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AV, BIPTGIRAPBIICAL STUDIBS JIN SIRI LANIKA,

( SELLADURAI GUNASINGAM Lecturer, University of Peradeniya, Sri Lanka)

The progress of Tamil epigraphical studies in Sri
Lanka may be said to have gone through several stages on
the basis of the varied nature of the efforts made with
regard to epigraphical studies in general in the island and of
the different rates at which they were undertaken and
carried out.

The scientific study of epigraphy in Sri Lanka was
initiated in 1875 under the patronage of the then
government and has been continued up to date with varying
degrees of interest and enthusiasm. Research in Tamil
epigraphy, however, was started much later, in the first
quarter of the twentieth century. The question as to why
studies in Tamil epigraphy were not started during the
period when Sinhalese epigraphical studies were initiated in
1875, may be answered in two ways:

(1) As compared to the numerical strength of the
Sinhalese inscriptions discovered in Sri Lanka, the number
of Tamil inscriptions found there was deplorably small.

(2) The second and the most important reason is the
deplorable lack of competent and capable scholars among
Tamils to associate themselves with the study of Tamil
epigraphy, as evidenced by the following statement made
by H. C. P. Bell who was then functioning as the
Commissioner of Archaeology in Sri Lanka.

"Owing to the regrettable want of Tamil scholars in
Sri Lanka capable of dealing with these old epigraphical
records, the Archaeological Commissioner has had to
depend on the generosity of successive learned epigraphists
attached to the Archaeological Survey of India — Dr. E.
Hultzsch (retired), the late M.R. Ry. Rai Bahadur, V.
Venkayya Avargal (a successor) and, latterly, the present
Superintendent for Epigraphy, South India, M. R. Ry. H.
Krishnasastry Avargal. Without their kindly aid these old
inscriptions must have remained virtually a closed book."1

During the first stage, when the situation described
under 2 above prevailed, there seems to have been no
notable attempt taken towards the progress of the study of
Tamil epigraphy in Sri Lanka. The first step taken, during
this stage with respect to Tamil inscriptions was by a
Portuguese viceroy. During the period of Portuguese rule in
Sri Lanka, the Portuguese viceroy, Constantine de Saa,
who engaged himself in the vandalistic activity of
demolishing the Koneswaram temple at Trincomalee and
erecting a fortress on its ruins, found mong the ruins some
Tamil inscriptions whose contents he was interested in

finding out about. He, therefore, had those inscriptions
deciphered by some ceylonese and sent a report of the
content to the Portuguese king2. Although this is the
earliest step taken in relation to the study of the contents
of Tamil inscriptions in Sri Lanka it remains insignificant
from the point of view of the development of Tamil
epigraphical research owing to the fact that the viceroy's
main intention in getting the inscriptions deciphered was
simply to have an access to their contents and not to
promote Tamil epigraphical studies, something which is
evidenced by the absence of subsequent activities by him
with regard to the Tamil inscriptions.

The notable names associated with the progress of
Tamil epigraphical studies in Sri Lanka during this stage are
those of Bland3, Sir Alexander Johnston,4 Hugh Nevil,5
Muller6, Bell7 and Krishnasastri8. The contributions of
Bland, who was then attached to an English H. M. ship Wolf
and Sir Alexander Johnston, who was then the chief justice
under the Governor, Sir Thomas Maitland, though limited, lie
in the fact that they preserved the records which they
came across in the form of facsimiles with a view to
obliging those interested in epigraphy by publishing these
records in later times. The study of antiquities assumes
special significance at the present time because it is
relevant to the question whether there are any areas in Sri
Lanka which have traditionally been associated with
particular communities or religious groups. We see that this
fact is fully appreciated by various persons, some of whom
are not above wilfully distorting the facts in order to sustain
their assumptions. We also see that the Department of
Archaeology with a sudden burst of enthusiasm has
demarcated declared areas for archaeological research. It
is therefore fortunate that Bland should have bestowed the
utmost care in giving the facsimile of the inscriptions as
exactly as possible and in preserving the antiquities for
further research and in giving an elaborate description of
the antiquities. We are beholden to Bland for performing
this vital service in furthering the interests of scholarship in
the field of epigraphy and historical knowledge. Distortion
will become less easy as a result of Bland's endeavours.
The same comment might be made of some of the
contributions by Sir Alexander Johnston.

