
 
 

 

 
 

 

Abstract 

The Buddhist mural paintings of the Kandyan tradition, produced between the late seventeenth 
and nineteenth centuries, represent a highly sophisticated visual system developed to communicate 
Buddhist doctrine, ethical values, and cosmological concepts to a predominantly non-literate 
society. This study examines Kandyan temple murals not as a stylistic decline from earlier Sri 
Lankan painting traditions, but as a consciously constructed grammar of art a regulated visual 
language designed for effective religious and social communication. Drawing upon selected case 
studies from Central Kandyan temples, the research analyzes how narrative sequencing, 
compositional structure, colour usage, line, symbolism, and spatial organization operate 
collectively as a coherent system of visual expression. 

The study situates Kandyan mural painting within its historical context, particularly the religious 
revival under royal patronage during the Kandyan Kingdom, emphasizing the role of temple art as 
a pedagogical instrument during periods of political instability and colonial influence. Through a 
semiotic and visual communication framework, the research demonstrates how complex Buddhist 
philosophical ideas such as karma, rebirth, moral causality, and liberation were translated into 

forms, continuous narration, symbolic motifs, and controlled colour palettes to ensure clarity, 
memorability, and doctrinal accuracy. 

Rather than prioritizing naturalism or aesthetic illusion, Kandyan artists deliberately privileged 
intelligibility, audience cognition, and didactic purpose. The findings reveal that the so-called 
simplicity of Kandyan mural art reflects intellectual discipline and conceptual depth, shaped by 
Buddhist epistemology and social responsibility. This research contributes to Sri Lankan art 
history by re-evaluating Kandyan mural painting as a dynamic, experimental, and intellectually 
grounded tradition, governed by an internal grammar of visual communication that effectively 
integrated art, religion, and society. 
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Preparing the wall surface: 

 
 



 
 

 

Coloring: 

Alongside plaster preparation, the artists of the Kandy period achieved a high level of self-

Sinhala  (Coomaraswamy, 1962: 163). Their formulation of colors using locally sourced 
materials reflects their careful approach to color preparation. Odatha, or white color, was produced 
from Makul or Koa Makul  cave near Mathura village, and 
was sometimes blended with other pigments to create light red and brown shades. Lohitha, 
unfamiliar in Ceylon and imported from abroad, was used for red backgrounds (Coomaraswamy, 
1962: 105). Yellow, or peetha, came from the milk of the Gokutu tree. For wood and pottery, 
artists preferred hyaline or mud hyaline. The black dye, known as dark lattice, was produced by 
grinding coconut milk, jackfruit juice, coconut oil, and husk resin together with cotton cloth pieces, 
which were then heated in an earthen pot. Blue, which was rare, was obtained from the leaves of 
the Nil Avariya plant or occasionally imported from Holland. Green was produced by mixing blue 
and yellow, symbolizing tattoos. Apprentices typically handled the preparation of these dyes, 
which contributed significantly to their eventual mastery over color composition (Charles, 
1950:61). 

Beyond dye-making, artists created their own brushes using materials such as animal hair, grasses, 
flower stamens, and roots. Brushes intended for intricate line work were made from soft cat and 

ere used for other 

outer lines of the template with colors. This technique infused life into the paintings through the 
use of exterior lines rather than relying solely on color. Their consideration of brightness and 
contrast is evident in their preference for white, yellow, and red, enhanced by black outer lines. 
The unity of the paintings depended on the harmonious integration of both line and color. 

One distinctive feature in Central Kandy tradition paintings is the deliberate use of red spaces, 
which helped viewers identify characters and narrative moments immediately. Since temple 
interiors lacked electric lighting, artists deliberately selected bright colors for visibility, especially 
shades like red, black, green, white, and blue, which were often used without blending 

 :325-327). This ensured clarity under low-light conditions. The mastery of line and color is 
clearly visible in scenes from Degaldoruwa temple, such as Almsgiving and the Suthasoma 
Jatakaya, which display delicate linework and refined handling. 



 
 

These paintings also reveal information about social structures of the time. Artists embedded caste 
patterns and social distinctions through clothing and body coloring. Dark colors signified lower 
castes, servants, and demons, while yellow or gold denoted elites and deities, each group 
maintaining a distinct color convention  :325-327). These symbolic uses of color 
convey 
effectively even in dark caves further demonstrates their exceptional craftsmanship. 

