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civilizations   right form pre-historic times. Before the 
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writing of the earliest manuscripts. Preparing the palm leaf 

and writing on the leaf required a lot of skill and precision 

and training.  Scribes or professional writers repeatedly 

made copies of manuscripts, thus keeping alive the tradition 

of writing palm leaf manuscripts. In south India temples 

served as centers where ancient manuscripts on grammar, 

philosophy and poetry were written and preserved.   With 
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MATERIALS USED FOR WRITING IN 

CONTEMPORAERY TIMES 

  

Pen and Paper                                         Typewriter 

The    knowledge of writing and the material used for writing have 

played a significant role in the development of civilizations   right 

form pre-historic times.  In present times pen and paper are the 

most common materials used for writing. Other than pen and 

paper the typewriter was also widely used until the arrival of the 

computer which has more or less   replaced the traditional 

method of writing using paper and pen.  

      

             



4 
 

 HAVE YOU EVER WONDERED!          

            

 

    
 WHAT   MATERIALS  WRERE USED FOR WRITING  IN ANCIENT 

TIMES? 

 DID PEOPLE USE A PEN OR PENCIL JUST AS YOU USE ONE TODAY 

IN YOUR CLASS?  

 WHAT DID PEOPLE WRITE ON BEFORE THE INVENTION OF PAPER? 

 HOW DO WE KNOW ABOUT WHAT WAS USED FOR WRITING? 

 HAVE WE PRESERVED THESE MATERIALS? 

 HOW DID PEOPLE WRITE ON PALM LEAVES? 
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MATERIALS USED FOR WRITING BEFORE 

THE USE OF PAPER IN THE ANCIENT PAST 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STONE

BRICKS

METAL TERRACOTA

WOOD

PALM-
LEAVES

BONE 

SHELL

CLOTH
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INVENTION OF PAPER IN CHINA 

                    

Hemp wrapping paper, of China             Oldest Paper Book,   256 C.E. 

100B.C.E 

Paper is an invention of ancient China. It was invented in the 3rd c. BCE 

and it began to be increasingly used by the 4thc. BCE replacing other 

writing materials such as bamboo strips and wood. Before the introduction 

of paper in India in the 7th century B.C.E   and its widespread use in the 

12th c. B.C.E, traditional writing materials continued to be used for many 

centuries. Palm leaves continued to be one of the most important 

materials that were used for writing manuscripts. 
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  LETS US TAKE A LOOK AT HOW PALM LEAVES 

WERE USED FOR WRITING AND HOW THEY 

WERE PRESERVED 

 

       

                   TYPES OF PALM LEAVES  

        

 

. 

• Leaves are thick,fibrous, flexible 
initially strong. Generally grow in dry 
climates and are prone to insect 
attacks.

PALYMRA 
PALM 

• Leaves are larger, thinner and more 
flexible and durable than the palmyra. 
They require wet climates and grow in 
coastal areas. 

TAILPOT 
PALM

• Leaves are brown in colour,thick, non-
flexible and prone to insect attacks.

CORYPHA 
TALIERA 
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The Tailpot palm leaf is very  flexible, smooth, supple 

and durable as its fibers do not damage easily. This 

species of palm is found in coastal areas such as the 

Malabar coast, in Bengal, Myanmar and Ceylon. 

Earliest manuscripts   were   written on these leaves.  

 

          

Preparation of the Palm Leaves

 

A palm leaf manuscript in Nandinagari script. 

The selected palm  leaves were cut into required sizes and then boiled 

in water to soften the leaves. The softened leaves were the dried in the 

shade. The middle ridge on the leaf is removed and the rest of the leaf 

is smoothened and polished. They were the pierced on either side so 

that a string could be woven through these holes and then wound 

around the leaves  secured with a knot to hold them together. The knot 

is known as granth and this explains why the completed manuscripts 

are known as granths.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nandinagari
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Once the string was woven, one end of the string was 

fastened to a small object like a shell or a button to prevent it 

from slipping. Palm leaves could not be bound like a book, so 

two wooden panels were placed between on top and below 

which the manuscript. They were sometimes painted or 

decorated and formed the cover of the manuscript. 

   WRITING ON THE PALM LEAF  

 

Writing on a palm leaf involved skill, precision, patience and training on 

the part of the writer. In earlier times those who specialized in writing 

palm leaf manuscripts were known as lipikaras. Writing on the leaf was 

mainly done by either using a brush or a reed pen called kalama using 

ink and the other technique involved the use of a metal stylus (a pointed 

pen-like object) to make incisions. The former technique was prevalent   

in northern India where ink was used for writing but went out of use 

after the introduction of paper. In southern India it has always been the 

practice of using a stylus to scratch the writing on palm leaves and have 

continued to be used despite the use of paper. 
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V  

       Varieties of  metal stylus          A 16thc. Tamil manuscript 

    The Skill of Using the Stylus 

First the writer engraved the letters on the leaf with the stylus. The leaf 

was then smeared with powdered charcoal mixed with vegetable juice. 

