THE FORM VELU OF SRI LANKAN
BRAHMI INSCRIPTIONS - A REAPPRAISAL
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In recent times an active interest has been generated in the study and
‘reinterpretation of the early Brahmi inscriptions (Kanazaratnam, D. J. 1978:
Veluppillai, A. 1979, 1980, 1981: Sitrampalam, S. K. 1980A, 1980B, 1986 - 87,
1988; Gunawardena, . R. A. L. H. 1983; Seneviratne, S. 1985, 1988; Karunaatilaka,
P. V. B. 1986). This study has helped us to understand more profitably the
political, economic and the social fabric of early Sri Lanka and the process
of state formation during this period. During this early phase of our history
it was the group of ‘clans -which held sway in various parts of the country
with the system of ranking as evident from the use of titles such as Rajss,
Parumakas, Gamikas, Gahapatis and Kutumbikas, although many details of these
clans are missing. Moreover, the whole system went out vogue of by about the
Istor 2nd century A. D. Tantalisingly enough, many scholars who acknowledged
the -above process failed to take cogniaznce of a similar process which was in
operation on other side of the Palk Strait in the neighbosuring Tamil Nadu
whose culture too stemmed from a common Proto-historic megalithic cultural
base as in the case of Sri Lanka (Sitrampalam, S. K. 1980a, 1988a). Because
of this, even some of the clan names have been interpreted as titles or personal
names (Nicholas, C. W, 1950: Perera, L. S. 1951; Paranavitana, S. 1970; Hetti-
arachy, T. 1972, Karunatilaka, P. V. B. 1986). The purpose of the present paper
is to study one of the clans mentioned in the early Brahmi inscriptions which
has been interpreted as a personal name Velu (Ellawala, H. 1969; Paranavitana,

S. 1970). This study becomes more feasible in the light of the earliest extant
Jiterature of Tamil Nadu, npamely the Sangam literature ‘which has preserved
some details of their clan society,

In this form Velu, there are two Brahmi charactcrs namely ve and lu,

As it is, there is no difference of -opinion in the decipherment  of the first
letter as ve. The problem only lies with the other letter which has been
deciphered as lu by Paranavitana (1970: xxiii - xxv) althouzh Parker as far

back 1880 deciphered this form as la (Parker, S. 1909: 429). Parana-
vitana while doing so has derived this forx:n Velu from Sanskrit Vailva, Simi-
larly Paranavitana (1970 xxiii - xxv) had decipher.ed the Brahmi letter la- occurr-
ing in the form .parumaka! as 1}1. This form which occurs in eight'- instances

in the early Brahmi inscripiions as a feminine form of Parumaka / Perumakan /
Parumakan has been convincingly deciphered as 1 in the light of the evidence
from the Brahmi inscriptions of Tamil Nadu (Sitrampalam, S.. K. 1986 - 87),
Karunaratne (1984) while referring to this form has observed that ¢a similar
symbol is seen in the Brahmi inscriptions of Mathurai and the Tinnevely districts
of South India and there it is read as l.a.’ Finally he concludes that !a

too belongs to the same category of Brahmi leiters which went out of vogue
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at the begmnmg of the Christian era. Fecnando (1969. 19- 24) while referring to -
this "eatfier” stfatim " and™ observing. a close simildrity in somé’ Brahmi- characters
of both: Tamil~Nadu and'. Sri+- Lanka opines-thdt :a school of scribes differing in
several respects from those who carved the m,cnptlons "of Asoka was existing in
South‘India afd Sri Lanka'and was practlcmg its art in these regions even before
the time of Asoka. ' ’

s+ In the ‘light' of thetstudy of the Brahmi inscriptions of Tamil Nadu- which
are also .mostly. of similar date it is evident that Paranavitana has failed- to take
note of the-decipherment of the similar form in Tamil Nadu as la  (Mahalingam,