Training and Teaching Process: 

 
 

 

The artists also prioritized the depiction of events rather than adhering to conventional scale 
principles. Instead of following strict naturalistic or abstract traditions, they emphasized conveying 
ideas accurately. Their precise attention to color and space allowed them to construct a subtle 
painting grammar. Empty spaces around human figures made it easier for viewers to grasp the 
story quickly and clearly. To support both literate and non-literate audiences, short descriptions 
were written beneath the panels (Boradam panelaya), providing clarity about each scene. This 
demonstrates the  



 
 

 

Exploring the innovative style of Kandy art, painters created a wide range of works related to 
. Such as Vessantara, Sutasoma, Kurudharma, Guttila, Ummagga, Vidura 

Pandita, Uraga, Thelapatta, Sattubhakta, Sasa, Sama, Andhabhuta, Mahapaduma, and others. 
They also depicted Suvisi Wiwaranaya, the Ten Paramitas, and significant episodes such as the 
Mara Parajaya, Sathsatiya, and Nalagiri damanaya, along with stories about important figures 
like Patachara, Machjariya Kosiya, Soreyya Vata, and Maha Kappita. Representations of sacred 
locations such as Atamasthana or Solosmasthana, royal elites, temple benefactors, famous theras, 
and deities like Shakra, Upulvan, Saman and Natha also appear. Depictions of the planets, zodiac, 
and scenes of hell further characterize this artistic era. Scholars argue that this style served 
particular objectives and was intentionally distinct from earlier Sri Lankan painting. 

Unlike previous traditions, the Kandy style appears to have been designed to provide illumination 
and quick comprehension for Buddhists entering a statue house. These paintings served as a form 
of Dhamma book, presenting Jataka Katha, Suvisi Wiwarana, Maraparajaya, Sathsatiya, Dasa 
Paramita, and Buddhist historical events to guide society toward happiness. By using flat, bright 
colors, the artist created enchanting visual narratives. The focus on divine worlds and celestial 
beings encouraged devotion to Buddhism among the illiterate masses. Scenes of hell on outer walls 
conveyed Dharma messages regarding the fate of those who performed virtuous or immoral acts. 
Through this fusion of narrative and distinctive stylistic choices, the Kandy tradition transmitted 
purified teachings to both monks and laypeople. 

Creating human figures: 

Kandyan painters used three primary methods when rendering human figures: the full-frontal view 
of the entire face, following the direct-view rule; the three-quarter view showing half of the face; 
and the side view according to the partial-view rule. Artists consistently avoided portraying figures 
facing backward (Bandara, 2017:101). This approach ensured clarity in identifying human figures 

 

Uniformity also characterized human figure depictions, especially in Jataka stories. Main 
characters were given more prominent placement and slightly larger forms. Their attire included 
distinct designs and patterns to differentiate them  2002 :327). Through such design 
grammars, the artists communicated their intentions in ways easily understood by the audience. 



 
 

 

In the area of botanical images in Kandy paintings, a separation is made between natural botanical 
representations and fictional botanical creations. Natural depictions include trees such as the bo 
tree, banyan tree, coconut tree, date palm tree, kitul tree, mango tree, and many smaller fruit trees. 
The uniqueness of each tree was established by the artist with great skill, using distinctive 

assigning particular shapes, colors, and designs to each tree, making them easily identifiable. This 
same understanding extends to the way leaves are portrayed, where symbolic forms are used to 
represent entire groups of trees. It is notable that the artist clearly distinguished between trees that 
required individual identity and those that did not. The stylized painting tradition further revealed 

floral designs to fill empty spaces. Decorative motifs such as flowers, petals, geometric shapes, 
and scroll patterns were included to enhance visual appeal. Rather than simply filling space, the 

, Watake, and Sapu conveyed subtle 
meanings, such as indicating the presence of fragrance inside a statue house. The presence of these 
floral motifs, along with the capacity to create thousands of lotus flowers in varying patterns, 
demonstrates the refined craftsmanship of the Kandy artist. 

Rivers and other irrigation systems: 

Symbolic treatment is visible in the depictions of fields, lakes, ponds, rivers, and irrigation 
channels by artists of the Kandyan tradition. Irrigation-related elements are portrayed using an 
aerial perspective, showing the viewer a view from above. Rivers are drawn with two parallel lines 
that spiral downward from the top of the painting surface, and the direction of water flow is 
clarified by including fish swimming against the current. This thoughtful creative method appears 
clearly in a painting of the conversion of three Kassapa monks to Buddhism at Gangaramaya 
Temple, where both the fish swimming against the river and the flowing hair of the Kassapa 
brothers are drawn with precision and imagination. 

Using a simple system of symbols, the artist represents various objects, as seen in the depiction of 
Vankagiriya i
Jatakaya at Medawala Tampita Viharaya. The skillful use of symbols to express complex elements 
on a two- native strength. 



 
 

Sittaru
painting, music, and others. Therefore, describing them as ignorant is inappropriate, because each 
of these art forms follows specific tradit Athe paye weda
have referred to ordinary village artists, it does not imply a lack of knowledge. Siri Gunasinghe 
states that individuals such as Devaragampala Silwath Thana and Devendra Mulachari, who 
painted temple walls in the Central Kandy tradition, were highly intellectual and creative. He 
claims that these artists, despite their complex work, understood traditional artistic methods deeply 
and were probably educated in manuals such as Mayamataya, Vaijayantiya, Sariputra, 
Rupavaliya, along with subjects like mathematics and astrology (Gunasinghe, 1960, p.08). In a 
period in the Kandy era when even nobles had difficulty with signatures, artists like 
Devaragampala Silwat Thana emerged as scholars within lay society. 