This was done to fill the grooves with the black mixture after which the 

writing became legible. The letters ran parallel to the length of the 

leaves and sometimes were written in two columns. Some manuscripts 

contained illustrations which were either incised or painted with a 

brush. 

. 

 

 

A  very good example of   palm leaf manuscripts is a Tamil grammar book 

named Tolkāppiyam which was written around 3rd century BCE. 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tolk%C4%81ppiyam
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   Drawings and Images  

 

 

 

Manuscript In Sanskrit 

 

 

Many manuscripts included drawings and images which were mainly 

animal motifs, floral designs and sometimes images of birds. Elements 

of nature were depicted in various ways and these are evident in 

Vaishnava and Saiva manuscripts while Buddhist manuscripts contained 

images of the Buddha and his incarnations. Vaishnava manuscripts use 

symbols like the shankha (conch) and chakra (wheel) while Shaiva 

manuscripts contained the nandi (bull). 
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Gita Govinda, Early 18thc. Orissa 

        

Illustrated manuscript belonging to the Pala period, 12thc. 
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  Preserving and Treating Old Manuscripts  

 

In early times there were no special techniques for treating and preserving 

manuscripts. Most manuscripts were stored in temples and in the place of 

worship in the house. Yet they had to be stored very carefully as they could 

be damaged by insects, water, dust, fire or by humans. Indigenous 

substances like neem leaves powder, cinamon  powder, black pepper powder, 

pipali powder, etc. were kept beside the manuscripts for better protection. 

Scribes or professional writers repeatedly made copies of manuscripts, thus 

keeping alive the tradition of writing palm leaf manuscripts. In south India 

temples served as centers where ancient manuscripts on grammar, 

philosophy and poetry were written and preserved. With the coming of the 

printing press in the 19th c. this tradition began to witness a decline. Today 

there are specialized techniques for treating and preserving old manuscripts 

which involve fumigation, use of insecticides, water, detergents, oil, etc. 

The repaired manuscript is then stored carefully. 

 

 

ACTIVITY 1 

Choose Whether   True or False  

CIET: The correct answer should show a smile and the wrong 

answer with a   thumbs down 

The correct answer is highlighted in green. 

 

1. Paper is an invention of India. 

                 True             False 

2.  Tailpot  Palm trees   require wet climates and grow in 

coastal areas.  

         True              False  
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3. In south India, ancient palm leaf  manuscripts were written 

using a  reed pen. 

  True                  False 

4. The   Tolkappiyam was an ancient Tamil manuscript on 

grammar. 

             True                False  

5. In early times  professional writers made  multiple copies 

of manuscripts 

            True                False  

 

ACTIVITY 2 

MATCH THE FOLLOWING 

CIET : PLEASE CREATE ARROWS FOR MATCHING 

CORRECTLY. 

 

Lipikaras A modern technique for preserving 
manuscripts 

Printing Press       Metal object used for writing on palm 
leaves 

 

Palmyra Palm             Those who specialized in writing  on 

palm  leaf manuscripts 
 

Stylus             They   grow in dry climates and are 
prone to insect attacks. 

 

Fumigation Its advent led to decline of writing 

palm leaf manuscripts 
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Correct Answers 

Lipikaras              Those who specialized in writing  on palm  

leaf manuscripts 

Printing Press       Its advent led to decline of writing palm leaf 

manuscripts.    

Palmyra Palm        They   grow in dry climates and are prone to 

insect attacks.  

Stylus                    Metal object used for writing on palm leaves 

Fumigation             A modern technique for preserving 

manuscripts. 

 

ACTIVITY 3 

CIET    The sentences have to be organized in order.   

 Arrange the following  sentences  in order so as to explain the 

process of preparing palm leaves  

 

 Leaves were   boiled in water to soften them.  

 Leaves were pierced on either side and a string was woven   

through 

 The selected leaves were cut into required sizes 

 One end of the string was fastened to a small object 

 Leaves   were   dried  in the shade. 

 Leaves were    smoothened and polished. 
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Correct Answer 

1.  The selected leaves were cut into required sizes 

2.  Leaves were then boiled in water to soften them. 

3.  Leaves   were then dried in the shade. 

4. Leaves were then   smoothened and polished. 

5.  Leaves were pierced on either side and a string was woven 

through 

6.  One end of the string was fastened to a small object 

 

References 

Upinder Singh, History of Ancient and Early Medieval Period, From the Stone 

Age to the 12th century, Dorling Kindersley(India) Pvt.Ltd., New Delhi,2009. 