V. '1967; Mahadevan, 1 1968)." The modern Tamil la is evolved from Brahmi
Ifi-about which Paranavitana had’ reservations while neciphering' this form as
¥elu- - (Veluppillai, A.- 1981).- .In the Brahmi - inscriptions ‘of voth® Tamil Nadu
and- Sri- Lanka-the -consonantal dot' is conspicuously absent. However dcp'ending‘
on the context it has' been- the norm: to ada this. consonantal- dot. wherever it-

is necessary or when the circumstances warranted. It is along this line only
tile Brahmi letter which has been "graphically represented ~as la has bccn deci-

phered as, l * This* is* further ° confirmed by the ewdence from the Sangam
hteratute. These speak of a. clan known as V..hr, plural of Vel (Rangaswamy.
Dorai*-1968: Subramaman, “N.: 1966a), -This clan of’ Vels ‘were not’ only agu-

culturxsts but ‘also senior. chleftams and nobles. Even. the. forni Velalar whxch
today means_ the’ agncultunsts is a. derivation of this form. (Subramanun. N..
19000) This shows lhal toe 1orm Vem or the bn Ldnxan pranmi. msonpuons

should be read as Vcl and not as Velu/ Vela.

~

~a &y
“ile

. *Whlle decxphermg thls form Vel as Velu Paranavnana (1970: xxxv-xxv)

hud further shown evxdence from the Sri Lankan Pah and Sinhalese texts in
orger to- prove -his point of view.: “the form “Velusumana has been taken from

these. texts: to give -validity to- his decipherment,  Accordingly in Mahavamsa.
ohe: of '‘the " paladins "of the king Duttnagamanx wds ngen th S name
at- the- tide of “His birthi by combining the names of his * father’s
two- -iriends . namely - Vela and’ bumana. the fact that tnis form Vela
sumana is quoted in the medxeval texts hke Thupavamsa andlSaddharmalankam
— il
as Velusumana lcd hxm to believe that Velu was the readmg which originally
slood in the Mahavamsa and the form Vela is a later corruption. It is very

lxkcly that the form Vel was wnttcn as Vcla in the old manusctipts where

‘in the languagc 1tsclf there is no provmon to add a consonantal dot,
;"’Ihe fact that both Vel and Sumana are two separdte names as mentioned in

‘fhe Mahavamsa’ is’ also “further confirmed by the evidence from Brahmi jps.
‘efiptions,” Many’ instances could be quoted from these inscriptions to show that
-pumena -was used. here, as- a. personal name (Paranavitana, S. 1970), © There arg
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ai;o ret‘erences in these inscriptions of the 'Vels occun'mg in such forms such

as Parumaka Sumana - Veluha, Parumaka Velu Sumana’ (Paranavntana,s -1970:-

529, 647) Thesc are in fact a reference to. Vcls who had the pcrsoual/propcr'
.names- Sumana and the title Parumaka. ’ y

. The Vels are one of the oldest clans of Tamil Nadu, This is. quite
cvident from ;he. epithets used in describing them as ‘Vel Mutumakkal’ ‘Ton-
Cmute Velir (Aham:“372, 3-4), Mutukuti (Puram, 166; 289.5). ~ Although they
werc wxde-spread aloag the fertile tracts of Tamil Nadu, their main conceat-
ration was .in Vemdd ,in the southern extremity of Tamil Nadu bordering
modern Kerala and Tamil Nadu and there were as many as “eighteen branches
ln this clan. Regardmg these Vchr, Chempakalakshmi * (1975 ~ 76: 110-122)

observed ‘that the frequent reterences to Vehr and thelr strongholds as over-'

uowmg with rncc and prosperity and their generosnty to learned men would
taveur “their identification witn the founders of the carliest agranau settlement’
m their region. Sne, however, finally equates rhem- with the. founders -of the
¥roto — nistoric Megalitnic Culture.  They were, m fact, the earliest. agrarian
eitte o doutn lndia (oenevnratnc, S. 1980; 54-69). Wnat is said of Soutp
india- holds equally true of Sri Lanka as well. Lantalisingly caough, in dn

Lanka t0o most of the inscriptions which ha.vc rctcrenue 10 Vels arc in °l°>€
proximity - to the Megalithic sites, ) '

