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The identification of traditional Sri Lankan painting techniques  
 
The identification of traditional Sri Lankan painting techniques that produced a vast number of 
paintings with diverse characteristics over centuries provide valuable information on the 
structure and composition of mural paintings. This information is used to identify behavior of 
paintings, agents of decay that can act on them, decay mechanisms, possible defects and 
performance of paintings. These details are vital for their conservation. The method adopted in 
this study to identify painting techniques was to analyze the structure and composition of 
mural paintings in thirty randomly selected sites, covering all periods excluding the pre-
historic period, together with their respective painting schools, pictorial composition and 
artistic features. The information obtained from the traditional technical (silpa) texts was also 
taken into account. Materials were identified using micro-chemical tests, thin-layer 
chromatography, infra-red spectroscopy and nuclear magnetic resonance spectroscopy. The 
structures of paintings and textures of materials were examined with an optical microscope, a 
stereo microscope and a scanning electron microscope.  
 
Three major painting techniques were identified from the information obtained from the 
chemical and physical analyses. They were (1) the Classical Technique that produced paintings 
with a lime based ground and mineral pigments, (2) the Kandyan Technique that produced 
them of a clay ground, lime sensitive organic pigments and inorganic pigments and (3) the 
Southern Technique with mixed characteristics. Limonia acidissima gum was identified in the 
composition of a number of paintings. Seven major painting techniques were identified 
combining technical information with artistic features and historic records. They were (1) the 
Pre-Historic, (2) Indigenous, (3) the Early Classical, (4) Sigiriya (5) the Late Classical, (6) the 
Post Classical, (7) the Classical Kandyan and (8) the Southern techniques. Sri Lankan 
techniques, when compared with those from abroad, have corresponding features of the 
Tempera Technique except at Sigiriya, where the technique is a variant of Fresco or the fresco 
action taking place on tempera paintings. Analysis of painting techniques provides information 
on a continuous evolutionary pattern.   
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The investigation of behavior patterns in traditional Sri Lankan mural paintings  
 
The behavior of a painting is its response to the actions of environment and the changes 
imposed in it by these actions. Understanding the behavior pattern of a painting provides vital 
information for the conservator. Behavior depends on the structure and composition of the 
painting, environmental parameters and the type and intensity of the agents of decay. Different 
behavior patterns can exist in relation to different painting techniques and microclimates. 
Thirty sites were selected for the investigation. These were randomly selected to include at least 
two from each of the following categories namely, technique, climatic zone and architectural 
form. The structure and composition of the paintings, their behavior and existing defects were 
analyzed. The methods used for the identification of the composition were micro-chemical 
tests, chromatography and spectroscopy. Optical and electron microscopy were used to analyze 
the structure and defects present. Behavior was determined according to the estimated amount 
of moisture absorption, rate of moisture evaporation and thermal movement. Prime attention 
was given for the identification of the mechanisms of decay. The patterns of behavior were 
identified analyzing the similarities and differences in structure, composition, behavior and 
defects inherent among different categories of samples.  



 
The main behavior patterns identified occurred in paintings consisting of a lime based ground 
with mineral pigments in a dry climate, lime based ground with inorganic pigments in a wet 
climate, clay ground with organic pigments in a wet climate and clay ground with inorganic 
pigments in a wet climate. It was found that the type of ground and the nature of the paint had 
a distinct impact on the behavior. Architectural form of the building had a negligible impact 
but the type and nature of the walls had a definite effect. Each behavior pattern is associated 
with the peculiarities of defect and deterioration. Two distinct forms of behavior were also 
identified. These are stable behavior, where the painting tolerates the effects of the environment 
and be in equilibrium with them and the destructive form of behavior, where the painting 
cannot tolerate the environmental effects due to presence of defects in its structure.  
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A web-based user guide for SMM SLS 573  
 
The need for a Standard Method for Measurement (SMM) for building works has been 
identified for a considerable period. As a result many different SMMs have been developed 
around the world. The SMM provides a uniform basis for measurement, which allows proper 
itemization of work to be carried out. The estimator is therefore able to identify costs in a 
scientific and methodical manner so that pricing becomes less complex. SLS 573 of 1982 was the 
first SMM developed for the Sri Lankan construction industry. This was subsequently revised 
in 1999. But it is viewed that the SMM (Revised 1999) is not highly popular because of several 
issues within it. This research was aimed at identifying such issues and compiling a “Web-
Based User Guide” (WBUG) as a solution to these problems and thereby to make it 
standardized. The objective of WBUG is to provide a platform to react to the changes in the 
environment and cater for the needs of the construction industry.  
 
A questionnaire was used to obtain information and it was used to conduct semi-structured 
interviews with professionals from 10 consultancy organizations. This revealed that many 
people are reluctant to use the SLS573 because of the ambiguities and non-conformity to local 
practices. The problems found have been grouped under three headings. They are namely 
Measurement rules, which do no match to local needs, areas where further clarification is 
required, and omissions where no measurement rules have been given.  
 
As a solution to these problems found, a Web-based user guide was developed. With the use of 
this new concept it is envisaged that there will be considerable improvement to the industry 
practice and thus process of standardization will be a success. Following are some of the 
facilitates unique to a Web-Based User Guide; it will combine modern information technology 
and construction industry resulting standardized environment for SLS573, able to browse 
through the user guide along with the SMM and more knowledge and broad understanding 
can be achieved, user guide and the SMM are available in soft copy format, can obtain timely 
information and also all other benefits provided by the web site, users are able to forward their 
queries and comments regarding the SMM, frequent updates can be effectively communicated, 
wide variety of professional can be addressed through the process, site can be accessed 
regardless of time, location and other barriers, which in other circumstances would have 
existed.  

 
 
 
 


