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Abstract

From ancient times to the present, every monastery
in Sri Lanka has preserved a certain number of books, with a
significant concentration of such collections being established
during the Anuradhapura period. Among these, the three major
monasteries; Mahavihara, Abhayagiri, and Jetavana, served not
only as prominent religious centres but also as hubs of education,
housing extensive collections of books. These books were stored
in specially designated areas within the monastic complexes,
known as "Pothguls" (book repositories).The objective of this
research is to study the distinctive characteristics of Sri Lankan
education as revealed through the Pothguls of the Anuradhapura
period. The central research question seeks to explore what
specific features of Sri Lankan education can be identified
through the study of these Pothguls. The methodology primarily
involves a literature-based study. The establishment of Pothguls
was driven by the necessity to preserve and safeguard written
records of Buddhist teachings, such as the Tripitaka and texts
like the Helatuva, which had been orally transmitted until their
transcription during the 1st century BCE. Essentially, a Pothgul
functioned as the equivalent of a modern library. The Pothgul
tradition at the Mahavihara is believed to have originated with the
transcription of the Tripitaka and its associated commentaries,
which were initially stored at the Alulena site in Matale. These
foundational manuscripts were subsequently housed in locations
associated with the Mahavihara, including the Mirisavetiya,
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Thuparamaya, Issarasamanarama, Vessagiriya, and Chetiyagiri
monasteries. The Mahavihara’s Pothguls are considered the
oldest repositories of books in Sri Lankan history. By the
mid-Anuradhapura period, the Abhayagiri monastic tradition,
established in the 1st century BCE, had developed an educational
system that surpassed the Mahavihara tradition in scale and
scope. The Abhayagiri Pothguls housed a diverse collection of
manuscripts, encompassing texts on practical disciplines such
as medicine, astrology, engineering, and the arts. Significant
texts stored here included the Uttara Viharattha Katha, Uttara
Vihara Atthakatha, and the Uttara Vihara Mahavamsa, which
are considered part of the Abhayagiri tradition. Additionally,
the Jetavana monastic center maintained its own collection of
manuscripts in its Pothguls. By the 3™ century CE, with the
decline of Vaitulyavada doctrines, the Jetavana and Abhayagiri
monasteries preserved texts related to this sect alongside works
associated with the Theravada tradition. Furthermore, Jetavana
monks who adhered to neither Theravada nor Vaitulyavada
compiled independent religious texts, which were also included
in their Pothguls. This study examines the role and significance
of Pothguls during the Anuradhapura period, offering insights
into the educational, cultural, and intellectual developments of
ancient Sri Lanka.

Key words: Anuradhapura Era, Pothgula, Abhayagiriya,
Jethavana, Mahaviharay
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