However, among the above named, special mention
should be made of H.C.P. Bell who initiated regular
archaeological work in Sri Lanka in 1890, and discovered,
deciphered, translated and published a large number of
inscriptions.

Bell rendered great services to Tamil epigraphical
studies in Sri Lanka during the period when he was the
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Commissioner of Archaeology, by maintaining records in
the annual reports of the Archaeological Survey of Sri
Lanka, of the Tamil inscriptions which were discovered
from time to time, communicating the

discoveries of these inscriptions to the then
superintendent of epigraphy and one of the most eminent
epigraphists in South India at that time M.R.Ry.H.
Krishnasastri, and, when the readings and comments of
Krishnasastri were received, recording them in the annual
reports. To put it briefly, if it were not for the services of
Bell in this direction, Krishnasastri would not have had
access to these Tamil inscriptions and they, therefore,
would have remained unknown.9

H. W. Codringto10n and Rasanayagami11 also to
some extent made their contributions to the study of
Tamil inscriptions by deciphering, translating and publishing
some inscriptions. We can today discover glaring errors in
many of the texts of the inscriptions published by them as
well as in their interpretations of them; this should by no
means, however, detract from the credit due to these
pioneers for their contributions to our knowledge of Tamil
epigraphy. It is also to be noted that some of the
references found in Rasanayagam's Ancient Jaffna to
some unknown Tamil inscriptions facilitated the eventual
discovery of some of these inscriptions. The following
may be cited as an example:

"Karunakaran while being engaged in collecting salt
lived at Inuvil and built there a temple for the worship of
Pillaiyar which is still called Karunakara Pillaiyar temple. It
now lies within the village of Urumpirai. There is a stone
inscription in the temple of the year 1567 A.D. in which
the temple is mentioned as Karunakara Pillaiyar temple".

The above lines in pages 266—-67 of his above
work facilitated our later discovery of an inscription in the
same Karunakara Pillaiyar temple at Urumpirai.12

The feature that characterizes these efforts made in
Tamil epigraphical studies during this first stage is that,
while some of the Tamil inscriptions then available were
deciphered, translated and published, no attempt was
made to study them on a scientific basis.

Those who, later on, associated themselves with
research in Tamil epigraphy endeavoured to understand
the contents of the inscriptions in a scientific light. The
remarkable development that featured new stage in
research in Tamil epigraphy is that some scholars for the
first time embarked on the task of scientifically interpreting
the texts of the inscriptions against their historical
background. The first of the epigraphists who thus opened
a new epoch is Senerath Paranavitana13 Though
Paranavitana, who remains unsurpassed as the doyen of
epigraphists in Sri Lanka, edited only a few Tamil

inscriptions as compared to the large amount of Brahmi
and Sinhalese inscriptions he edited and published, he, for
the first time brought out on a scientific basis standard
scholarly editions of Tamil inscriptions together with an
account of their historical background. Paranavitana's
endeavours in this direction, therefore, mark the end of
one stage and the beginning of another in the sphere of
research in Tamil epigraphy in SriLanka. It deserves to be
mentioned here that Paranavitana started his work on
epigraphy with a Tamil inscription.

Another important feature of this second stage is
that the need remarked in Bell's statement mentioned
earlier for a Tamil scholar capable of dealing with Tamil
inscriptions in Sri Lanka itself was to some extent fulfilled.
This was the period when K. Kanapathipillai was
concentrating on the study of the language of some South
Indian inscriptions.

