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The ob.lective of this paper is to review when, why and how the oral tradition in the early
perioci calne to be writing on palm-ieaf Manuscripts. This paper will also exarnine why
orientai people (especially scholars) ccntinued the oral tradition even thoush manv of the
paim-leaf manuscripts and printed books were availabie.

Historical Perspective

The art of writing was probably used by Aryans as early as 300 B.C.r When the Sanskrit
alphabet had been developed in India2. But the irnportant thing to remember is that, even
when the art of writing came in to vogue, the advantages it offerecl were deliberately
avoided for purpose of instruction by the teachers and educationists. They deliberately
avoided making use of it, and it was only later that writing was used to preserve and
propagate the sacred literature3. Therefore it is not surprising to find the first Aryan
colonizers and the first Buddhist Missionaries from India were continuing to follow the
sarne tradition.

The art of writing was not only known but also made good use of in Sri Lanka by prince
Yljaya and his ministers in the 6th century 8.C.4 from the time of King Devanampiyatissa
(247 -207 B.C.) up to the time of King Duttagamini (lOI-'77 B.C.) there are evidences to
show that writing for communication was used between kingss, officers, prominent
citizens6 and lovers.T -

Duttagamini found records carefully preservecl in a chest in the palace. In building the
Lohapasada he acted on the information given on a gold plate8 tracing back to hundred
and thirty six years. The records of Duttagamini, which were carefully entered in a book,



were reade by a scriber at the time of his death" Though those records pertaining only tcl

his religious activities, we can assume that other events were also chronicled.

Those historical events kept on record is again proved when the Mahavamsa refers

especiatrly to Vijayabahu I (1905-11 14 A.D.) keeping annual records of, events. "FLom the

irilc that he was Y-*r'ara.ja. the wise prince, that best of men had seventeen years

chror-iicled u-r rvriting. F{arrnrg talting lt nimselt hereupon to AnrLradhapura anci u,eli

versecl in custorn, had enjoyed the high fcsiival of the coronation after the mannel cf
tradition, keeping not to evil but keeping firmly to pious action, he (secure in the royal
dignity), had the eigirteen years, clir"onrcledl0" King Valagarnba it is recorded on a kataka

leaf,11 lands granted to the Kupikkala Vihara wherein dwelt Mahatissa.

A11 this evidence shows that writing was used for various pulposes but at least elite
befbre and after the Tripitaka was put dolvn to writing. The art of writing had been made

use of for various pulposes more widely than it is generally accepted. Uniess the practice

of rvriting had been plevalent arnong the leamed, the monks could not have executed the
'sudden' decisron ro put dorvn the texts tc rvritrng. It is reasonable to suppose that iiterary
sryle had developed sutficientiy prior to the first century B.C. Adikaram says: "How f-ar

the bhii<khus heipe<i the iay folk in the ar" of u,riting we are unable to say. If the practice

adopted b,v Duttagamini of lecordinq his meritorious deeds and r,vas a generai one, we

shali not be r'vrong in assilming tirat the ancrent Sinhalese possessed a \/e{' satisfactory
ancl con-iplcte systeur of education'"': vVriring u,as chiefly used for plilposes iike writing
ietters. keeping historical records regardrng grants eic, before it came to be used to write
down the sacred texts, there \\,as solne form of writing material and a literary language

suitable for the pulpose. Yet the oral tradition continued. Wh;, did the oral tradrtion
continue r,vhen it could have been easily replaced by writing? In India too though rvriting
was first used chiefly for trading and similar puipose it rvas long after the 5t1' century B.C.
that it was used for recording the sacreci booksl3. Keay says. Probabiy these books were

consiciered too hoiy to be committed to writing, and there r,vas also the fear that they
inight get into the hands of unauthorized persons. The continuance of the oral traditron
insured leaming against risks says Mooker3i. "There were no centralized Hbranes u,herein
the wisdom of the ages was accumulated, so that to strike at them would mean striking at

the sources of knowledge. There was the u,'idest possible diffusion of learning through the
millions of the 'living braries' and clomestic schools of ancient India that helped to ensure
her culture against the risks alike frorn nature and political revolutiolls"14. The teacher
hari an obligation to couserve and ,irsseminate knowledge. The possession of knowledge
aiotre was noi sufficient" One had to be morally sound and worlhy of it. In this respect the
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oral tradition had dn advantage. The teacher had a control over knowledge and he woulcl
transrrit it only to those who would abide by an accepted code of discipline. I.earning had
necessarilv to depend on the teacher and pupil lir,,ing togethel, so that, the pupil rvouid
not oni;v master the theory but also f,ollorv it in practice. f'he teacher was alq,ays heid
':efore him as an ideal. The writing of the doctnne rneant a Lesser rlependence of the pupil
ln the teacher and the close association of the integration of tire theory and practice of the
Dhamma (patioattr and pariyatti) wculd lead to a duaiism when the teacher was replaced
by a book. This ''vas perhaps another;mpodant reasc,n why the oral tradition continued.

