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TAMILS IN'ANCIENT SRI LANKA

SOME EPIGRAPHIC EVIDENCE

A. THEVARAJAN Melai Puloly, Point-Pedro, Sri Lanka.

Introduction
The Tamils have played an important role in the
shaping of political, economic, social and cultural
history of Sri Lanka. Even in the earliest records, the
Brahmi cave inscriptions, there are references to their

activities in Sri Lanka. It is thus evident, that
the Tamils are associated with every phase
of development in every sphere, from the
earliest times known to history.

Ethnic Reference

The earliest inscriptions belonging to the pre-

Christian era make ethnic reference to the Tamils. The term
used in these inscriptions is Dameda (which corresponds
to Damela) meaning Tamils. There are four such
inscriptions of the pre-Christian era which make ethnic
reference to the Tamils.1

Tissa and Uttiya

The first King known to recorded history is Devanampiya
Tissa and his brother is known as Uttiya. Tissa is a Tamil
name as borne out by inscriptional evidence. Uttiya or Utiya
refers to a clan of Chera dynasty. Devanampiya
is a title or fashioned by the
Maurya Kings as devout followers of the
Buddhist faith which the Kings of Sri Lanka too
embraced. It is, therefore, not unreasonable to infer that
Devanampiya Tissa, the first convert to Buddhism, could
have been of Chera extraction.

adoration

Varunadatta and Ramadatta

the the wife of
Devanampiya Tissa, Ramadatta. Female names ending in
Datta are well known to Tamil literary tradition. The heroine
Kantharuvadatta in the famous epic Civaka Cintamani,
Vasavadatta wife of Udayanan, Datta daughter of Jampan
and wife of Hiranya kasipan are well known and worthy of
note. Datta in Tamil means "a parrot”, and a female name
ending with Datta suits very well with the Tamil tradition.
The name Ramadatta reminds one of the Ramayana cult
that was prevalent in Sri Lanka. In all reasonable inference,
these two names are Tamil in character.

Varunadatta is sister  of

Siva Names and Brahmins

There are about sixty inscriptions of the pre-Christian era
which begin with the name Siva or end with the name Siva.
This is suggestive of the prevalence of the Siva cult - i.e.
Saivaism. Saivaism was the predominant religion of South
India at that time. There are about twentyone inscriptions
of this period which refer to Brahmin participation in
Buddhist activities or donation of caves for the Buddhist
ascetics. Since Saivaism was predominant in South India
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prevalence of Siva names and Brahmin influence
the most ancient inscriptions from Piccandiyawa re
Brahmin, Gobiti, as teacher and physician of
Devanampiya Tissa.3

Kapilan

The name Kapilan occurs in some inscriptions of this
period. Kapilan is the name of a famous Sangam poet
whose treatment of nature in poetry is hailed as unique.
His poems are found in a number of Sangam classics. This
name also could be a Tamil name.

Nagas

There are a number of inscriptions which refer to Nagas.
Nearly fifteen of the Nagas are referred to as Paramukas.
Nagas are people who occupied the Indian sub-continent
when the Aryans arrived and are considered to be
Dravidians.4 There is no surprise that these Nagas occupied
Sri Lanka too. This accounts for the reference to the Nagas
in these inscriptions.

Velas

There are a number of inscriptions with the name
Velu. This name is suggestive of the Murugan (Skanda)
cult. Velan is another name for Murugan and means
the possessor of the spearheaded Vel. This name is very
common among the Tamils today. Murugan is one of the
earliest gods worshipped by the Tamils. Velan is a popular
god of the Tamils and the Tamil literary tradition from the
Sangam period establishes this beyond all doubt. In fact
Murugan or Velan is considered superior to Lord Siva5
although in later Saiva Siddhanta tradition the two were
considered to be just different manifestations of the same
Being. Thus it is clear that the name Velu is purely Tamil,
One of the highest Offices held by a Velu is that of the
Kutaragaya whose functions were of a ceremonial nature.
He had to “hold the golden Vase and sprinkle the Sacred
Bodhi Tree at Anuradhapura with water made holy by
the chanting of paritta on the occasion of the Mahabodhi
festival’6 This Office was conferred on Suriyagutta, a
kinsman of Asoka, by Devampiya Tissa. Paranavitane says
that the local recipient of this Office should have been of
royal descent and suggests that Velu referred to could have
been a descendent of Suriyagutta. His view is based on
Mahabodhivansa although he is uncertain about its
authenticity. It has to be remembered that there is no North
Indian name Velu and no one in the Mauryan dynasty. It may
be that Devanampiya Tissa made one of his kins (bearing
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the name Velu) perform this act at the Mahabodhi festival.