Kanapathipillai edited only three Tamil inscriptions
discovered in Sri Lanka in his life time.14 As he was
serving in the University in the capacity of the Professor
and Head of the Department of Tamil, he formed a popular
impression that he had much to do with the Tamil epigraphy
in Sri Lanka, as evidenced by numerous written
communications by some of the local people to
Kanapathipillai of the discoveries of some Tamil
inscriptions. The following is an example of such
communications:15

Village Council — Sampaltivu 25-06-1962
Professor K. Kanapathipillai,

Peradeniya

Inscription discovered in the field of
Aiyankuda, Sampaltivu
Dear sir,

There was a news item in the Tinakaran daily that
the inscription discovered near the tank of Aiyankuda in
the division of Mankanai at Sampaltivu, belongs to the
reign of Parakramabahu the Great who ruled in the tenth
century. We informed the Commissioner of Archaeology
of the discovery of this inscription with a view to knowing
its contents. In response to our request, the Commissioner
has advised us to contact you. | am, therefore, humbly
requesting you to kindly let us know the contents of the
inscription in detail. | shall convey to you whatever
information | gather from here.

Thanks.
on behalf of the people of Sampaltivu, soliciting
your reply,

sigd. V. N. THAMBIRAJAH

Again in the late 1950s Kanapathipillai was




requested to furnish a detailed report on the contents of a
copper plate from Viramunai in the Batticaloa District, to
settle a land dispute which arose as a result of a study of
the contents of the record. 16

But it is also not impossible to hold that Kanapathipillai
did not achieve the status of a distinguished epigraphist
among scholars who were contemporaneously engaged in
epigraphy. There is hardly any evidence to say that
Paranavitana, who, as mentioned earlier, published editions
of some Tamil inscriptions, had, or attempted to have,
consultations with Kanapathipillai whenever he faced
problems with Tamil inscriptions. On the contrary, it was to
the kind generosity of Krishnasastri, who was many miles
away from Sri Lanka that Paranavitana turned in this
respect. The large number of Tamil inscriptions then
available to Kanapathipillai and the small number of
inscriptions he edited and published, as well as the
somewhat limited degree of interest he evinced in Tamil
epigraphy, seem to account for the need Paranavitana had
to look for assistance across the sea. Nevertheless, the
contribution of Kanapathipillai to the growth of Tamil
epigraphical studies in Sri Lanka remains undeniable. The
credit Kanapathipillai deserves to be given in the field of
Tamil epigraphy arises from the fact that some of the
present day Tamil epigraphists were inspired by the
outcome of his efforts.

On account of the rapid development that took place
in Tamil epigraphical studies soon after, we enter into a
new stage. This stage witnessed a rapid progress in the
field of Tamil epigraphy in Sri Lanka. There may be two
reasons for this development. One is that this was the
period during which comparatively a large number of Tamil
inscriptions were discovered in many parts of the island.
The second reason is that it was also the period during
which many Tamil scholars associated themselves with the
field of Tamil epigraphy in Sri Lanka. These scholars are A.
Velupillai17, K. Indrapala18, S. Pathmanathan19, and

S. Gunasingam20 Since, in the contemporary period,
more than one scholar evinced keen interest in Tamil
epigraphy and the scholars more or less possessed equal
capacity in the field, a birth of a new feature, 'competition’
in the field was inevitable. As this competition was directed
along very constructive channel, within a very short span
of time many inscriptions were systematically edited, and
this paved the way for a remarkable development in the
field.

Another important feature of this stage of Tamil
epigraphical studies is the outcome of the association of
common people with the investigations. Many Tamil
inscriptions came to light mainly because several people in
the villages interested themselves in the discovery of
inscriptions in the recent past. 21

The reason for this development may be sought in the

fact that the output of research of the unprecedented
number of scholars who embarked on systematic studies
in epigraphy and other archaeological aspects eventually
contributed towards the dissemination of knowledge among
the masses about the significance of archaeological
remains in measuring the antiquity of human activities in
the ancient past. This may be seen from the publicity and
prominence given in our newspapers to the discovery of
such antiquities. 11-5

When the assistance of local people was available to
scholars who were interested in the discovery of
inscriptions, the latter extended their activities by embarking
on field work. These activities of the scholars partly help
distinguish the third stage which we are now looking into
from the first and the second stages; in the first and the
second stages, the scholars dealt with inscriptions that had
already been discovered for them, while in the third stage
they themselves discovered and worked on inscriptions.
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