Freservation of Knowledge

But with the passage of time the monks who were realistic iornA that even the oral
tradition was no safeguard for the preservations of the purity of the doctrine with the
infiltration of comrption into the ranks of the Order. We know that to preserve the puriry
of the Vedas the Braahmins debarred the study of it to the other castes. But the Buddhist
order was open to all and sundry. Therefore, the only insurance against comrption of the
doctrine was to fix it by putting it into writing. Hence the Mahavamsa says, .,as the
people were falling away (from the religion) the bhikkhus came together, and in order
that the true doctrine might endure, they wrote it down in booksls for instance at the end
of the famine prior to the writing of Texts, one of them, the Mahaniddesa of the Sutta
Pitaka was nearly getting lost. There was only one Thera who knew it but it was immoral.
When a bhikku named Maharakkhita was asked to learn it from him, he refused to do so
on the ground that he was immoral. After grat persuasion Maharakkita was made to learn
it and thus the text was preservedl6. Mahatissa thera who was learned in the four Nikayas,
was another monk expelled by the Mahavihara for discipline though he was much
recognized by the king and ministerslT. As people were fallin g away from religion many
also have referred to the actions taken by the king and his ministers in establishing the
Abhayagiri and other Viharas and presenting them as gifts for certain services rendered to
the Kingls. This is the first record of a Vihara given as a personal gift to a monk says
Rev' Walpola Rahulale. The other causes leading to the writing of Texts were the
invasion and rebellion, which led to the abaudonment of the monasteries and ,the

separation of the pupils from the teachers-the living books', and the Brahmanatissa
famine which took the lives of many learned monks2o. The best safeguarcl against such
calamities in future was to commit the Texts to writing. Unlike the Vedas, it was not
considered unholy to write down Buddhist texts, which were not considered as revealed.
Except for this reason, the other reasons for the continuations of the oral tradition beyond
the period when it could be put writing were probably the same in India and in Sri Lanka



due to practical consrderations. The texts were finally committed to writing, in both

countries and the oral tradition continued for a period beyond that date. The texts, in

order to facilitate leaming and preservation of leaming, were divided lnto sections and

entrusted to different groups of pupils. The origins of these groups go back to very early

times. The Patakomiya pararnparu which preserved the Vinayapitaka for instance has

been traced in the following manner, to the time of the Buddha. After the parinibbana of
the Buddha, the Thera Upali taught the Vinaya for full thirty years. Upali taught the

Dasaka and Dasaka in tum having trearnt all the Fitakas taught it just as his teacher. The

great teacher (tJpali) entered nibbana, after having appointed his pupil, the clever Dasaka,

(to be chief) of the Vinaya' Sonaka a "respectable merchant from Kasi" who received his

ordination fiom Dasaka in his turn, having made his pupil Thera Sonaka chief of the

Vinaya, attained nibbana in his six6, - fourth year'l .It is in this way that Mahinda and

his followers in Sri Lanka couid trace back to the succession of the Acariya sisya

parampara to preserve the many - fold doctrine22. Tire commentaries were also

traditionaliy hancled down along ''yith the Texts by these schools. In this way we can

explain the addition of, certain parts of the commentaries to the texts by the particular

school which interpreted them23.

Oral Tradition and Dissemination of Knowledge

For nearly four and half cenhrries, the message of the Buddha was preserved and

propagated solely by the oral tradition. The original system of the specialist school or the

tshanake system continued to be useful in spite of the fact that the Text were written. The

reasons for this are not difficult to find. T'here was no cheap and durabie rnriting material,

which could be widetry used, for dependence entirely on a few copies wouid have been

suicidal to the preservation of knowledge. There is also to be considered in this

connection, the difficulty of bringing an abnrpt end to a tradition which had gathered

force for a number of centuries. Frobably the most important reasons for the continuance

of the oral tradition was its necessary dependence on the teacher because one could not

be through with various interpretations (the acariyavadas) unless one learnt it from a

teacher. Monks rnay aiso have realized that books alone would deprive a strident of the

very important influence of the teacher. This was really the most important part of
education. The episode connected with the students days of Tripitaka Culabhaya well
versed in the Tripitaka was proclaimed by neat of golden drurn that they woulcl preach

the Fitakas.'But the bhikkus did not ailow him to preach anything not leamt from a

teacher. As a resuit of this protest when he went to the preceptor he found that he could
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not answer questions on the acariyavadas. Then he was asked to leam them from
Mahadhammarakkita Thera of Tuladharapabbata Vihara in Rohana. Aflter compieting the
course under this teacher he taught the doctrinc many tirnes at Lohapas ada.2t

ln the daYs.uvhen bool<s \\rere scalce. thc preservation of knowledge and ready reference
to rt haci to depend on one's rnerror\'. The possession of a good memory was regarded as