Tamil Words

Besides Tamil names found in the early inscriptions of
Sri Lanka, there are a number of Tamil words. Invariably
these inscriptions were carved by scribes who were Tamils
or were caused to be inscribed by Tamils. It may also be
possible that Tamil had influenced the language used then
in Sri Lanka or that the language was a mixture of Tamil as
well. It is also possible that the earliest language used in Sri
Lanka belonged to the Dravidian language group.

Marumakan

The Tamil word Marumakan is used in a few inscriptions
of the early period of Sri Lanka. This word is a simple word
for kinship meaning "nephew” or “son-in-law””

Parumakan and Parumakalu

Wickremasinghe and Paranavitane and a host of others
belonging to their school of thought claim that Parumaka
which is found in a number of early inscriptions is either
an adaptation of the Sanskrit Pramukha or Pali Pramuka.7
The Tamil word conveying almost the same meaning is
Perumakan which in form falls in rhythm with
Marumakan. Perumakan means, leader, a guild leader,
an honourable person, a person holding high office, a
person held in high esteem, or a dignified, magnanimous
or great person. The very form of this word as seen in the
inscriptions is identical with the Tamil word Perumakan.
Thisword is also found in Tamil literature carrying the same
meaning. According to the early inscriptions these
Parumakashavebeen Treasurers, Ministers, Warriors, those

responsible  for  food, Horse  Superintendents,
Palanquin Superintendents, Vase
Holders, Chief of Town, Record Keepers,

Envoy, or Ship Captains, astrologers, horsemen, merchants,
travellers, those who derived revenue from villages,
ferriers and overlords of villages and tank owners and
revenue officers. P. Goldschmidt commenting on this says
thus:“This word Parumaka, strangely enough, in later
times has been assumed as a title by the King. Thus we find:
Sarima Paramuka Maharaj (see III) but Parumaka said of a
Thero in the inscriptions at Tissamaharama (see IV) Siri
iri Sanghaboy ma Parumaka (inscription VI) and often
d Parumawanat.” It is thus seen that the interpretation
umaka as a "guild leader” does not fit all the contexts
h they are used in a proper manner. It is therefore
at this word is the Tamil word Perumakan. Prof.
nakshisundaram9 and Prof. T. V. Mahalingam10
aintain that this is the Tamil perumakan. This
t is further supported by the early inscriptions in

tradition and rule. avitane is at pains to explain the
word Perumakal as female guild leaders appointed by their

fathers in the absence of sons to succeed them. His is a
vain attempt to distort the Tamil origin of the word. His
interpretation does not hold good. Perumakal means “a
magnanimous lady.’

Nilayam

The word Nilayam is a Tamil word for “a centre” or “a
station”. or "permanency.” Inscription No. 794 refers to a
Nilaya — Nagara. Compare this with the word Siva-Nagara
in inscription No. 796. These refer to two towns and
perhaps the former refers to a permanent town. This word
is derived from the Tamil root “Nil” (#sb)

Kutumpikan

Kutumpikan is a Tamil word meaning "head of a house-
hold” derived from the Tamil root “kuti” (Glg, @G@®LDLLD).
Kutumpika is used only in one inscription in Sri Lankal2 to
denote a householder or husbandman. Incidentally there is
an inscription at Thirupparankunram in South India where
the word Kutumpikan is used.13 This inscription speaks
of the grant of the cave to the Sangha by a householder
or husbandman from Sri Lanka (Ila-Kutumpikan). The
language of the inscription is Tamil and the script is
Brahmi. Some claim the script to be Damili.14 Hence it is
apparent that the Kutumpikan of the Thirupparankunram
inscription is a Tamil. It is also not improbable that the
Kutumpikan of the Sri Lanka inscription is also a Tamil.
There is another insciption at Muttupatti where the donor
of the cave is a Caiy-Alhan - i.e. a man of Sri Lankan
extraction.15 Here again the language is Tamil, and hence
the Sri Lankan could have been a Tamil.