. The perusal oi the body of Sangdm literaturc shows that therc has bees
a2 tendency among the native Kings / culeftains ol 1amit iNadu to trace their huc-
dge to the Norta {ndia. This, m fact, 1s due to tne dwultuuuon ol Northern elementy

the South Vels Are in f act no c\sepuons to tlus trend, The carly Vchr Kings of 0lellll

iterature clauned Yadava lineage ‘(Chempakalakshmi,” R.i 1967 - 68). Purananuru
(Thuraicamipillai, Cu. 1962~ 64), a Sangam work, 1o vefse 2U1 wentiops that
‘ihe Vehr were the descendants of those who 1uled over ’luv.mu for 49 gcueratlons

after appearmg Trom " the ~ bacuhual pot. of thc uunthem sape (Agdaly«u..Huwever.
it is Televant to note nere tnat the Medieval lawmnt traditous adsuviale . tumm

A with Dvaraka in' Gujarat, the capital of the Yadavas. = Thesc tmmuons alsv
“associate Agastya with having led tne eighteen clans of V»_{lf lmm Dvataka
t1il. he finally..settled in- the- Podiyil it of l.unu Nadu, =~

~ At -this juncture, it is relevant to’ quote some. cv:demo toundl“m the
.Brahmi mscnptxons of Sri Lanka regarding}fthe mnglauon];ot jthesej\/els during 4

Proto - historic / historic . _ times into Sri ‘Lanka,  Seneviratne (1988) 'has
drawn our attention for the prevalence of Jar myth of Velir in "Sri Lanka on

‘tge basig of 8 Brabmi insetiption, - This has begn desiphersd by - . Paragatitias



w83

(1970 250) as Parumaka Kutaragaya Veluha which coild be rendered into
Engllsh as_the cave of chief Vel the holder of vase. Seneviratne has even

cited examples from the Parumaka inscriptions from the north western Sri
Lanka as having the representation of jar and lance bearer, two attributes

associated with Vcllt‘ (Paranavitana 1970:-1051 - 54). According - to him some
of the inscriptions from this area mention a town by the name of ' Tavirikiya
which I’arauavntaua has taken to mean Dvarakqa .(Dvaraka) This reminds us
of -the earliest mytluc'll capital of the Veur, namely Dvaraka  (Tuvarai in
Tdmxl) The rcfererice to Dvaramandalska : " “during the reign of Pandukabhaya
‘of the fourthi century- BC in the Mahavamsa is again ' interesting (M V. 10:

1-3).  Hence it ‘i» very "likely that the terms. such as Tuvarai, Dvaraks,
Navinkiya, Dvaramandaleka. could be taken as evidence. for reflecting a common
tradition of this region. It is also of interest to note that the Pandyas as
well as all the other lunar dynasties of the South claimed Yadava lineage.
Though this is largely mythological, it shows the general direction- of accultu-
rauon. (Maloney, . I'. 1968: 250). Seneviratne finally concludes that some of

the Velir clans arrived. at an early date in Sri Lanka with their tradition of

‘Jar. and ‘Dvaraka undei the pressurg trom the Pandyas who apparcntly consoli-
‘dated tnexr posmon m the Va:gal-Tambapdnm region,

Tampapamu. lhc earliest name for Sri Lanka, confirms the above hypou-
“ihesis. The name Tdmpapauuax and Tammpaml arc, in fact, the Prakrit and
Sanskrit rendering of Tamil Tan por_uual (Chempakalakshmi, R.. 1967 - 08).
Porunai .region. was ..also -lne- home of - Palayar (old oncs): who were also
‘part of the- Vellr gruup (Maloney, ‘Co T.-1968: 97 - 98). It is very likely that

‘the. form . ‘Palayd’ tound in the Sri Lanka Bralimi inscriptions (Pdtandvntaua. S.
1910, 33,..19Y) reler w0 these Patayars: 1L 15 apu tikely that e Megasthencs