a great gift of nature tbr a learner. This viel was ireld not because a good memory is less
usefui today but because educatron was thought of as storing up knowledge in one's
memoly. It ls fr'otri this ar"lgel tirat educational psychoiogy was studied till the early
decades ol thts cenfury. In anclent times more exacting demands were made on the
studettt. FIe itad io iisten to the teacirer, drscuss subiecrs rvith him in their various aspects
and t'etattt lhetn in his mind. There rvas no other record available for reference within his
reacit. Tllerefbre. on wirc rva: :eaiaed lvas necessarily one who had heard much'
(ba.hussuta). it shoukl not be tiroii.'irl iha"r a me;:e storage of knowledge entitled one to be
calied ir'bahussuta'. There rvere necessary condttions, to be fulf,rlled. The classes oi
peopie rvhc fall in to the caiegorlr of 'appassutta' those who irave heard less were
considered as oxen. T'o be consiciered a 'bahussuta' the Saddharmaratnavaliya insists thai
cne should be versed iri certain -qe ctions of the Texts. It also gives another interpretatron
r-'i ihe tertn. [t says: "If one is eirgageci in meditation after the proper selection of a
sLritiiblc ob;cct. he is cerrauilr bahussuta2s. I'lie two interpretations of the tenr:
'':rlilLlsstit:t'u,oulc1 have been necessaly only in later tirnes rvhen a drstinction was made
behrcel,'eranthadhura'and'vidarshanadura'. There was no sucir division of vocation in
the oriEtlals te>lts2o. Though the term'bahussuta' had different meaning attached to it, we
aY thai tire tenrl rvas ilsed in a general sense to denote one who had in his memorv a vasf

store of knou.ledge.

We hear of sci:oiars in the past, u,ho had performeci great feats of memory. There were
'bilatral'as' rr'ho i<lew 'ihe lvhole of a Nikaya by heart and could recite it from begilnini:
to r:nd u,tthout making a single mistake. When the bhikkhus ieft behind in Sri l-anka
duflng tire Brahmana Tissa famine compared the Texts with those lvere returned fron-r
India after a lapse o{'twelr,e years, it is said that there was not a world of clifference of a

rvord in the two versions2T. "Majjhimabhanaka Revata Thera, we are told, i<nerv the
Iltlajji:iurabiranakal,n so well that he could recite it from memory though he was out of
touch u,ith tt ior twenfv years. In a simiiar tranner, Thera Naga of Karaliyagiri coulo
tecite the Dltatukatna after an interval of eighteen years"28. I{ow these learned tnonks
i'eactr sLich irts profrciency tn mastering the vast fields of knowledge rvith great
exactifLide'l lt is not difhcult to understand it lvhen we knor,v that the monks of old were
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heavily involved, in the task of preserving the knowledge at all costs. The self-

involvement was so high in this matter that nothing else in the w'orld cor-rid distract their

mind. In addition the very healthy fihal relationship, the pupil and the teacher had

lowards each other and also the traditional practice of their living together as iong as the-r,

lived, helped a great deal towards that end. When Mahasumana after being tircrough in

the Vinaya Pitaka left his teacher Upatissa to reside arvay frcrn fhe teacher" \'lahacacluura

another pupit of Upatissa resented his action, saying that as long as the teacher iived cne

shouid stay with one's teacher sfudying as many times the Vinaya Pitaka along u'rth ihe

con-in-ientaries.29

N{ax Muller's comment on the powers of memory possesseci b,v the ancient indian

scholars enables us to obtain an understanding of those powers from our olvn expe:'ien, :

of the contemporary world. He says, "We confirm no opinion of the polver of memory in

such as we have now and then, show that our notions of the lir"nits of that faculty are quite

arbitrary. Our own memory has been systematically undermined for many generation-s.

To speak of nothing else, one sheet of the Times newspaper every moming is quite

sufficient to clistract and rinsettle the healthiest mernory"30. The present generations of
students have an errolleous impression of rhe ancient concept of rote learning. It nust be

said that mere cramrnrng u'as llever ei-icouraged in the ancieirt eriucationai rlolid. The

ancient scholar was not only thorough u'rth *'hat he leamt but also he u'as 1n a pcsrlion to

expound the meaning and disci-lss the irnpiications of various r,1elvpoir-r:.;. The

Saddharmaratnavaliya amplifies the above statement rvhen it sa1s. "\\rrtirout the retentioir

of what is heard there is no knowledge, there is no 'thinking' u,rthout <ieliberation and

there is no reasoning without meditaticr"t'. Tnis sirou's cieariy that learning was not

rnere retention of subject matter but realtzatron. These three steps are simrlar to those

mentioned rn the Upanishads viz., Sra',,ana, Manana and Nididhyasana. Sravana meant

listening to the words pronounced by the teacher, Sabdha by itself had its own potenc-\'

and value. It also had its intrinsic attributes like rhythm and vibrations to be caprured

'Sabdha is Brahma'. (The word is God or Lord) Manana meant deliberation of reflection
on the topic which was the result of an intellectual appreciates of the meaning. The third
stage, Niddhyasana was the stage of leaming of realization. It was onl,v through

meditation that the truth could be attaineci.l'There were special devices to help memory.

I-Tsing speaking of Indian scholars ref'ers very obscurely to sorne interesting aids to
memory, by which he says the students t'eit 'his thoughts rising like a fountain and could

commit to memory whatever he had but once heard'. He adds, 'This rs far from a myth,

for I have myself met such merr33. Some of the methods that helped to fix the knowledge

in memory will be discussed now. The classes conducted for teaching the Texts must
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have been necessarily small so that individual attention could be given. An idea of the
procedure adopted in teaching can be had from the procedure adopted in preaching as

reported in Manorathapurani. First the whole discourse was presented to the audience
rryithout comment by the divakathikathera (the thera who preached during the daytime).
He is followed by the padabhanakas (reciteres of the words), who very probably recited
word by word aiong with the specific meaning attached to each word. The final preacher

who came for the night explainecl the doctrine in detail3a. The tenn 'udessa' is explained
in Visuddhimagga Sannaya as reading the text and 'paripucca' as teaching the rneaning.

