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“Thamimba bhoomi Rajo putho
Thambapanni yatho ahn
50 deso chewa deepocha

thena thannamako ahoo” (Mabavamsavii: 41)

Why this (island) called Thambapannt,
because of the scattered particles in the
area called Thamba bhoomi (copper land) in
the island, the same region and the entire
island was named so (by King Vijaya).
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Preface
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financial situation on the island, Venerable Aludeniye Subodhi Thero, the chief
incumbent of the Sermwila Rajamaba Vihara, agreed to provide the printing cost.
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to provide the funding needed. Nevertheless, I would like to record a note of
appreciation for the generous support extended by Nayaka Thero in that difficult
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We would also like to thank our family members, who had a lot of hard times when
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Professor Senake Bandaranayake, whose vision guided us to the
subject of metallurgy and the importance of multi-disciplinary
teamwork in archaeology.

Arjuna Thantilage
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1
INTRODUCTION

1.1Introduction to the study

The information in literary sources on ancient copper production in the island
(Mahavamsa XX V11:16,17) stimulated the authors to conducta scientific study during
2002-2007 on Sri Lankan bronze (Thantilage 2007). The study outcomes clearly
showed that most of the Sri Lankan historical bronze icons had identical trace
elements and stable lead isotopic signatures, indicating their possible common
metallurgical history. Further, the study on trace element ratios, cobalt/nickel, and
iron/nickel matched the already conducted trace element results of the Seruwila
Copper Magnetite deposit by the Department of Geological Survey, Sri Lanka
(Jayawardhana 1984, Thantilage 2007). These scientific findings compelled a search
for archaeological evidence, resulting in local copper production in the Seruwila area.
Unfortunately, the separatist war situation in that area during that time delayed the
research programme. Soon after the conclusion of the separatist war situation, the
copper metallurgy project was started with financial support given by the
Postgraduate Institute of Archaeology, University of Kelaniya, in 2013. Four field

seasons were conducted between 2013 -2016.

This project aimed at searching for clear archaeological evidence for copper
production during historical periods. The aspects of metal production, such as raw
materials, mining, ore preparation, copper smelting and technology, the spatial
distribution of production sites, and other structural and artifact associations were

mainly focused.
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river in the dry zone, the eastern coastal plain of Stri Lanka
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This research project also discusses the impact of the ancient copper production

industry on the country's historical development.

Through data collected from the explorations and excavations in a four-year
archaeological survey in the Seruwila region of Sri Lanka (Map 1.1), it was possible
archaeologically to establish that by at least from the 4th century BCE, there had
existed an extensive copper production industry which fostered international trade.
The copper production in the area was carried out on a large industrial scale, using
high technology with a vast output. The furnaces used were possibly of indigenous
origin. Archaeologically, it was also possible to show that the naturally occurring
copper magnetite mineralization in the region had been exploited for copper
extraction. The discovery of ancient activities about obtaining the primary coppet-
bearing mineral chalcopyrite by deep mining, also ore sorting sites where unwanted
accompanying minerals with chalcopyrite such as magnetite and quartz were
separated; further, discovering places where copper extraction activities were

conducted also confirmed thatlarge-scale copper industry existed there.

Such large-scale copper mining and smelting activities indicate the importance of
the industry during that time. No evidence has been found in any other place in Sri
Lanka showing such organized, intense industrial activity during the same period as
early as the 4th century BCE. It is also clear from the findings of surveys that this
area would have been industrialized even before the start of the process of state
formation in Sri Lanka, and Seruwila existed as a vital urban centre in the island as well
as in the region. It is also clear that this area would have been detrimental to the
process of state formation in the country and in developing its social economic
systems and urbanization process. Since the state's primary function was to acquire
resources used by different individuals under one administration of kingship,
undoubtedly, Seruwila would have been a significant main resource area with
immense trade potential even during the pre-state period in the island. The
epigraphic evidence in the area indicates individuals who appear to have been the
leaders of that area before the state formation (See Chapter 4). Archaeological
evidence shows continuous habitation from circa the 5th century BCE (even before
the establishment of the state) up to the 11th century CE. Further, the present study,
entitled "Ancient Copper Metallurgy Project" findings, challenges the general notion
that this area was not of much importance on the country's prehistoric occupation.

In contrast, our findings reveal that there is a possibility of the region being central to

_03-



	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5
	Page 6
	Page 7
	Page 8
	Page 9
	Page 10
	Page 11
	Page 12
	Page 13
	Page 14
	Page 15