.Tergrence (Ramachandra -Jam- 1984: 62) to the people o. Srt Lanka as ‘I’alacogont’
has' sometaing (o .do .witn. the Valayar -connection. ~ ‘I'nere are also references to
Palayamara and Pauayamara in Manavamsa (.. V. XXX J0.- 6l.) . As Madrd being
the mmuy name ‘ot wne Pandyas, this courd be tuken to reflect the Palaya.-
‘Pandyat_nvlmkdge, Even the Tirst mytnical king of Sri Lanka, king Vijaya who
"had s capital a};lumbapm.ipx 1s said to nave married 4 Pandu Princess ot
Southern Mathurai of Tamil Nadu (M. V. Vi). His successors lPanduvasudeva.
"Pandukabhayd had their names beginning with the saffix ‘Pdudu which means
o]d’ Pantu, Pantal also mean old, :ntiquity (Tamil chncon. 2451). . Interest-
- ingly- enough the Pandyas of ‘lamiul Nadu are aiways refcrred to as ‘Pandu’
.in the Sri-Lankan Pali chronicles. - It is interesting to argue as to whe.t'her
the kings like Panduvasudeva and Pandukabhaya claimed their hueage wnth the
ye as o imed ‘b

Pandus’ of North- India- ftew claimed 'by our "historians or  with Pandu

(Paudyas) of Soutly India. -very likely with the Jatter,
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cnes 1 Although. numerically. speaking: the inscriptions:- beating. . the; tltle"Velvare

less: in- number, -numbering only exghteen yet they give: a’ valuable data iofi- the
important clans. which: played an important role in- ancient ‘Sri Lanka.  They
are only the donations of caves  made to the Buddhist. Sangha. by this.clan
who embraced Buddhism when it was iitroduced to Sri- Lanka in the middle
of the 3rd century BC along with the Mauryan or Asokan ‘Brahmi - scnpt In

these inscriptions either the Vers themselves or their . sons / daughters and in

one solitary  instance their wrfe figure as founden of caves.  Children. even
_]omtly tounded the caves. Alouga so.ne traced tncic limeage upto three generations

‘most of them belongéd to either single or two generanons only. Could it then reflect
a stage whete there was not much of an enmu,raam among the Vels to embrace

LR T s

a new rehgxon namely Buddhrsm Wmle tracmg theu: lmeage too the donors
Jever calied lhemseives. by, We- clan- names: . lasiead,. tuey- preterred:- 1o cail
eitner: \he)r: fatper .or grandratner by tnat name Ooanly..  ‘lnese iascriplions dre
concenirgted- 1 tne Ury Zone area of SIt Lanka and. many of tnem ar¢ m
©lose. ProXimily 10 1he lvlegaillnic Siles.  AS many as four  are- rfound -in tne
disuricts of  Anuradiupura and: Fampantold.  Luere-are LWo €acn in. Poioanaruws,
Vavumyd, Amp«udx aud Kegaue disiricis and one eacn lrom nuruncgdue and
Ml)nex Lgalle " diswIct>. I'ne-otner valuuoie data one gets Irom Laese msonpuons
18 lue releience 10 some socidt groups afnd tne” evidende  for tne use of mues

Dx..t:hes_e.«-vc.tsg-. e ines ordpiad i
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The occurrence of the form 'Bata shortened form of _‘Barata’ in. the
xnscnpuons of the Vels 1s sxgnmcant (Paranavndnd, S. 1970, 1s1,.. 121.3).,7- - Ins-

criptions with the form Bata/ Barata are round. scattered - all over- the: -Isiand
and as mucn as two hunurca maorlpuonb Dave s rorm Bala / Barata. = Parana-

vrtana (1970) others (uawala, 1909) have.. given  the. meamng

_as_ ‘Loru’ tor ihis. Howev.r, trom. the. evidence fromn Sangam literature
v 1s qune clear that thxs 10rm Iclers 10 auomer clanl known as gafatava, Wuo

lwed in 1he Pandyan coast. in. close, proximity- to: rne* Vels- and- engagmg tueni-
selves i lrad ~and Pearl fishing (Srtrdmpalam, > K. 1980 Senev:rdtne, S. l985)
‘As menuoned earlier this form ‘Bata’ occurs in’ e 1wo mscnpuous of mc
\Icls. - In’ the. inscription no. 123 the three brothers who were the ‘33'55‘5?'
Gahapan Vel frgure as’ co—provrders of a cave along thh Bata- (Paratava)