Form this rve knorv that the texts were flrst recited and secondly the meanings were

explained3s. From these we may conclude that in oral instruction, meaningful sentences,

sufficiently long ',vere first recited by the teacher followed by his'pupil. Secondly the
meaning of each word was given by the teacher. The third stage was to discuss in detail
the t'itole senterlce. If there were rnaily students, probably each student repeated the same

process thereby enabling him to receive individual attention" This w'as more or less the
metho.i tbilowed in the traditronal Vedic schools in Indial6.

When books came into vogue the method would have been exactly similar to what has

been indicated in the Visuddhirnagga Sannaya. It is only a slight modification of the
method mentioned first. Srnall porlions in the text were first explained to students by the
teacher and when the pupils understood, each one was expected to commit them to
lreirioty. In this way pupils leamt whole books by heart. This method was allowed in
Indran non-vedic schools3T. What had been leamt already, hacl to be recited or repeated
anC recapiulated. 'What has been learrthas to be repeated', says Saddharmaratnavaliya38.

The repetitions of the lesson by the monks at Abhayagiri monastery are described in the
slab-inscription of Mahinda IV.

It says the r.ihara "where dwell bands of scholars directing their wisdom to great literarl
rvorks.... resounci u'rth the voice of those versed in the scripfures, expounding the
Dhantua"ie. Witiror-rt doubt the teacher hirnself repeated alo.rg with the pupils as in the
old vedic sciroois, r'r,here the monotonus recitations by the teacher and his pupils are

compared in a Rigveda hyn'rn to the croaking of frogs exhilarated by the apploach of
raina0. Out of class hours whenever one was free, recitation of what had been learnt was a
common practiceal. The frequent repetition in ancient text books ivhich may annoy the
modetn reader was an aid to memories long texts. The repetitions which may be inartistic
and clurnsy today appeared highly natural when handed down orallya2. Unless one was
able to recite from tnernory, a section already leamt, new sections were not attempted as



a principle.a' Th. pupil was thus sure of the ground previously covered and on that
foundation he could build new structures.

Exposition of knowledge was regarded as important. The teaching was accompanied by
extensive texts with the freedom to the pupil to raise questions and participate in it fully.
Commentaries to different Texts serryed the same purpose. They were really the
collections of such iearned explosion. Tripitaka Culabhaya's scholarship as pointed out
was at first not considered sound, because he did not have the chance to benefit by a

teacher's exposition. It is only by following this method that one was able to be
convinced of the reasonableness of one's position. Exposition became almost
indispensable when it came to the reaching of certain branches of knowledge in a

condense form to facilitate tnemorizing. Unless the teacher supplied, the necessary
infbrmation, much that was valuable, r.vas lost to the pupils. For instance the image of
Siva Natha in Rupavali's (verse 4, 5) gives only the skeleton. "A fair face with three
eyes, a bow and alTow, a garland of setpents, ear flowers, a rosary, four ltands, a trisula, a

spear having a deer irnpaied upon it, hands pointing upwards and do'uvnu.ard, a garment
of tiger skin, his vehicle a white bull, these are the marks of Siva Natha". This is true of
lnany of the ancient works like Dipavarlsa and Sidatsangara. Though put dorvn in rvriting
they rvere lxeant to be oraliy transmltted.

A pupil was even free to disagree with his teacher. Tripitaka Cr-lranaga who was
qualified in the Tripitaka disagreed with his teacher who was equally qualified. The
teacher giving deep thought to the point at issue held that his pupil was correct and
accepted the pupil's view before a gathering that came to listen to Culla Naga.aa
Saddharmaratnavaliya said "the wise people are not content with the knowleelge
possessed, they visit the leamed and know their deficiencies, and er:rors in the course ci
eiiscusston, thereby iniproving it"4s. The ireedom of discussron was an imporiant fearr.ri,".
of monastic education irom very eariy times. trt was out of these debaies tita: ,;

methodology knorvn as Abhidhamma evoivecl. Instruction was through of as a two \\;1y
process between the teacher and pupil. The teacher was expected to be one aparl in
"instructing the pupil in what pertains to the Dhamma, in what pertains to the Vinaya, in
discussing or making another discourse, according to the Dhamma a false doctrine that
might arise"46. At the same time the pupil is enjoyed to "combat by cliscussion any false
doctrine that the teacher might take to or to get others to do it"47. Rules rvere laid down
with regard to the procedure to be adopter in formally submitting points at issue to a
committee of judges of thd Sangha. Even their verdict was ascerlained by a ballot
(Salaka), individual conviction was not stifled at any stage. In a monastic fraternity there
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was aiways the fieedom to argue, dispute and debate, and decide individually matters
reiating to both the Dhamma anci the Vinaya.ot Th. traditional rnethod of cliscussion and
debate as a method of advancecl eciucation was followed in the monasteries of Sri Lanka.
The two convocations held at the Mahavihara twice annuatriy, gave opporhrnities to
discuss difficult problems and debate abstruse points in the midst of celebrated speciaiisrs
and clear the doubts regarding thern.ae These conferences helped to eliminate any
irrelevancies that had crept into the memorized passages.