In Medawala Tampita Viharaya paintings, the detailed portrayals of Jataka stories and specific 
events from the life of the Buddha have attracted the interest of many scholars. One remarkable 
feature adding to the uniqueness of these works is the careful depiction of various artifacts 
originating from European culture. Records state that in the eighth year of Buddhahood, Mani 
Akkhita arrived in Sri Lanka at the request of , placed the Sri Pada lanjana, and rested 
in the Divaguhawa. The temple artist, attentive to this moment of repose, illustrated the 
Divaguhawa 
from flies and mosquitoes. 

 

The Central Kandyan mural tradition represents a sophisticated synthesis of theological purpose, 
technical ingenuity, and social awareness. Emerging under the patronage of King Kirti Sri 
Rajasingha, this school of art successfully transitioned from the naturalism of earlier eras to a 
didactic, continuous narrative style specifically engineered for the cognitive accessibility of its 
audience. By employing a "visual grammar" characterized by two-dimensional clarity and 
symbolic spatial organization, the Sittaru (traditional painters) created a "visual scripture" that 
translated profound Buddhist philosophy into a medium accessible to both literate and non-literate 
devotees. 

The technical mastery of these artists evident in the complex formulation of durable mortars such 
as makulu meti and the strategic application of high-contrast, indigenous pigments underscores an 
advanced understanding of materials science and environmental aesthetics. This expertise ensured 



 
 

that the spiritual and iconographic messages remained vivid even within the low-light conditions 
of temple interiors. 

Furthermore, the tradition is distinguished by its selective and thoughtful integration of 
contemporary social signifiers and European artifacts. Unlike the more cluttered compositions of 
the lowland regions, the Central Kandyan style maintained a disciplined incorporation of cross-
cultural items, such as mosquito nets or European-style utensils. This reveals an artistic community 
that was not isolated, but rather intellectually engaged with the material and cultural shifts of the 
era. 

Ultimately, the Central Kandyan style stands as a testament to a period of cultural resurgence 
where art functioned not merely as decoration, but as a vital instrument for social education, subtle 
political critique, and religious preservation. It represents a highly experimental and intellectually 
constructed "grammar of painting." Consequently, the following investigation explores the 
primary objectives of this creative framework, examining how the specific techniques and stylistic 
choices of the Sittaru reflect a formalized system of visual communication. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 



 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

The depiction of human figures in Udarata Buddhist murals follows a highly regulated system that 
prioritizes narrative clarity over anatomical realism or expressive individuality. Figures are 
consistently rendered in either full-frontal or profile views; conversely, rear-view depictions are 
almost entirely absent. Furthermore, within a single narrative cycle most notably in the Jataka 
tales protagonists are repeatedly portrayed with consistent facial features, physical proportions, 
and attire across successive scenes.These representational conventions are not the result of artistic 
limitation or formulaic repetition. Rather, they represent a deliberate visual strategy rooted in 
audience psychology, narrative intelligence, and Buddhist educational objectives. By maintaining 
visual consistency, the Sittaru ensured that the viewer could easily track characters through 
complex, continuous storylines, thereby reinforcing the moral and philosophical lessons inherent 
in the art. 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 



 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 
  
  
  



 
 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Conclusion 

This study has demonstrated that Buddhist mural paintings of the Kandyan tradition constitute a 
highly structured and intellectually grounded visual system rather than a residual or simplified 
continuation of earlier Sri Lankan painting traditions. Through an analysis of selected temple 
murals, the research has shown that Kandyan painters consciously developed a grammar of art that 
enabled the effective communication of Buddhist doctrine, ethical principles, and cosmological 
ideas to a broad and predominantly non-literate audience. Visual elements such as composition, 
narrative sequencing, spatial hierarchy, colour organization, symbolic repetition, and linear 
articulation functioned collectively as components of an integrated visual language. 

The findings confirm that Kandyan mural art was shaped by specific historical, religious, and 
social conditions, particularly during periods of political instability and cultural transition. Within 
this context, temple murals served not merely as decorative embellishments but as pedagogical 
instruments visual equivalents of doctrinal texts designed to instruct, remind, and guide devotees. 
The deliberate avoidance of naturalistic illusion and perspectival realism in favour of clarity, 
rhythm, and symbolic intelligibility reflects a conscious aesthetic choice rooted in Buddhist 
epistemology and social responsibility. 

Furthermore, this research highlights the role of trained artists (Sittaru) and established artistic 
lineages in sustaining a shared system of visual knowledge. The so-called simplicity of Kandyan 
mural painting emerges, therefore, as a form of intellectual discipline, where visual restraint 
enhances narrative coherence and doctrinal accuracy. Patronage, social hierarchy, and ritual 
function are shown to have influenced visual organization without undermining the internal 
consistency of the artistic grammar. 

By approaching Kandyan mural painting through the lens of visual grammar and communication, 
this study contributes a new interpretative framework to Sri Lankan art historical scholarship. It 
repositions Kandyan temple murals as a dynamic, adaptive, and conceptually sophisticated 
tradition, in which art, religion, and society intersect through a carefully constructed system of 
visual meaning. This perspective not only enriches understanding of Kandyan mural art but also 
opens pathways for further interdisciplinary research into South Asian religious visual cultures. 
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