‘Dutta, Paranavuana (1970: 121) who dec:phered this inscriptioa as Sagasalene
Bafa Citagutasa“ puta Velusa lene rarumaxa seeses MdSalene _and tramlated uus

as follows. The cave (1s gwen) to the sangha, the cave of Velu, son of Lord

C;ttaguua and the cave of ., ma, the .chief. Unfortunately’ the -name. of -the
person who had ‘this title Pdrumaka (chref) is missing in the mscnptxon.l..!t

is very hkely that here also_Vel is, mennoned as _the son. , of . Paratavar. Gitla

vap 37
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g__utt'a._ Moreover, this may be a pointer to the possibility of inter - marriages
between the Paratavar and the Vel clapns. Their preference to keep the identity

of their clans even after marriages is also evident from this inscription.

Although the form Aya occurs in ohly one inscription of the Vels (Para-

navitana, S. 1970: 795) yet it is significant. = Paranavitana (1970: 1xvi) while

deriving this form from Sanskrit Arya and Pali Ayya rendered it into English
as ‘Prince’ R. A. L. H. Gunawardana (1982: 1-39) while challenging this deri-
vation and holding that lingustically it is not tenable further ascribes its origin
to Tamil Ayyan. In both Sri Lankan and Tamil Nadu Brahmi inscrip-ions it

has been the practice to graphically represent the short ¢a’ in places the long a
and the consonantal dot also is absent. Consequently the forms in which "these
letters ‘occur have been given reading depending upon the context. Therefore
it is ‘very likely that the Aya of the Sri Lankan Brahmi inscriptions, which

have been given the meaning of a ‘prince’ could be deciphered as Ay, a class
of chieftains / nobles who belonged to the same clan as the Vels and ruled in
VE!}IEd (Sitrampalam, S. K. 1988: Puram 129:5, 240: 3,374: 16). Their settlement
is mentioned in the Sangam literature as Aykqti and they too like the

V-el§ claimed lineage to the Yadava clan.

Referring to the Aya of the Sri Lankan Brahmi inscriptions,_Mahalingam
(1974: 160) observed that this word resembles very much the term Ay in Tamil
indicating the line of petty rulers who held sway over the VEl.nad in those
carly days. ' Thus in the light of the above interpretation the study of the
form Aya (Ay) appearing in the inscriptions of the V_E.ls assumes significance.
ln‘th.is inscription of Aya (Ay) Siva the female lay devotee Velu (Ve'!) is
said to be the inmate of the harem of the above. .The important fact which
occurs from this evidence is the use of form ,Vé-l‘ even to indicate the feminine
form. If Velu is a personal name as Paranavitana had contended, it is very
Unlikely that.the same form would have been used to indicate the f;eminine
‘form” as well. It is only because it is a clan name the same form Vel  has
been used to indicate the feminine form as well. Thus, this inscription not
only gives validity to our reading of the form Vel.u as Ve_l. but also §hows as

tohow Ays and Vels were of the same clan as mentioned in the Sangam literature.
(Rangaswamy Dor;li 1968). . In Sri Lanka there are about 52 inscriptions of
Ays distributed over twenty six sites out of two hundred and sixty nine sites
where the Brahmi inscriptions have been located. Moreover the other noteworthy
‘as;;ect of thé Ay inscriptions is the appearance of a single f.ish symbol which
recalls a similar dynastic symbol of the early Pandyas appearing on the square
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copper coins of the Pandyas under whom the Vels and the Ays . reigned as
minor chieftains. Tt is quite possible that th:s symbol symbolises the recognition

of the Pandyan suzerainty by the Ays and the bringing of this tradition of
recognition of the Pandyan suzerainty even after their migration to Sri Lanka
(Sitrampalam, S. K. 1988).