'l'l-tus we see. that a varietv of rnethods r.l,ere used to ir.r in the mind cf the learner the
knou'ledge iranded over frorn generation to generation. Such titles like Tr:ipitaka,
Vinayadhara, Abhidhammika, Catumikayika. Bhanaka, Atthakaihika, etc., ma-r, have
ser','ed as lncentives to attain high standards of sr;hoi*.ishi;:. Ai-, i:rt.-.i"r-"sting developmelt
ii'as tile .r"ccr;trir-i-lation of subject itattel periaiiring ti; ril.qo:ipi;r-:*r i.ii;r; lauguage, gf;lrnniar,
lriston'. icPtc etc., and ttreir presenration. Knol,.,,Jedge penaining: t+ certain sulrjeets rvere
recordecl t'et1' early in histoil, a;:d preserved ip monasteries. The presence of Uttara
Vihai:a \4ahavamsa" siror'r,:s ti.rat ,iifT'elent srcts r.,ere in the habii of preserving records of
iheir oun colltluirlires. t\un-ici'oLrs rei€l'cilces rtrade in tire Mahavarnsa-text, to r,vorks like
Dtpavarnsa atthaakatha trf ahiibodhi'';insiikatha. Srulecllta Katha ancl Sahassavatthu shclw
the existence ,r ' a iarge nunrber ol ri'oiks presen eC in the monasteries of the lsiancl.
These works mostly forrned part cf rhe commentarres to the Sacred Texts.50 ivtralalasekara
states that the Commentaries inust have existed ln book fonn, llecause by iheir very
uature they could not have been iranded cior.vn oralIy.51 It rvould be incorrect to say that
titet'e *ere no u,'ritten books at aii iir the earlv period. As,,vriting rnas used to keep officiai
records ar-rci for comtnuuicatiorr, schoiar raonks would not have iailed to rnake the best
use ot u'rittttg material available long before the Christian el:a. Samanthapasadika which
was composeii in tite fifth century A. D. makes an indirect reference to the reatiing of
books by lamp light says Rev. Rahriia"s2 If this the period ref,er:red to can be ascertainecl it
will be of irnportant to us. Tiie manuscripts pertaining to different subject r,vere mcst
probably available fbr reference in the leading monasteries. There were difficulties to bc
overcorle in the expansion of knowledge in various subjects. Earlier granthadhura meani
only the study and dissernination of the Tripital<a. The Buddha debai:red monks fiom
taking an interest ur subjects dealing lvitir kings, batttre, villages, cities etc. He described
them as 'animal talk' (tirracchiana-iratlia).53 fI-his ditficultv on the path of expanding
knowledge can be judged from an injunction to monks as iate as in the 18'l'century" It
says that no books whatsoever should be written by rnonks unless without the consent
and direction of the body of monks. It further says, no permission will be given unless the
book decidedly furthers the cause of the Sasana.sa But rnonks w,ere able to overcome such



restriction by circumventing prohibitions with various interpretations. For exarnple, the
historical works like Dipavamsa and Mahavamsa could not have been written if the
authors did not by their skilful devise means of adding aparagraph on impermanence.Ss

'fhe writing of the Tripitaka in the first century A. D. gave an impetus to a movement,
which encouraged the development of libraries in monasteries. From the story of
Tripitaka Chalabhaya'u *. know that by the 5th century, the monks had started the

practice of learning the Texts from bocks. Though the oral tradition was gradually giving
way, learning from expositions inade by the teacher (acariyavada) was insisted on. it
appears that by.the fitth century A. D. large coilections of books were available to

' scholars in ail the important monasteries. The teacher rvould now read the book and

explain it to the pupil, followed by exposrtion of the subject. To memories direct from the

text rvould have been the exception rather than the rule at the beginning. But as we
approach the 6th and 7tl' centuries it seems to be the ruie rather than the exception.

Writing and Writing Materials

Writing and r.vriting material had a bearing on the rnethods of preserration and

transriission of knowiedge. The absence of a durable and cheap material tc rvrite in rvas

one of the reasons. which delayed the production of books. Writing on the cther hand has

a iong history. It is mentioned in the Nahavagga. The parents of lJpaii discuss altemative
lotms of employment thus: "But Upali leams rvritrng his fingers ivi1l become painful. If
Upali were to learir calculation, so r,vould Upali. after our demrse, live at ease and not be

in want".57 The scribe mentioneel in Mahavamsa as earl1, as ihe 2nd cenfury 8.C., were
very probably employed by kings.58 This occupation was held in high honour as it was an

essential craft r,"ithout which impor-tant records could not be kept and probatrly because

of this people of high social stahrs took to it. There u,ere families that speciaiized in the
ar1 of scribing.5e It is said that one of hulahasena's favorite wives was the daughter cf a

scribe.so In the first half of 12'h cenrury there wele many who hacl taken to scribing.
Metion is made of peripatetic teachers'who taught boys the art of rvriting.6lIn the 13'h

century Vijayabahu III collected not only a large number of laymen whc ivere clever
scribe but also writers of books.52

