Pali means a text, in the Pali dictionary itself. 

If a line is drawn, it is called Pali - line, row or series. It is more the script that is called Pali.  

It was also called the Magadha language as it was the main kingdom of those days. 

It was a local variant of Prakrt which was the naturally spoken language.  

Prakrt 
The other ancient language of the land which is not in use now is Prakrt. The Prakrt language was in 

use until over 2000 – 3000 years ago.  

Pra in the word Prakrt stands for Nature, natural and krt is to do, done. The word Prakrt is similar 

to word Prakrti or Nature, from Nature, natural. 

So the language Prakrt was that which was taken from Nature. The root of this language is from 

Nature.   

Languages for Every Need 
While in the ancient times,  

 speech was called Vak,  

 Chandasi was the language of the Veda,  

 Bhasha was the popular language of the learned, the language of literature,  
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 Pali was a language for common texts and 

 Prakrt was a language naturally spoken, 

there parallely also existed a language for the working sector, those whose were engaged in 

industry such as metallurgy, pottery, civil works and such others. This was a language known as 

Mlechcha, more popular today as Meluhha. Even in this name, one can see different ways of saying 

the same thing. 

Mlechcha 
Mlechcha as defined in Prakrt, means incoherent speech, ungrammatical speech. It is a language 

which used jargons or childish way of speaking. It is a language form where grammar did not take 

primacy but communication of an idea in brevity did, which was essential for the trading and 

artisan community. It was a language that relied on contextual relationship between idea, words 

and pictures. 

Many other texts of the land also refer to this language as the language of the artisans, traders and 

common man. The Pandava brothers in the Mahabharata, speak in this language with the 

commoners while in exile.   

Tamil 
Tamil or Tamizh is another equally ancient language of India. Prevalent in the southern parts of 

India, in Sri Lanka and other South East Asian regions such as Singapore, Malaysia etc., it has found 

its way into most South Indian languages of today.  

The name Tamil, Tamizh for the language has been explained by a few researchers as Tam meaning 

“one’s” or “self” and mizhi relating to “language”, “speech”. The word for language in Tamil even 

today is mozhi. Tamil, Tamizh thus meant “one’s speech”. 

Tamil is traced back to the Sangam period, the exact dates of which are still not incontrovertibly 

fixed. Various dates starting from over 8000 BCE to 3rd Century BCE have been proposed. 

It has some of the richest literatures in the world. 

The Vernacular Languages  

(Evolution of Languages – Regional Languages) 
Geography, topology, climate, facial features and structure as well as the food people eat, define 

how and what kind of sounds emerge from one’s mouth. The intention, thought may be the same 

but the sounds conveying these thoughts take different forms based on these varying factors.  

This is why, across the world, we see such large variations in words that have often emerged from 

the same root. 
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Across the geography of India too, from a varying degree of mix of the formal languages such as 

Samskrt, Tamil and Pali, and further variations of the same, rose a plethora of north and south 

Indian languages, today called vernacular languages such as Hindi, Gujarati, Bengali, Punjabi, 

Malayalam, Kannada, Telugu, Assamese etc.  

It is but natural that such a vast tract of land, with such antiquity, led to development of a plethora 

of innumerable dialects, some of which over ages, have blossomed into regional languages of their 

own. 

That, the language changes with every region taking on the local flavours of the people, their 

vocations, their local culture, the topography of the land, the climate and their histories, is why we 

have a popular Hindi saying,  

“Kos kos mein ghosh badalti hai”. 

Kos is a measure of distance equal to 3.2 km or 2 miles. Ghosh is sound, dialect in this case.  

This saying implies that the dialect changes every few miles.  

India today thus officially has XX languages and YY dialects. 

From Speaking to Writing 
Speech as it graduated thus took different names for its different forms of usage.   

 From Intention to sound - Chandasi for the sound form that leverages the power of 

intention and intonation. 

 From Thought to speech – Prakrt, for speaking in a natural format  

 From Thought to communication – Mlechcha that leveraged contextual relationship 

between idea, words and pictures for brief but effective communication 

 From Speech to text for archival -  Samskrt, Pali, Tamil  

Vak denoted the overall gamut of speech right from the subtle power of intention and thought to 

written down script. 

It is in the context of storing, archiving the communication in written form, where there are no 

persons to add clarity to the words by ways of emotions, facial expressions, gestures etc. that 

languages find the need for a formal set of rules, grammar to express without ambiguity the context 

of the communication with respect to time (tense), action (verb), actors (nouns) and so on. That is 

when languages take a formal form. Samskrt, Pali and Tamil too thus evolved into their formal 

grammatical form. 

