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Tadao MiHo and Satoko MiHo
On the Forest of Tala-trees Refered by the Xuan Zang's Travels

Abstract

The Xuan Zang's Travels made mention of the forest of Tala-trees in K@nkaﬁlapura, south India.

A. F. Rudolf Hoernle drew a conclusion that the Tala-tree was Corypha palm. It seems his result is to the point.
However there have been some mistake during the proving process.

Hoernle says, in those days, there was just Corypha palm, Palmyra palm did not exist yet in India.

But Palmyra palm has already existed there in my opinion.

The forest of Tala-trees was a Corypha palm plantation.Corypha palm leaf was more exellent for writing
materials than Palmyra palm one. So the plantation of Corypha palm was administered by K%nkaﬁlapura,

[Key Words: Xuan Zang's Travels, Palm-leaf-manuscripts, Tala-palm, Corypha-palm, Palmyra-palm, Writing-materials,

A. F. R. Hoernle]
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In all texts of the Records, and in the fang-chih,
the direction from Draviga is given as north, but
the Life makes it to have been north-west. M.

o

Saint-Martin, Cunningham, and their successors all
adopt the direction given in the Life, passsing
over the statement in the Records. Saint-Martin
thinks it possible that Banavasill or VVanavasall
may have been the KonaEa-city of our pilgrim:?
Cunningham suggests "Annagundhi on the
northern bank of the Tungabhadra river" as the
capital of the country, and Fergusson can only
refer the capital to some place in Mysore.?
Mr.Burgess is disposed to seek for KonaBapur
about Kopal or Kokanurd ? KoAkanurO which is
310 miles as the crow flies from Kanchi and 335
miles from Nasik;" this seems to be also the
present opinion of Dr. Fleet who was at one time
disposed to identify Ko%kaBapur with Karnul.:
But these identifications seem to be all beset with
difficulties. The country KoﬁkaHa was in the
southern division of the Brihat Samhita, and
Alberuni places it the south near the sea‘ If we
could adopt the reading of the D text, viz-TOu] O O
or Chlal O O for Kung,the original would be a
word like Dakkanapura or Thakkanapura.
O Munshiram Manoharlal Publishers Pvt.Ltd.,New
Delhi,1996,0.2380 00O OO0
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D.—Leaves.

According to the Canon of the Southern
Buddhists[] see above. page 2001, leavesl] paaaa[l
were in ancient times the most common writing
material. Though the texts*™ do not mention the
plants which furnished these leaves, it is not
doubtful that they came then, as in later times,
chiefly from the large-leaved palm-trees, the tada
or talal Borassus flabelliformis and the tqgn or
tahd Corypha umbraculifera, or C.talierall, which,
originally indigenous in the DekhaB, are found at
present even in the Panjab. The earliest witness*™
for the general use of palm-leaves throughout the
whole of India is Hiuen Tsiang 7th century(.
But we possess clear proof that they were used
even in north-west India during much earlier
times. The Horiuzi palm-leaf MS certainly goes
back to the 6th century, and some fragments in
the recently discovered Godfrey Collection from
Kashgar belong, as Hoernle has shown on the