Matrilocal Society

The inscription from Digavapi refers to a Tamil lady
named Tissa being the wife of the sons of a personage in
Digavapi where the name is lost. This is the only record
in ancient inscriptions refering to the fraternal polyandry,
and invariably matrilocal society. This matrilocal society
in which ownership and inheritance is drawn from the
mother is an old custom among the Tamils.16 This has a
particular significance to the people of Kerala and is known
as the Mukkuwa or Nair system. The reference to the
Dravidian custom in this inscription is significant in that
it renders proof of the presence of Dravidian civilization
in Sri Lanka at that time. This inscription was found in
Kuduvil in Amparai District in the Eastern Province where
evidence abounds in customs, and other archaeological
proof of Kerala influence.

Script of the Inscriptions

The script of the early inscriptions of Sri Lanka is Brahmi.
There are traces of Dravidian influence in the inscriptions
of the pre-Christian and early Christian era. These records
“were carved by the scribes of one and the same school
and if so, it has to be assumed that a school of scribes
different in several respects from those who carved the
records of Asoka, was existing in South India and Ceylon
and practising its art in these regions even before the time
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of Asoka”17 Buhler called the Mauryan script Brahmi and
the southern variety of the Bhattiprolu inscriptions Dravidi.
Some scholars claim that if that definition is accepted, then
“the script of the earliest Ceylonese inscriptions should be
called Dravidi and not Brahmi”18 The Dravidi script of Sri
Lanka underwent a change and fell in tune with the Asokan
Brahmi after the advent of Mahinda and his Mission.

Certain letters or Symbols in Ceylon's Script

Symbols like (ii, jha, ma, ya, sa, la, zha, =, &, b, w, &,
6m, 1p) which represented the earlier stratum of the script in
Sri Lanka went out of vogue by about the first century A.D.
after the Asokan script began to influence the Sri Lankan
script following Mahinda's Mission. These again began
to appear in the Sri Lankan script by about the 7th or 8th
century A.D. This was through the influence of Vatteluttu.

South Indian Script or Damili

The script of the South Indian inscriptions is neither
Brahmi nor derived from Brahmi, but is an independent
script according to some scholars and is named Damili.19
It had certain independent characteristics “as in ma and
employs letters like zha, lha, ta, na which are the special
characteristics of the Tamil language and which are not
found in Brahmi? It is worth noting here that the Sri Lankan
Script had much in common with the South Indian script
until the introduction of the Asokan script by Mahinda.

Modern Sinhala Script

The Sri Lankan script underwent so many changes until
it took the present form. The Pallava grantha script wielded
heavy influence on the Sri Lankan script and shaped it into
the modern Sinhala script. It influenced the modern script
when the exodus of Buddhists and mainly Buddhist clergy
from South India especially from Tamil Nadu took refuge in
Sri Lanka, following the great Saivaite renaissance unfolded
by the Nayanmar during the Pallava period. It is thus
evident that the Sinhala script from the very beginnings to
the present day is influenced by Tamil,

Conclusion

All the facts enumerated above point to the part played
by the Tamils during the pre-Christian era. Although the
inscriptions are silent on the actual positions held by these
Tamils in the ancient society, except for scanty references
to trade activities, it remains a fact that their influence
is great. It cannot therefore be said that they were mere
traders or mercantile communities. It is for these reasons
that Paranavitane himself, in measured tone, had observed
thus:20 “As the Tamils made a bid to gain the mastery of
the Island as early as the second century B.C. and on many
subsequent dates, and have played a most important role in
the Island's history, we should make somewhat more than
a passing reference to those records in which we find the
earliest reference to the Tamils in Ceylon.” In the light of
these observations, and in the light of recent decipherment
of South Indian inscriptions and interpretations, it is worth
re-scrutinizing and re-rendering the early inscriptions of
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Sri Lanka. It will not be a futile attempt.
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