The scribes were not people who could merely write. Thev were people of attainment.
This becomes clear from the following citation" "Thereupon he ordered his skilled scribes
to make an estimate of the king's revenues, of his stocks of grain. of his troops. of his rvar:

materials and so not with the charade: record them by stealing into the various
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departments of the administration.63 It can be understood from this, that they were versed
in figures and accounts as well. They were also "endowed with a good memory and with
knowledge, pious, well instructed, free from indolence and skilled in quick and fair
writing..."6a

The materials used preserve important records in e.arly times were durable kinds. Gold
plates,65 copper plates66 and stone were used for such purposes. It required great skill to
engrave letters in these materials and the people engaged in them development their own
techniques. Considering the skill and the special techniques necessary in the performance
of this important work, it is no wonder why the practitioners of the art were held in high
esteem. It is difflrcult to know all the different kinds of material that would have been
used for the writing of letters and books. There is a tradition that *re Tripitaka was
written on leaves of gold. Copper plates too would have been used for writing books. But
these were not suitable for extensive use as writing material for books. It is sald that these
were used to record to a grant to a Vihara by Vattagamini.6T From a consideration of the
nature of the writing material and from the extent, it can be said that books came to be

written in appreciable numbers only after the discovery of the ola-leaf made of the'dry
shoots of the talipot palm. This discovery was made, probably very early'in the Christian
era, providing the people with a cheap, easily accessible and durable writing. Writing on
'Pus-Kola' or ola-leaf was popular by the 5'h ce-ntury A.D. Yet it could not be extensively
used commonly resorted-as we use pen and paper today. Though there is evidence to
show that many could write, there would have been a lesser number of men versed in the
art of writing' If an analogy is to be drawn from the modern methods of lettering, it may
be stated that writing on ola-leaf as a specialist job held a position similar to typewriting
in the present day. This analogy should only help us understand that proficiency on
working in ola- leaf required special skills and the use of special techniques. That is why
writing continued to be practiced, as a vocation till paper and pen became available. The
knowledge of preparation and processing of the talipot leaf, storing in reels, cutting them
into standard sizes, etc. was often preserved as a family tradition by scribes. The different
kinds of stylus that were in use, the art of using the stylus on the leaf, the size of letters
and the speed to be attained were all taken it account in judging the attainments of a

scribe.
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Letters

An idea of the standard of good writing rs conveyed by a Sanskrit verse curent in the old
temple schools:

"Samani Samapadani Samarn Sani Samah Sirah

Aksharani Prati shathavyyah Mruduni lalitani ca"

"Well -formed letters should be similar in size similar in their tails and in their heads,

and (written) with a light accepted standard was thirty words per minute.68 It rvil1 be of
interest to know that there was developed a decorative afi characteristic of .. . ola-leaf

writers. Nidayssangrahaya refers to the burining of a collection cf books belonging to the

Abbayagiri Viihara, in the 3'd century A.D.6e Buddhagosa's request to the Cermrrunity cf
monks at the Mahavihara. "Show the qualification! Once we have seen it, we shall give

these all the books" and the subsequent statement: He "dwelling iri the Ganthakara

Vihara ..... rendered the whole of the Sinhala Commentaries in to the tongue of the

Magadhas"'o Thrs shows that there was a large collection of books at the Mahavihara in

the 4tl' century A.D. This was only a ferv decades after the destr-r-rction of the Mahavihara.

Such large nurrbers of books rvould liave been available only if a writing material like
'puskola' or ola-leaf was used. The slab-rnscription of Nissanka Malla enables us to
surmise that in the early centuries of the Cristran era, palm leaf had been u,idely used.

The inscription says: "..... he did not (as hereto-fore) have them written on talipot (Plam

leaves), lvhich were liable to be destroyed by rvhite ants, rats and the Lke, but had such

grants engraved on co-llper (plates), and so established the practice r,vhich had not been in
vogue foretimes in Sri Lanka."7l The writing of books 'uvas considered so imporlant by
the 1Oth century that the cutting down off the talipot palm was prohibitedT2 because its

leaves were now indispensable for the spread of literature and learning. A careful

observation of how the books (manuscripts) came to play an imporlant path in the

preservation of knowledge will show that the frequency in the mention of scribes, rvritten

of books and the teaching of writing has a close relationship to the development of the

rvriting material. It has to be rnentioned that the Sigiriya graffiti ranging frorn the 6'1' to

the 12tl'century is enougir e',,,irience':o shon,tl-ratthe skill in u,riting was possesse<1by the

rnass of tl-re peopie. -fhe visitors to Sigiriya seem to have carried with them a stylus just as

we carry a fountain pen today. 'fhe styiris they carried rnay have been the same that 
"vas

used to write on ola-treaf.
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Religious Books

Probably because of the greater dependence on books we observe in course of time the
veneration that was paid to teachers of the past, were paid to books as well. Such a

development is not unnafural among a people who were always prepared to give the
irighest regard to the learned. Ttrre weakening of oral tradition and the gradual decrease in
ihe number of 'walking libraries' gave rise to a tendency to take great care in preserving
books and a.lso to venerate them on the sarne score. Even today the people hold books in
iiigh veneration, Great ceremonies were arranged for the books that emboclied the
dharma. They were kept in special houses.