The title Parumaka which occurs in nearly quarter of the Brahmi ins-
criptions of Sri Lanka (Sitrampalam, S. K. 1980; 1986-1987; Seneviratne, S. 1983)

does appear in the inscriptions of the Vels as well (Paranavivtana, S. 1970; 169,
250, 271, 319, 353, 355, 529, 612, 647, 648, 979). Perhaps this is the single
title which occurs in eleven out of the eighteen inscriptions of the Vels.  Ir

fact Parumakas formed the single iargest group of nobility who were the back-
bone of the administration and in rank they were second only to the kings. It

looks as if the Ve'i.s were also of the same group as that of the personages

who had the title Parumaka as the inscriptions (Paranavitana, S. 1970: 1051-54)
from the north western Sri Lanka clearly make it out (Seneviratne, S. 1988).
These inscriptions carry two symbols representing the Jar and the lance bearer,

two attributes of the Veli'. Interestingly these very symbols not only appear

in the Megalithic pottery of this region, but also the inscriptions are
located in close proximity to the famous urn burial Megalithic site of Sri Lapka
namely Pomparippu. Unfortunately no symbols have been found in the ins-

criptions of the Vels.

The pam;naka title . occurs in these inscriptions in different contexts,
sometimes simply qualifying the clan name VE.I as Parumaka Vél', on  other
occasions qualifying the personal name of the VEi. with the Parumaka title such
as ‘Parumaka Tabara Vel’. In one of these inscriptions at least three gene
rations of the Vels are ;nentfoned-(Paranavitana, S. 1970: 647). It records
Parumaka Phussade.va as the son of Parumaka V'El and grand son of Parumaka

Vel Sumana. It may be recalled here that Phussadeva is here mentioned with-

out his clan title where as in the case of his forefathers this remains added.
He is also mentioned here as a revenue officer of the king Devanampiya Ra;:
Tissa who' has been identified with Mahaculi Mahatissa, the grand nephew 0

DUtthagamml (Paranavitana, S. 1970: Ixi; Godakumbura C. E. 1965): 1t scems

that the Vels were very close to Datthagamam and his descendants

That the Vcls too belonge:l to the class of nobility is also quite evident

upa-
from the Sri Lankan literary sources. . For, Mahavamsa and Sahassavatt pa

karana mention about seven paladins of the king Dutthagamlm including Vd




—67 —
Sumana as belonging to the class of Kutumbikas (karunatilaka, fK. V. 1986:

130). As Mahavamsa makes out they were also known as Mahakulas. In the
light of the above evidence Karunatilaka’s inference that the Mahakulas and
the Ku.tumbikas designate noble families is convincing. Unfortunately there is
only onme solitary reference for the Kutumbikas in the Brahmi inscriptions of
Sri Lanka (Paranavitana, S. 1970: 233) .and Paranavitana has rendered this term
as ‘householder’. Likewise an inscription found at Tirupparaﬁkup‘ram in Mathurai

district of Tamil Nadu refers to a Kutumbika(n) from SriLanka. The relevant

portion of the text runs as follows ‘Ila kutumbikan PBla-layax.l' which has
been readered into English as a householder from Ilam by the name of
Polalaiyan by Mahalingam (1974: 251-257). Perhaps Ellawala (1969:51) is quite

right in classifying them with the Parumakas. Thus in the light of the literary
and other evidences the Kutumbikas could be classed as a group of mnobles

who were landowners as well as merchants to whose class the Vels too belon-

ged. In one of the inscriptions found at Periya Puliyankulam in the Vavuniya
district Parumaka Vel is mentioned as the superintendent of horses (Asa-Adeka)

(Paranavitana, S. 1970: 355); It is very significant indeed because it occurs in
the same site along with two other inscriptions which have a reference to
‘Dameda Vanijha Gapati Visaka’ which means, a wealthy Tamil Merchant
Visaka. (Paranavitana, S. 1970: 356, 357). This in fact is a reference to traders
from Tamil Nadu.