paleogr*- phical evidence, at least to the 4th
century, and are older than the Bower MS %
0 p.1130
gopooooooo=~0000oo0oOoooooooo
poooooobobobobooooobobobobooooogd
Oo0oooooooooooooo*ooooogog ad
oooooooooooo
goooooooag DekhanDDDDtaﬂlaDDDDD
talad Borassus flabelliformisd O O taﬁii Oodoootah
0 Corypha umbraculiferaor Ctaliera0 0000000
ood
OO0O0OCorypha OODOOODODOOOOOODO
gooodomooboooooomy=0ooobooood
000000000 D Corypha taliera Roxb. 0000
0000D0O0OO0OO000O0O0OnO HeernleDODOOOOO
000000000 Corypha umbraculifera L.O 00O 0
ooooooooo
There is every reason to believe that C. Tali-
era and C.umbraculifera are identical.
O A. F. Rudolf Hoernle,"An Epigraphical Note on
Palmleaf, Paper and Birch-bark", Journal of the
Asiatic Society of Bengal, LX [0, Pt. 1, No.2, 1900,
p.930
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The leaves of Corypha taliera are thick and not
very flexible. They are also prone to insect attack.
0 O. P. Agrawal,"Conservation of Manuscripts and
Paintings of South-east Asia". Butter worths,
Boston, 1984, p.25, 260J
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Although there are many varieties of palm-trees,
the leaves of three kinds of palm-trees were used
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in India, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand,
Indonesia and Combodia. They are the palmyra
palm,talipot palm and Corypha taliera Roxb. In
South India only two types namely the palmyra
palm and talipot palm were used.
0 G.John Samuel,"Palm-Leaf Manuscrirts in Tamil
and their Preservation", Institute of Asian Studies,
Palm-Leaf and Other Manuscripts in Indian
Languages, 1996, p.197.00
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I may add that there is a kind of Corypha palm,
the Corypha elata, which grows, probably
cultivated, in Bengal and Bihar. But its leaves are
not suitable for the purpose of writing books, and
have never been so used. Its complete natural
segments are much too narrow ; they measure
only about ¥ inches, and allow only strips of 31
inch or less to be cut from them.
000 0OA. F. Rudolf Hoernle,"Epigraphical Note on
Palm-leaf, Paper and Birch-bark", p.970
00000 cutan JO0OOOCOOOOODODO
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O0OO0O00OO00000OAlbertine Gaurd "Writing
Materials of the East"(] British Library, 1979, p.140 0 0 O
Three species of palm-trees provided material
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suitable for writing : the talipat palmd Corypha
umbraculiferald, the palmyra palm{ Borassus
flabelliferd and, especially in Southeast Asia, the
lontar palm Corypha utan{] "
goobboooooobbobooooobboboooooo
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The leaves of the talipat palm are long and broad
with a cross vein marking ; the palmyra leaf is
hardly ever more than one and a half inches wide
and shows a pock-marked surface ; lontar leaves
seem to be a somewhat finer quality.
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There is a notice in Hiuen Tsiang's Travelsd Beal,

vol. ii, p.2550 of the existence of "a forest of Tala
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trees" near Konkanapura in South-India. The exact
site of that place is still a matter of disputel] see
Indian Antiquary, 00, p.115,0 00, p.2800; but it
must be somewhere in the Conkan, which is the
limit to which the Corypha umbr. grows freely in
cultivation O though not wildO. The pointed
notice of the "forest of Talipat palms" is curious. It
must have been a particular feature of that place,
and must have been shown to Hiuen Tsiang as
such.In the forest there was a Stupa; and Hiuen
Tsiang adds that"in all the countries of India the
leaves of the Talipat palm are everywhere used
for writing on". Here we seem to have a clear
instance of a plantation of Corypha palms, on a
large scale, for the purpose of growing leaves for
inland use or for export. Writing was mainly
carried on in Buddhist and other monasteries, and
probably there were Corypha plantations
connected with most of the larger monastic
establishments in South India ; only the
Konkanapura plantation would seem to have been
one on a particularly large scale.

O "An Epigraphical Note on Palm-leaf,Paper and
Birch-bark"p.1240]
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To sum up the result of my enquiries into the use
of palm-leaf as writing material, it appears that(]

010 Originally none but leaves of the Corypha
umbr. palm were used throughout India. This state
continued down to the 15th century.

020 From the middle of the 15th century their
use was discontinued in Western Indiano other
kind of palm-leaf replacing them.

030 From the beginning of the 17th century they
ceased to be used in Bengal and probably Orissa,
the leaves of the Borassus fl. taking their place.