\ doctrinai book u,as tilled recently called, 'Pot Vahanse' (pota lneans book" 'Vahanse'
!s ail ilonoriflc title used when addressrirg monks). Even today ternple iib,ranes are
'r oishipped by people. During Silakala (524-537 A.D ) the (book) Dhammadaru brought
rorn India was kept in a special house close to the palace and taken in a procession

,rnnually to Jetawana." Kassapa V (913-923 A D.) had tire Abhidhammapitaka written in
'ables of gold and the book Dhamn.iasangani adorned with all kinds of jervels placed in a
:pecially built temple in the midst of the toln,74 This new stage in the 'evolution of
<rlowledge', having a'separate existence'in the form of the books,'independent'of the

,rerson of the monk is importani educationail_v. It rvas only by this way that, the 'ancient'
'earnittq could have been Dreserved tor" Lrs today. A ref,erence was made earlier to tire
-'xlsieilce of collections of boohs in ancreirt monasteries of the tsland. They lvere
llrpofiant for the preseruation of kloi.vledge. The mlers too took an active interest in
r:rultiplf ing the number of books and granting them to Viharas. Writrng and causing tcr

,vrite books on the doctrine were regarded as mentorious. Dutugamunu (1A1'-77 B.C.) in
,.)rder to acquire merit distributed a 'bana' book to every vihara in the island, for the use
,f preachers." "Tlrese rvho write books having bearing on the doctrine and those rvho
.'ause others to rvrite books will as a result enjoy the wealth of universai kings, as many
,imes as the number of 'uvords in them"76 says Pujavaliya. This highly religious rnotive
reiped in many ways to increase the nurnber of books and thereby to preserve
,lorvledge. The Maharvamsa state that when monks and laymen copied the sacred books

'ind plesented to Kirtisrirajasingha, he showered them with money and other gift and
thus in his pious zeal took a share rn the rnerit of other dwellers in Lanka'.11
:lIjaratnaka{ayamentions a library as an indispensabie parl of a monastery. It says that a
tlace of rvorship was to contain relics, an image, a library and an avasa for rnonks.78 The
r:oilectors o1'books in the carly monasteries were the libraries. We don't know horv

'iooks rverc stocked but they rvere available for reference. When
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pelmitted to use the books Buddhagosa translated the atthakatha at the Ganthakara
Vihara.

Book Collection - Libraries

This probably refers to the library of the Mahavihara. The earliest reference to a library is
during the reign of Kutakannatissa (16-38 A.D.). He is said to have built a large Vihara
and a lihrary (pusthamalakaya).7e In the 12th century Parakkramabahu I restored one
hundred and twenty eight libraries in the province of Rohana"80 For the Jetavana
monastery at Polonnaruwa, he built two libraries.8l Prakkramabahu VI in the tr4th century
constnicted a vihara including a library.82 The 128 libraries restored in Rohana is
significant. These iibraries must have had large collections of books. The great
contributions made by these 'reposttories of leaming' in Rohana for the re-establishment
of the centers of leaming in Rajarata after many an invasion and strife are eno11nous.
What necessitated their restoration must have been the destruction caused by the Chola
armies that invaded Rohana.

The leacling monasteries like Abhayagiri, Mahavihara and Tissamahavihara must have
had tire largest libraries. Tibetan accounts of Nalanda in India inform us that its library
was situated in a special area known by the poetical name of Dharmaganja (Mart of
Religion)'The library consisting of three huge briildings was nine-stored and specialized
in the collection of rare scared works.83 This given an idea of the organization and the
size of a iibrary in ancient tirnes. That the Nalanda library was situated in a special area
u'ill help us from an idea of what the Ganthakara Vihara was, when Mahavamsa says ir
rvas sifuated "far from all unquiet intercourse"S4 A safeguard that was adopted to
preserve valuable books, was to rnake large number of copies and distributes them in the
;nonasieries in every par:t of the island in order to prevent their being completely lost by
the recuring invasions. Large libraries could not be removed to safety.ss By mor&s at
shoil notice.(It is said that monks led by Sangharaja Saranankara removed books to safety
when the Dutch invaded the Hill country, and thereby protected the order).

Coping and Translocation

Vijayabahu I is said to have made copies of the Tripitaka and presented them to thq
bhikkhus.s6 Afte, the invasion of Magh a (1215-1235 A.D,) whose armies are said to have
thrown at the winds many know and famous book torn from their showed, the succeeding
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ruiers were active in increasing the number of copies of books and distributing them. The
loss was so great that some books had to be brought from India.87 "Deeply grieved in hid
in his.hearl that on the island of, Lanka so many books that deait with the true doctrine
had been destroyed", Vijayabahu III had a' large number of books written,88

