
The Archaeological Department in its register o f ancient monuments 
has listed the site o f the ancient viharaya at Padeniya No. 34/3 in the 
Kurunegala district. 

"There is an ancient vihara and a library bu i ld ing 
at Padeniya Raja Maha Vihara on the Kurunegala, 
Nikawerat iya road. The carvings on the wooden 
p i l la rs o f the v ihara are c o m p a r a b l e w i t h the 
carvings at Embekke Devale. The paintings on the 
Walls o f the vihara be long to the Kandy per iod. 
The l ibrary bu i ld ing has the architectural features 
o f the Kandy per iod." 

THE 
ANCIENT LIBRARY BUILDING 

AT PADENIYA 
The Situation 
The Padeniya junct ion is on the Wariyapola, Kurunegala 
road where the road deviates to Anuradhapura via Ridi 
Bendi F.la. The site located in the midst o f several large 
i r r igat ion schemes served by ancient tanks, anicuts, and 
canals has been a center of learning as the presence o f the 
imposing l ibrary bu i ld ing indicates. The Dambadeni per iod 
o f Sri Lankan history centered in this area was a per iod of 
major irr igation systems and culture destroyed after several 
Chola invasions resul t ing in the fall o f the Polonnaruwa 
k i n g d o m . Th is P e r i o d is o f pa r t i cu la r in terest f o r the 
pro fus ion o f l i terary act iv i ty leaving a record o f several 
l i te rary w o r k s o f cons ide rab le impo r tance . The books 
labouriously wr i t ten o n ola leaf w i t h their l imi ted edit ions 
had to be made available in wel l bui l t l ibrary bui ld ings for 
reference and study. The l ibrary bu i ld ing at Padeniya is 
perhaps the earliest exist ing example o f a l ibrary o f the 
early per iod. 

Whether there were bui ldings o f a similar nature in ancient 
Anuradhapura or Polonnaruwa is yet to be explored and 
identi f ied. One cou ld conjecture the central bu i ld ing in a 
panchayatana g roup o f five residential units having a min i 
l ibrary in the custody o f a teacher monk. The Potgul Vihara 
was a l ibrary o f the Polonnaruwa Period. 

BY L. K. KARTJNARATNE 

Among the extent bui ld ings housing libraries of ola books 
are t hose at A l u v i h a r e , t h e o c t a g o n o f the Da lada 
Mal igawa, Malwat te and Asgir iya temples and the cave 
temp le at Nago l la , i n Kurunega la . At A luv iha re and at 
Asgiriya vihare in Kandy the tradit ion of wr i t ing on ola leaf 
continues even today. At Nagolla vihare a painted wooden 
box contains several o l d ola volumes o f the dhamma. A 
similar painted box at Lankatilake vihare at Kandy contains 
o ld ola books and tapestry. 

Ola b o o k s 
The recent discovery at the Jetavana monastery site o f a 
b o o k w r i t t e n o n g o l d p la te is da ted to about the 9th 
century. This is indicative o f a tradit ion of wr i t ing on ola 
leaf. The format o f the ola leaf has been imitated in go ld 
plate w i t h even the t w o per forat ions for thread ing the 
leaves together. Ola books generally consist of several wel l 
cut leaves prov ided w i t h t w o perforations on the two ends 
for keeping them together. The wr i t ing is done w i th a steel 
pointed stylus, the letters being brought out by blackening. 
The style of wr i t ing is itself very decorative rounded forms 
o f letters. T w o heavy fiat covers o f w o o d complete the 
book. These covers made by tradit ional lac workers and 
carvers are exqu is i te wo rks o f art, lacquered, in la id in 
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s i l ve r o r i v o r y a n i l ve ry d e l i c a t e l y 
Finished w i t h t rad i t iona l mot i fs . O l d 
lx>oks were on various subjects ranging 
f rom rel igion literature to medicine and 
even the r e c o r d i n g s o f v i l l age and 
district boundaries in the Kada-im-pot. 

