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Palm leaf, also known as Ola leaf, has been the clief wntng matenal as well as the
principal career of knowledge in Sri Lanka from early Amuradhapura period to 20th"
century, for more than 2300 years. Even mn this dimtal era wnting on palm leaves for
special purpose 15 still exsts.

The present study, based on the examnation of archival data as well as mamscnpts
themselves, 15 an attempt to 1dentify the palm leaf mamscnpt culture which formed the
mtellectual backbone of the nathon Mamscnipt culture can be defined as a sub set of
main culture which mvelves m the production, distmbution, collection and preservation
of mamiscnipts and practices and beliefs pertaming to these activities. Invanably it 1s
influenced by the maimn culture and vice versa.

In 50 Lanka palm leaves have been m use as single leaves for wniing short messages
and notes and as bounded set of leaves gathered together with a strong thread to form a
book. Both sides of the book were protected by two wooden plates usually decorated
with coloured lustrahons.

The study revealed that there was a set of practices and behefs that can be ftermed as
palm leaf manuscnipt culiure. Processing of raw palm leaves mio flexable and durable
writing matenial has resulted mm a specific art and craft Growmmg palm trees and
econonucal use of leaves with clear ecological concems. specific wnting system to wrnite
on palm leaves, trammg of ECIP".-‘lE-'[E- copying [IIICIfE‘SEI-EI-]l book cover decorative art,
preservation tec]]m::[u-EE of mannscnpt books and mstfutions to collect them and the
soclal role of manuscripts are some of the features of thus culture.

It was observed that the prevailing listeming tradition- the mevitable outcome of the oral
tradibon- was further strengthened by thus mamusenipt culhure. Respect for books m Sn
Lankan culture 15 also due to the mmpact of mamscenpt subculture which persomfied
Dhamma in book format on a par with Buddha and Sangha. At the beginning palm leaf
manuscripts that recorded Dhamma became sacred objects and later the same notion
seeped mto other types of mamiscnipt books also.

Bibhographic control of manuscript books or the dissenunation of bibhiograpluc details
of such books to mterested users has also been a part of this culture. Standard of the
desciption consisted of fivefold elements, w1z, author, title, cause (reasen for wnhing),
extent and use. Although the manuscrnipts books were not for sale as today, there was a
system smmlar to modem book publishing m which copyists did the role of pninter and
sponsors played the role of publisher.

Certain folk beliefs and folk tales associated with palm leaf mamiscnpt culture are also
found and in general the subject needs omit- faceted mvestigations.
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