Parakkramabahu IV and Bhuvenekabahu I had copies of the sacred Texts written and had

thern preserved 'here and there in the Viharas of Lanka'.8e The oral tradition may have

temporally ceased before the 1Oth century A.D. As acquaintance with the sacred texts was

rare Farakkramabahu II had all books brought frorn Jambudipa for the education of the

bhikkus in them.eo

trt v,as perhaps because of the very board outlook adopted by monks in the presewation of
learning which enable them to obtain the texts from other countries when they were lost
in Sri Lanka under tragic circumstances. From the time of Buddhaghosha greater

weightage was given to the preservation of the text in pali, the inter:national language of
Theravada Buddhism. Two citations would be sufficient to substantiate this point. On
Buddhagosa's kanslation of the commentaries into pali, Mahavamsa states "he rendered
the whoie of the Sinhaia oommentaries into the tongue of the Maghadhas, the originatr

speech of all. For beings of ail tongues this (rendering) became a blessing and all the

teachers of the Theravada accepted them as the original text"el The author in the prologue

to Dhammapadatthakatha states "A subtitle commentary thereon has been handed down
from generation to generation in the island of Sri Lanka. But because it is composed in
the dialect of the Island, it is of no profit or advantage to foreigners. It might perhaps be

conducive to the welfare of all mankind.. This was the wish expressed to me by the Elder
Kumara Kassapa, self-conquered, living in tranquility, steadfast in resolve. His eamest
request was read to me because of his desire that the good law might endure".e2 It was
because of this commendable attitude of the monks, that Sri Lanka was able to obtain
help from India, Myanmar and Thailande3 and at the same.time help themea when they
were in need of textual knowledge. This information reveals that, in Sri Lanka, the

tradition of writing palm ledrf manuscripts has been in practice since the 4th century B.C.
Over a long period this tradition has developed as a result of the cumulative effects of
several imporlant factors such as the decline in the 'Bhanaka' generations which were
capable in learning by hear1, various 'Nikayas', foreign invasions, the need for educating
future generations, and increased availability of written books in other subjects. tsuddhist
monks authored the majority of the palm leaf manuscripts. Priests of other religions and
scholars have contributed to the writing of palm-leaf manuscripts.

15



At present, the writing of palm leaf manuscripts has become less popular as a result of il1t
expsftsicn anC the developrnent cf the printing industry which is a good substitute r,-rr
pahn-leafl rxranusrripts. Ix crder t* raaintain the Buddhist tradition of ',vriting palm 1c:,r
manuscripts an'd du* io ttie iligli .;alue q:f the subject rnatter rhat is written in su;i
manuscripts, evffr tc,3ay, the rvnii*g *f paXrn leaf nranuscripts is taking piace in iimitrri
quantities" Hcwevsr peoptre ais* have paid attention to erlit and print palm ie;,;
raanuscripts.rvmting of,to,'hich has b"-en in practree sinee the 4'h century B.C. In the couis::
of time rhis traditicn llas Ceveii:ped a.s a resuit of the cumulative effect of severi;i
lmp*rtani faetcrs s*th as the r.ie*i::ie u: tire 'Bhanake' generation which .was capable :ii
learning "i:y trcafi, the sptrit cf "iarious 'nNikayas", foreign invasions, the intention li'
edueating.

,-iloneiusion

8.,'e * 'though historicai documentary source witness the exisr'ence of the art of writing 1;,
icila and Sri Lanka in the sixth cenrury B.C. as <iiscussed above, with certaintv we cair
say the art of writing siarted and expended in India and Sri Lanka in the Fourth century
L-f il. ?*rar"lse we have enough historical, archaeoiogicai anci paieographica.l evidence :r
l-i*ih eountries to erove ir. Therefore the practice of oral tradition and method of writing
*.n iri:n-leaf have extsted and continrieci oarallelly from the Fourth century B.C. to th:
(;.r",..ion oenoci.

Pahn-ieaf manuscripts were thus composed because of the need to preserve the orai
tradition from perishing, the need to continue the doctrine of the Theravada Buddhi;;i
Tripitaka and to propagate ii, to impart knowledge of the different subjects to the publ:e
and because of the need to conserved the knowledge of the different subjects so fa,
confined to a group, a generation or several individuals spread throughout society ,;l
large. For the purpose of recording, ieaves like Sri Lankan Vatakeya, palmyrah an:l
Talipot were used.

Special reports to be preserved for a long time were recorded on stone slabs clay siates,
metai sheets, and as well as-on ola-ieaves. There were both scribes and artisans assigneu
to this task. Valuable and voluminous subjects like the Tripitaka were edited anr:t
recorded on ola-leaves by the monks communally. The copying of Buddhist scripture sc
compost was done by both clergy and laity. Similarly the composition of texts related tc,
different subjects and their copying was acoomplished by the scholars trained in rvriting
and reading and by experts in the subjects. There was also a set of scribes trained from

I-t;l
h
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their childhood in the art of writing on ola-leaves. Therefore the art of writing on ola-
leaves continued unbroken till the introduction of printing in the 1880 A.D.

Even after printing became popular and printed literature became available this local
tradition continued to operate. Even at present where print medium and electronic
medium are'available, the palm-leaf recording takes place. Especially in the task like
copying the Thripitaka this method is used. At present the tPiruwana Poth Vahanse' is
present is every temple while many people still prefer to get their horoscopes written on
palm-leaves. This reason for that may be both longevity of the palm-leaves and a desire
to follow the local tradition. The reason for the perusals of these palm-leaf records seems
to be the use of reading them to obtain clear knowledge about different subjects.
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