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Abstract

Our seating culture acts as one of the factors that helps to establish the Sri Lankan
identity. Cultural, religious, social, political and geographical features entwined with
the life style of the people have made a lasting impression on the seating culture of
Sri Lanka. This is not one that was introduced or extracted from the foreign lands,
but one that was born and stabilized in this country it self.

The first chapter discusses about the day to day life of the people and its relationship
to the life style. Further it touches upon the way how power religion and respect at
different social levels have molded our seating culture. The second chapter focuses
on how, anthropometries and ergonomics have affected the seating culture of Sri
Lanka and the physiologically aspect and the materials used for seats. The seating
systems and postures are adapted in populated areas and the way these changed
according to the rural and urban environmental situations, will be discussed in the

third chapter.

The fourth chapter discusses the positive and negative aspects observed in the case
study areas and the response of people to variations in seating. The most suitable
seating for a country like Sri Lanka with different urban situations and different life
styles are discussed in the conclusion with the necessary actions and perspectives to

make the seating culture of Sri Lanka one of our own again.
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INTRODUCTION

Topic Explanation

The countries and kingdoms of the world have unique identities reflecting
comprise many different aspects of their own culture, religions, and
economic approaches. Such character and identity varies from one
country to another. Among these countries and Kingdoms Sri Lanka is
unique as the ‘Therawadi’ Philosophy has been the primary factor that has
infuenced building up an identity particular to Sri Lanka. While
development has been taking place in the social, economical and

political sectors the natural environment also has changed distinctly.

This great philosophy has been brought to Lanka by Thero ‘Mihindu’ the
son of the great ruler of India King ‘Dharmashoka’ At that period Sri
Lanka was ruled the King ‘Dewanampiyatissa’. When the Thero ‘Mihindu’
and his followers landed in Sri Lanka King ‘Dewanampiyatissa’ and his
retinue hunted at the ‘Mihinthala’ deer park. The Thero spoke to king
‘Devanampiyatissa’, saying that “you are only the guardian of the country
but not the owner”. Further he said that each animal and plant has the
right to live and we should respect it. This has been recorded in the

‘Mahawamsa' the ancient chronicle of Ceylon {(now known as Sri Lanka).

Due to these events, the world's first Nature conservation Park was
established and with ‘Therawadi’ Philosophy the aspect of tolerance
‘Awihinsawawadee' penetrated society. Lord Buddha's ‘Dhamma’ being
followed and fully accepted by the society, as the frue religion they took
care not to harm any living being such as animals or even the branch of a
tree which gave them shade. So people became used to be safisfied by
just looking at the flowers of a tree rather than plucking it for their

enjoyment.

According to a statement by a European, Douglas Burns, Buddhist people

are accustomed to live with the environment in harmony, unlike the
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European in western countries who, competes with nature and always
tries to exploit and to dominate it.

Because of this ‘Therawadi’ Philosophy, good qualities have been
inherited by Sri Lankan society such as respect for elders, and correct
behavior.

The manner and behavior in the company of elders ,the manner of
behavior at the temple, or while meeting up in relaxation with a friend or
taking a meal , showing respect to others are reflected in the manner of
seating and the act of sitting. Since Sri Lanka has an agricultural economy
people are actively involved in paddy cultivation and chena cultivation.
When they were tired, or have to take their meals, they used to sit in order

to rest and be comfortable.

Sri Lankan people, since ancient times have lived with the natural
environment; have worked on their agricultural fields and plots and during
religious ceremonies have spent time at the temple while the ‘Pila’
functioned as the gathering place Gt home. It was the ‘Ambalama’ that
largely served them when they traveled from place to place. Thus as
they were so much a part of the outdoor natural environment that they
developed a tolerant attitude towards the natural environment while

enjoying its ambiance.

As the people get tired through the working for long hours they look
about and experience the natural environment and are uplifted both
mentally and physically in the way nature and the life style of the people
have become bonded to each other. Their behavioral patterns also
change according to each place’s activity. Seating behavior in a sacred
area is thus different from seating behavior at home. Actually it has been
used as a tool for respecting different groups and categories in society
such as elders and clergy therefore and in an expressed seating culture.
At present, this seating culture has been used within the landscape but

many difficulties have arisen.
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Identification of the issues

Though Sri Lanka is a small island, it consists of a natural scenic beauty
which is different from one place to another, since it has variation in
geographical terrain. Therefore visiting of such places is popular among
school children, parents, youths and lovers. But they do not have proper
seating spaces for enjoying the scenic beauty of the landscape and even
to have meals. This causes some difficulty.

Sri Lankan people have a close relationship between kith and kin. So they
like to visit such places as a group. Such groups look for and require an
easy and proper place to sit, to rest and enjoy the landscape while also
sharing their friendship in a close and enjoyable manner. How ever, what
they find are seats constructed upon the land space which can
accommodate only two or three people. These may sometimes found to
be broken, or may be dirty. Another major factor is that the ‘naturainess’
of the landscape is impaired, and the given landscape may not have

pe

enough space for such seafs.

Most people wish to experience the landscape and to feel that they are
part and parcel of it. They may sit on a rock or on the ground. Some are
fond of sitting alone and some like to be freely chatting with a group.
Where there are children they will be running up here and there. In the
mean time lovers are always wiling to view the surrounding landscape,
while whispering to each other. All in all, many people need to easily
change their positions while seated and to be comfortable in this way.