040 In Behar their exclusive use continued down
to the middle of the 18th century.

050 The use of the Borassus flab. is com-
paratively modern, and it is, and was, nowhere
current in Northern India, outside Bengal and
Orissa.

060 Paper began to come into use, in the
Centre of Northern India, in Western India and in
Eastern India about the middle respectively of the
13th, 14th and 15th centuries.

00 701n the Centre and West it entirely superseded,
in the 15th century, the writing-material
previously in use, that is, palm-leaf in the West
and perhaps birch-bark in the Centre. In the East
it maintained a finally successful rivalry until
comparatively recent times.

0 p.1220
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But it is difficult to suppose that the employment
of the Borassus leaves as a material for writing
can be separated by any long interval from the
introduction of the Borassus palm into India. The
tree could not well have existed long in India
without its useful properties being discovered. If
the use of its leaves for writing grew up in the
15th or 16th centuries, its
hardly be placed much earlier than the 14th
century. 0 p.1240
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"Alberuni‘sindia" 0 0 0000000000
The Hindus have in the south of their country a
slender tree like the date and cocoa-nut palms,
bearing edible fruits and leaves of the length of
one yard, and as broad as three fingers one put
beside the other. They call these leaves tarf [ ala
or Eiad' O Borassus flabelliformis and write on
them. They bind a book of these leaves together
by a cord on which they are arranged, the cord
going through all the leaves by a hole in the
middle of each.
0 Edited with Notes and Indices by Edward C.
Sachau, Munshiram Manoharlal Publishers Pvt.
Ltd, New Delhi, 1992, vol. 1, p.1710
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At the time of Alberuni 00 973-1043 A.D.OO the
Borassus palm,in all probability, did not exist in
India for writing books.He says the leaves
measured one yard in length,and three fingers in
breadth: 00 00O
In Alberuni's use of the term rrﬂ‘l for the leaves,
there appears to be some misunderstanding. But a
greater difficulty is his remark about the edible
fruits, as Alberuni is generally a careful observer
and reporter. Personally he can have had no
acquaintance with the tree, as neither the
Corypha nor the Borassus grows in the localities
where he lived : he can only have reported what
he was told. But as the Borassus palm is out of
the question, he must either have made a slip, or
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the text of his work is handed down incorrectly.
As immediately before he had mentioned a point
of resemblance to the date and cocoanut palms, he
probably now wanted to point out a point of
differencethat the Corypha palm bore no edible
fruits; he probably meant to say "a tree, slender
like the date and cocoanut palms, but bearing no
edible fruits." 0 p.1250
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Professor Hara Prasad Shastri has drawn my
attention to a passage in the Lalita Vistra

0 Bibliotheca Indica Ed., p.526, 1.12(0, in which the

fruit of the Borassus flabellifer is supposed to be
referred to. As the Lalita Vistra certainly
existed as early as the 3rd century A.D.O having
been translated into Chinese in 308 A.D.00 ,we
should thus have a testimony to a very early
existence of the Borassus palm in India. The
passage runs as follows: tad-yath ="api nama Tala-
phalasya pakvasya samanantaravrntacyutasya
bandhan-a< raqu pita-nirbltaso bhavatiCO00, evameva
Bhaguvato Gautamasyall000paric uddhaf mukha-
maﬂgalam, etc.i.e."just as the exocarp of the ripe

fruit of the Tala palm, when it drops from its
stalk, is of a brilliant yellow, even so is the face of
the Blessed Gautama perfectly pure."
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This seems to me to speak for itselfand shows the
necessity of caution in dealing with botanical
terms occurring in old Indian literature.
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Though the place itself has not been found Xuan
Zang's reports has the ring of truth. Buddhist
monasteries were centres of book production and
nearby plantations would have ensured an
adequate supply of writing material, just as in
ancient Egypt papyrus plantations were
maintained around Alexandria and other places
where papyrus was manufactured.(0 19790 O
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