Village l ibraries 

T h e center o f learn ing in the vi l lage 
was in the temple. Every temple had its 
col lect ion of ola hooks The library in a 
central location was perhaps a special 
place for a large col lect ion of books. 
T h e r e may have been m a n y o t h e r 
l ibrary bu i ld ing similar to tin- one seen 
at Padeniya. The design of this bui ld ing 
has features for not on ly storage o f 
books but also lor the study of letters, 

Building tradit ion 

In the s tudy o f Sri Lankan b u i l d i n g 
f o r m s w e have a l o n g h i s t o r y o f 
bui ld ing tradit ions extending f rom the 
earliest Anuradhapura per iod to almost 
today. This cultural tradit ion is visible 
in the ruins o f many stone and brick 
b u i l d i n g s as w e l l as in the v i l l a g e 
'">use <>f nm I r lv i t rh and timber The 

Padeniya l i b ra ry b u i l d i n g and o ther 
b u i l d i n g s assoc ia ted w i t h it in the 
t e m p l e c o m p l e x are in a s i m p l e 
t rad i t ion of vihaia architecture wh i ch 
has b e e n d e v e l o p e d to se rve a 
c o m m u n i t y o f several vi l lages. These 
bu i l d i ngs are s imp le and func t i ona l . 
Materials available at site, the site itself 
and an ind igenous tradi t ion p rov ided 
the s o l u t i o n s to eve ryday needs in 
bui ld ing. The village temple, ambalama 
rest hal l and the temple bu i l d i ng all 
had scale and formed an integral part 
o f the landscape. This is what strikes 
one l o o k i n g at the Padeniya l ib rary 
bu i l d i ng sited on a rocky site w i t h a 
sloping roof almost hugging the slope 
of the rock. A bo-tree sited behind the 
bu i ld ing makes beauti ful backdrop to 
the bui ldings. 

As r e c e n t l y as a c e n t u r y a g o t h e 
average vil lage had its own craftsmen, 
t he c a r p e n t e r , t he p o t t e r a n d the 
s m i t h y . T h e y c o m b i n e d to b u i l d 
s t r u c t u r e s o f l a s t i n g b e a u t y in t h e 
temple complex- and the \ i l l i"e rest 

hall. The master carpenter was perhaps 
the architect and directed the design 
a n d c o n s t r u c t i o n w h i l s t the s m i t h y 
made the tools locks and hinges and 
the potter d id the tiles and pinnacles. 
The masonry work was conf ined to a 
r u b b l e w a l l b u i l t in m u d m o r t a r 
plastered in mud and white washed. 

T h e ca rpen t r y w o r k was e labo ra te . 
There were the heavy doors and small 
w indows, floor beams, brackets, and a 
decorative roof. The work was carried 
out to a developed pattern of joiners', 
a n d de ta i l i ng o f p i l la rs , beams and 
brackets. 

T h e l i b r a r y b u i l d i n g at Paden i ya 
basically comprises of a long verandah, 
a hal l r unn ing paral le l to its, a rear 
verandah and a widep l in th all round. 
The bui ld ing is built on two levels to 
suit the levels o f the site and has an 
i n t e r e s t i n g r o o f s l o p i n g w i t h t h e 
gradient o f the rock. The roof is in two 
parts. There is the roo f o f the ma in 
bui ld ing and two lean-to roofs on two 
sides shel ter in" a wide pl inth 
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The canti levered roof on the two ends 
shel ters a p l i n t h w i t h a sandtray o n 
wh ich one learned to wri te letters w i t h 
the finger. In early days before slates 
w e r e used c h i l d r e n learned to f o r m 
letters o n a sand tray or sand spread on 
the f loor. Once you have learned the 
basics you begin to use a stylus and 
f o r m y o u r le t ters o n o la leaf s t r ips 
prepared for the purpose. This led to 

| 

m x ^ ^ m WA\\\\\^> 

o 1 0 
r r 

I S F T . 

very decorative leltci tonus on sees in 
t he o l d o l a b o o k s . In w r i t i n g t he 
desc r i p t i ons o f pa in t ings o n t e m p l e 
w a l l s t he le t te rs b e c a m e m o r e 
d e c o r a t i v e a n d f i n a l l y l ed to t he 
development of the pr inted letter. 

The preservation of the library bui ld ing 
at Padeniya is indeed the preservation 
o f an impor tan t l ink in the study o f 

w r i t i n g and l e a r n i n g in the t e m p l e 
s c h o o l . T h e b u i l d i n g is a legacy in 
c a r p e n t r y and b u i l d i n g , a v a l u a b l e 
r e c o r d o f the d e d i c a t e d t e a m o f 
craf tsmen designers beque thed to us 
and generations to fo l low. 
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