Another point is seating materials like concrete may cause an injury or
accident when broken , and also nobody can make use of it when it
heats due to strong rays of the sun by day. Though timber is used as a
seating material in some places, this may be viewed as a crime against
nature, because 1t is also easily susceptible to degrading due to poor
maintenance and environmental factors. Any how, all these causes cause
visitors to use an opftion such as a rock or the ground. Instead of using

constructed outdoors seating, due to their love for the natural scenic
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beauty. Therefore, at present the use of constructed outdoors seats are
declining, as they only serve to belittle the natural scenic beauty and

freedom of the landscape.

Intention of the Study

In a country such as Sri Lanka, the rural lifestyle has been enriched by the
climate, cuiture and the religion. Therefore, their behavioral pattern is also
varied. Due to their varied form of sitting, a ‘seating culture’ has come in
to being. This has a close relationship with nature due to existence over
many centuries. Healthiness of seating culture in the past has been
recorded in detail according to the medical sciences respect of the
digestive system, the circulation and the breathing system as well.

The ancient seating culture has been practiced for many centuries.
Unfortunately this culture of the past has not been practiced for over a
century. For all of us indigenous people who have sat under the shade of
a tree and experienced the up lift of the natural landscape, the trained
use of a chair is seen as a curtailment of freedom. Sitting at a height
unsteady above bare floors can be said to be disrespectful to the very
surface of our land, Sri Lanka.

An dlien culture has been forced upon us by the invaders of past Sri
Lanka and which has no meaning to the indigenous culture. The chair is
more suitable for a cold temperate country, Seating on the bare floor
would be a matter of pride for us and in this sense it will make us to be
close to the nature. Therefore we should once again remember with pride

and use our former seating culture.

Scope and Limitation

When Studying about the Sri Lankan seating culture if can be considered
as one that evolved according to the cultural, religious, Agricultural and
the day to day life style as well as the climatic conditions. During ancient

times Sri Lankans spent more time outdoors than inside the house,



because most of their activities revolved around outdoor spaces. This was
the base for the outdoor ‘seating culture'.  This study focuses on this

outdoor ‘seating culture’.

Rock cut seat especially of granite used by the royals are the only remains
that are to be found as evidence of our ‘seating culture’. The cause for
having no evidence of the seating used by the ordinary folk may be that
they were made of wood , mud or any other easily degradable material
as suggested by the ancient database such as rock carvings , mud plaster
building platforms must also & still also user on seats. The case study will
focus on the seating used in urban areas in the present, and several

places in Sri Lanka.
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1.0 CHAPTER ONE - Seating and Seating Postures in Sri Lankan History.

1.1 Cultural habit in the Sri Lankan context

Although there were locals who lived in Sri Lanka even before the arrival
of the ‘Aryans’ , the civilization began to form systematically only after
Vijaya' and his troops settled in this land and thereafter on various
occasions as several groups of Aryans migrated to Sri Lanka . They settled
along the river banks at different places. This resulted in the beginning of
the first communities of Sri Lanka. Gradually these communities began
growing towards the interive of the couniry. Due to this people of these
communities accumulating the knowledge of various crafts, each
community grew with this knowledge and often specialized in a specific
craft, which they knew. Initially agriculture and pottery industries were the
mainly done. As these civilizations developed rulers were appointed and
later on the people were ruled at village level as well as provincially.

“a o

Figure 1.1
The village 'Veddah'

Early Peoples Life Style
(‘Eda Heladiwa')

e
Figure 1.2 *— .
Fishing
Early People's Hunting System /
(*Eda Heladiwa’)

Figure 1.3

The village Life
torly Village People’s -
mey had an Agricultural Life.

Fda Heladiwa')



As times went on, a religious group led by ‘Mihindu Thero' the son of
Dharmasoka(Asoka) the emperor of India , was sent by the emperor
himself to the country . Later on king Asoka’s daughter , ‘Sangamittha
Theraniya’ cam to Sri Lanka bringing a branch of the ‘Sri Maha Bodhiya'’
under which Lord Buddha had been sheltered as he gained enlighten .
Along with her came a group of people who belonged to several grades
of crafts. These people where given various duties and services which

resulted in the caste system of Sri Lanka.

The society was categorized according to caste and power status, where
each category’s participation was taken into account, even in the ruling
system. The people were honored according to their accepted social
status. The ruling party, including the king was chosen from the castes
considered as high and also the well-educated people and philosophers
who were given a higher status in society. Other than for these, the most
honored category was and is the Buddhist monks. All the citizens from the
highest to lowest caste honor them. They al$d show their honor in different
ways, for example; worshipping prostrate, bowing, worshipping sitting on a
lower seat or on the ground honoring the person in front.

Such practices emphasized respect to the elderly, or authority, or the
Clergy & their aim was to maintain order of society and to lift Sri Lankan

culture to greater standards.

1.2 The seating in the Sri Lankan context

Seating varied according to social status, duties and to geological or
climatic conditions. According to ancient sources especially when
observing the sculptures, carvings and paintings of those days the sitting
positions of that time may be identified. in recent times , amongst all
carvings the rock carvings best depict the social status |, structure and
the day-to-day lives of the people of the past . The various body postures
expressed while sitting show the social status of the person or people and

their behavior. The following are some examples.
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