Besides this, a Brahmi inscription from Anuradhapura which is better
known as Tamil househclders’ Terrace inscription also mentions Gahapati named
Karava with an additional title navika which means trader [ mariner (Parana-
vitana, S. 1972: 90). Another inscription from Kuduvil in Amparai district too
mentions Tamil traders (Paranavitana, S. 1970: 480). Besides these inscriptional
evidences, there is also reference in the Pali chronicles which attest to the
presence of Tamil traders in Sri Lanka during 3rd/2nd century B. C. Sena and
Guttaka the two invaders from Tamil Nadu who overpowered Asela and ruled
in Anuradhapura in the second century BC for twenty two years agpear to
have been connected with the horse trade in the island. For, according to

Mahavamsa their father was a Assanavika or ship’s captain dealing with
horses (M. V. xxi: 10). Interestingly in another instance Mahavamsa associates

Velusumana (Velsumana) with horses from Sind (M. V. xxii 69 - 72). Moreover,

the Paratavar of Tamil Nadu imported horses into South _India (Maloney, C.
T. 1968: 117). The Sangam literature mention that the Vels who besides being

agriculturists delighted themselves in their horses (Maloney, C. T. 1968: 97).
Therefore, it is very likely that this Vé.l was retained in the royal court as

superintendent of horses for his expertise in the horse trade.
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The term Gamika occurs as a title of the Vels in two ° inscriptions

(Pdranavitana-, S. 1970: 745, 880). In the first instance Upasika Devaya is
mentioned as the daughter of Gamika Vel and in the latter instance. Damaya

i: mentioned as the daughter of Gamika Vel. Paranavitana has however ren-

dered- this' form Gamika as a ‘village councillor’. Ellawala (1969: 51-55) on the
other hand while treating them as the head. of the village sees no difference
between the Gamikas and the Parumakas in status. In fact they were approach-
ing the status of the Parumakas in the social and economic spheres. They
even had matrimonial alliances with the. ruling kings and the Parumakas (Parana-
vitana, S. 1970: 913; 578). They held high position in the administration as
ministers (ameta) revenue collectors (ayaka), keeper of the treasury (Badagarika)
(Paranavitana, S. 1970: 797, 429, 139). Thus both Parumakas and Gamikas
had virtually -dominated the administration (Karunatilaka, P. V. B. 1986).

That the Vels had borne the title Gahapati is also evident from the
two inscriptions of the 3Ve.ls (Paranavitana, S. 1970; 123, 778). In the inscription
numbering 123, three brothers are mentioned as sons of Gahapati Vel. The

other inscription mentions Tissa as the son of Gahapati Vel. Paranavitana, has

rendered this form as ‘householder’.  Ellawala (1969: 42), while agreeing with
Paranavitana, however, argues that this term denoted a landowner or merchant
of high birth and wealth. There are over seventy Brahmi inscriptions in Sri
Lanka which mention this title ‘Gahapati’. The body of these inscriptions show
the prestigious positions enjoyed by this class in the administration as treasurers,
messengers, accountants and superintendent of the Royal mint (Paranavitana, S.
1970: 215, 293, 679, 930). That they were even wealthy merchants is also known
from the use of this title by the merchants.. References to the Tamil traders
in the Periya Puliyankulam inscriptions and the Tamil householders terrace ins-
cription quoted above bear testimony to it.  These instances clearly show that

they were not merely householders but wealthy nobles and Vels too ! belonged

to their group.

Finally, the study of the Vels of Sri Lankan Brahmi inscriptions, however,

shows their early migration from Tamil Nadu and their active role in the
administration in the early historic Sri Lanka. Besides this, they too remain
as a case study for one of the clans when exposed to various influences with
the flux of time as to how they got acculturated and thereby lost their identity
in the long process of time. This study also warrants the need for the closer
scrutiny of the social history of Sri Lanka against the contemporary Indian
back ground, more particularly that of South India and the necessity of deli-
neating the various cultural strands which came to interact during the Proto-
historic/early historic phases of Sri Lankan history.

. Thi§ Paper was presented at the XVI[ Annual Congress of Epigraphical
Society of India, Tamil University, Thanjavur in February 2.4.1991.
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