Over time these scriptable languages, were each scripted in scripts depending on the medium and 

technology of archival.  
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For example palm leaf as a medium did not lend itself to scripts with straight line fonts as it tended 

to tear the leaf while inscribing. Cloth and paper had their own limitations in terms of tools of 

inscription, medium used to imprint such as ink. Stone tablets and copper plates had their own.  

Hieroglyphs found in the Indus Valley seals were a form of script used to script down 

communications in the Mlechcha language. They were not necessarily an early form of scripting or 

language but more a form meant for communicating through logos and seals. 

Just as the same Roman script is used for writing English, French, German and whole host of other 

Latin and European languages, just as Devanagari is a script in use today in India for scripting text 

in Samskrt, Hindi, Marathi etc. and Kannada and Telugu languages share a script, Brahmi was a 

script that was used till about 2000 years ago, to script down text in Samskrt, Tamil and Pali. 

Similarly, Grantha was another script used in more recent times upto a couple of hundred years 

ago, to script both Samskrt, Tamil and allied language literature.  

Digital media prevalent today has its own limitations and power. It has the power to express all 

languages in just a binary set of 0 and 1 using an underlying code of ASCII or UNICODE but a 

limitation to bring out exact intonation of the sound as needed by a few languages. 

Nevertheless, language has traversed both in vocabulary and in script. These form the two limbs of 

a language. Vocabulary which is the ability to express thought in vocal sounds and Script which is 

the ability to express this vocal sound in an unambiguous readable form. 

Indian Ocean Community 

Languages 
Languages by nature evolve and change every few hundred years. For example, the English 

language used in Shakespeare book or English of King James Bible is quite different from English 

spoken today. 

Moriz Winternitz, the noted Austrian scholar, writing on the non changing nature of the Samskrt 

language in his book, History of Indian literature, Vol-1, p 269, observes, 
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Moriz Winternitz 

 

If you go back further in England, to around 700 CE, that is about 1300 years back to the time of 

“Chauser’s Pilgrims Progress”, we wouldn’t call that English today. It was an Anglo Saxon language. 

The English language that we know today was not even born then. It is because languages keep 

changing every few hundred years and sometime even beyond recognition.  

Interestingly, the one language that has not changed much for not only few hundred years but for 

few thousand years, is this language Samskrt. The Veda which were compiled about 5100 years 

back is very similar to the Samskrt that is spoken today. The Ramayana which was composed by 

Valmiki, the Adi Kavi, 7100 years back, is similar to the language of Samskrt used today. This speaks 

of the longevity of language and of the non changing nature of the language. This is unique factor 

among language of the world.  

How has the Samskrt language maintained its original form right through for so many years?  

The answer to this lies in the name of the language itself. It is Samskrt, meaning, “a deed well done”, 

in other words, “a refined language”. 
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Refining a refined language is a lot more difficult. A downgrade, a degrade, a colonization of 

languages can take place, which probably is the present day Hindi, which has evolved out of the 

Samskrt language.  

It is the quality, the purity of the language that helped it spread to different parts of the world and 

form a basis of language not only in Indian sub continent but in other parts of the world. The French 

Epigraphist, George Coedes has asked this question as to how and when did this spread of Samskrt 

happen to the other parts of the word? He reflects on this and answers in his book, “l’art Khmer”, 

 

George Coedes 
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‘I’ Art Khmer Book 

 

Civilization – nest of language 
Each language has its own beauty and unique features. For Samskrt to have evolved as such a 

precision language, it would have taken probable few centuries, even a millennia to reach such a 

precision. That is possible when there is prosperity in the land where people dwell, where their 

language is evolved, the character of people are precise, their manner of communication among one 

another is focused. For a language is not just a medium of communication but is the mirror of the 

people and their evolved culture. That the Samskrt had reached such levels of refinement speaks 

volumes of not just people who articulated the language, shaped the language, but the civilization as 

whole was a nest for language to evolve in. 

While the refined language has remained so through the ages, the name of the language has 

changed with the ages. 

In Vedic times, around 3000 BCE, this language was called Vak, meaning the word, around 500 BCE, 

in the times of Patanjali and Panini, the language was called Basha, the language. Around 500 CE of 

the classical Samskrt period in the times of Kalidasa, it was referred to as Arya Bhasha, the noble 

language. It was only around 700 CE, that the language came to be called as Samskrt by common 

populace.  
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