D. Udaya Kumar, G.V.Sreekumar, U. A. Athvankar,  “Traditional Writing 

System In Southern India — Palm Leaf Manuscripts.” 

http://www.idc.iitb.ac.in/resources/dt-july-2009/Palm.pdf 

Arthur A. Macdonell, A History of Sanskrit Literature, Munshiram Manoharlal, 

New Delhi, 1972 (3rd edition) 

Ramesh Meher, “Tradition of Palm Leaf Manuscripts in Orissa”,Orissa Review * 

January – 2008 

http://odisha.gov.in/e-magazine/Orissareview/2009/Jan/engpdf/43-46.pdf 

https://s-media-cache-ak0.pinimg.com/564x/9c/ff/9d/9cff9dbce9e571cd5ec36522b4714707.jpg 

 

 

 

URL 

http://www.idc.iitb.ac.in/resources/dt-july-2009/Palm.pdf
http://odisha.gov.in/e-magazine/Orissareview/2009/Jan/engpdf/43-46.pdf
https://s-media-cache-ak0.pinimg.com/564x/9c/ff/9d/9cff9dbce9e571cd5ec36522b4714707.jpg


17 
 

https://tse4.mm.bing.net/th?id=OIP.d_38-Z_ID9fxqtVbOmL4NAEsBU&pid=15.1&P=0&w=337&h=96 

http://www.metmuseum.org/-

/media/Images/Exhibitions/Imported/Early%20Buddhist%20Manuscript%20Painting%20The%20PalmLe

af%20Tradition/FBD8EFB6A24F4143BCC832C4B70FA6E102jpg.jpg?mw=173&mh=119 

 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/8/82/Tamil_palm-

leaf_manuscript_of_Tolk%C4%81ppiyam.jpg/800px-Tamil_palm-

leaf_manuscript_of_Tolk%C4%81ppiyam.jpg 

 

https://tse1.mm.bing.net/th?id=OIP.BY_d_7hyAbAb9fDQGRhZggEsC2&pid=1

5.1&P=0&w=295&h=180 

http://www.frontline.in/static/html/fl2205/images/20050311002109802.jpg 

https://tse1.mm.bing.net/th?id=OIP.BY_d_7hyAbAb9fDQGRhZggEsC2&pid=1

5.1&P=0&w=295&h=180 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/1/1b/1_Sravakapr

atikramasutra-

curni_of_Vijayasimha_Indian%2C_Jain%2C_1260%2C_Mewar%2C_Rajputana

%2C_India._Boston%2C_MFA.jpg/220px-1_Sravakapratikramasutra-

curni_of_Vijayasimha_Indian%2C_Jain%2C_1260%2C_Mewar%2C_Rajputana

%2C_India._Boston%2C_MFA.jpg 

 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/f/fb/Christian_pra

yers_in_tamil_on_palm_leaves.jpg/220px-

Christian_prayers_in_tamil_on_palm_leaves.jpg 

https://tse3.mm.bing.net/th?id=OIP.NpLscFCtNALIBfhlOajRGwEsDH&pid=15.

1&P=0&w=236&h=158 

https://tse4.mm.bing.net/th?id=OIP.d_38-Z_ID9fxqtVbOmL4NAEsBU&pid=15.1&P=0&w=337&h=96
http://www.metmuseum.org/-/media/Images/Exhibitions/Imported/Early%20Buddhist%20Manuscript%20Painting%20The%20PalmLeaf%20Tradition/FBD8EFB6A24F4143BCC832C4B70FA6E102jpg.jpg?mw=173&mh=119
http://www.metmuseum.org/-/media/Images/Exhibitions/Imported/Early%20Buddhist%20Manuscript%20Painting%20The%20PalmLeaf%20Tradition/FBD8EFB6A24F4143BCC832C4B70FA6E102jpg.jpg?mw=173&mh=119
http://www.metmuseum.org/-/media/Images/Exhibitions/Imported/Early%20Buddhist%20Manuscript%20Painting%20The%20PalmLeaf%20Tradition/FBD8EFB6A24F4143BCC832C4B70FA6E102jpg.jpg?mw=173&mh=119
https://tse1.mm.bing.net/th?id=OIP.BY_d_7hyAbAb9fDQGRhZggEsC2&pid=15.1&P=0&w=295&h=180
https://tse1.mm.bing.net/th?id=OIP.BY_d_7hyAbAb9fDQGRhZggEsC2&pid=15.1&P=0&w=295&h=180
http://www.frontline.in/static/html/fl2205/images/20050311002109802.jpg
https://tse1.mm.bing.net/th?id=OIP.BY_d_7hyAbAb9fDQGRhZggEsC2&pid=15.1&P=0&w=295&h=180
https://tse1.mm.bing.net/th?id=OIP.BY_d_7hyAbAb9fDQGRhZggEsC2&pid=15.1&P=0&w=295&h=180
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/f/fb/Christian_prayers_in_tamil_on_palm_leaves.jpg/220px-Christian_prayers_in_tamil_on_palm_leaves.jpg
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/f/fb/Christian_prayers_in_tamil_on_palm_leaves.jpg/220px-Christian_prayers_in_tamil_on_palm_leaves.jpg
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/f/fb/Christian_prayers_in_tamil_on_palm_leaves.jpg/220px-Christian_prayers_in_tamil_on_palm_leaves.jpg

