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The Academy of Sanskrit Research, in 
Melkote, Karnataka, has collected and 
preserved thousands of ancient palm leaf 
manuscripts, and is digitizing them in a hope 
to save the wealth of knowledge for future 
generations.
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The Academy of 
Sanskrit Research 

Turning a few old leaves
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Ancient Indian literature is a vast collection of 
religious scriptures, epics, legends with study on a wide 
range of topics including the sciences, medicine and 
history. In the past these works were memorized and 
orally passed on to the next generation. Over time, they 
slowly found their way to palm leaf manuscripts and 
were meticulously documented.  

The Academy 
Set in a beautiful campus in the religious town 

of Melkote, the Academy of Sanskrit Research is an 
autonomous body established at the instance of the 
Government of Karnataka in 1976. Apart form actively 
seeking, collecting, maintaining and analyzing the 

ancient palm leaf manuscripts, the academy has been 
striving hard to bring Sanskrit to the mainstream of the 
modern world. The institute aims at promoting serious 
scholars in Indian philosophy, and seeks to combine 
methods of modern research with the traditional 
approach to these subjects.

Melkote 
The town of Melkote was a natural choice 

keeping in view the historic connection and the rich 
heritage that the town has with respect to learning.  
During the 12th century, religious persecution by the 
intolerant Chola kings caused the saint philosopher, 
scholar and social reformer Sri Ramanujacharya to 
flee Srirangam and take shelter in Melkote - a quaint 
little town in the Mandya district of Karnataka. The 
saint resided here for 12 years and propounded the  
Vishishtadvaita school of philosophy during his exile, 
thus the town went on to become a prominent religious 
centre for the Srivaishnava sect of Brahmins and 
eventually a home to great learning facility for Sanskrit. 

Palm leaf manuscripts
A library consisting of manuscripts that are 

more than 400 years old would perhaps conjure 
images of rather dusty stacks of books.  The room 
housing the manuscripts however is rather clean and 
consists of metallic shelves with wooden manuscripts 
systematically stacked right up to the ceiling. The air 

The Yoganarasimha temple is situated on a hillock and overlooks the town

The Akka Thangi Kola are two step ponds situated beside each other
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need to be processed and prepared to make it ready 
for scribing.

Cut from trees before they dry and become 
brittle, the palm leaves are further cut into a specific 
size and boiled in water to make them soft. Once soft, 
the leaves are dried in shade or mild sunshine and then 
pressed, polished and trimmed to size. Then, holes are 
pierced on both sides to pass a cord that would hold 
leaves together. Two wooden planks are finally placed 
at the beginning and end to protect the leaves. When 
the leaves were ready, the scribes could then finally 
write on them. One could write by making an incision 
with a pointed metal stylus and is a skilled activity 

consists of a strong citrus aroma emanating from the 
citronella and lemon grass oil which is used to brush 
the palm leaves and preserve them. 

The academy has a repository of over 6000 
manuscripts and 10,000 palm leaf manuscripts classified 
under various sections. Together, these manuscripts 
present to the world valuable information that is a 
culmination of thousands of years of study related to 
culture, history, medicine, construction, agriculture, 
Ayurveda, astrology to name only a few. 

The Mysore Royal family has presented 
thousands of palm-leaf manuscripts in their possession 
to the Academy. People living around Melkote have 
also presented manuscripts they owned to this academy 
for scholars to study and to preserve. The academy has 
also been active in seeking more manuscripts from 
individuals as well as institutes to add to this collection 
as well as archiving it for the future generations. The 
scholars at the academy work together as a team to 
classify, understand, analyse as well as translate these 
manuscripts.

As the name would suggest, these manuscripts 
are made out of palm leaves and are found in a linear 
- horizontal format due to the natural size of the leaves. 
The literary work aside, a lot of work is involved in 
the making of a palm leaf manuscript. The palm leaves 

Palm leaf manuscripts stacked upto the ceiling

Palm leaf manuscripts lined up on a shelf
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At times, the scribes have accompanied their texts with illustrations
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Some manuscripts have different shapes. Seen above, a manuscript shaped like a parrot
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which requires patience, practice and training. In the 
past, there were people who specialized in the skill 
of palm leaf manuscript writing and practiced it as a 
profession and were known as lipikaras. 

The lifespan of a palm leaf manuscript is 
roughly about 300 years. Whenever a palm leaf started 
to decay, all the contents were copied onto fresh new 
leaves and thus the literary work would pass from one 
generation to another. The present manuscripts are only 
copies of earlier ones which in all probability might 
have been copies themselves. In this day and age, when 
scribes do not exist it becomes imperative to preserve 
these documents of the past. 

Palm leaves manuscripts are organic and are 
easily vulnerable to different kinds of deterioration 
and damage. Apart from physical causes, they need to 
be protected from the climatic factors like humidity, 
temperature and light. Additionally, they need to need 
to be protected from insects as well as handling. To 
preserve these valuable manuscripts various methods are 
used. Citronella oil is a natural insect repellent, camphor 
oil and lemon grass oil is applied to the leaves to keep 
them flexible. Snake skins are kept in the shelves to 
protect the manuscripts from white ants, termites and 
silverfish. Modern technology is now being used at the 
academy to preserve these manuscripts for the future. 

Possibly the smallest text that is seen on the manuscripts
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manuscripts the academy aims to publish useful works 
as well as their translations in English and other Indian 
languages. 

Temples and Step Ponds
The serene town of Melkote is situated 51 

kms away from Mysore and 133 kms distance from 
Bangalore. Also known as the Badrinath of the South, 
the temples here attract many pilgrims through out the 
year. The famous shrine of the Yoganarasimha temple 
overlooks the town from a hillock. A flight of around 
400 steps would take one to the base of the temple 
from where one is treated with scenic views of the 
countryside. It is said that the idol here was installed 
by Prahalada, the saint from Hindy mythology. 

There is the Cheluvanarayana temple, which 
was in ruins when Sri Ramanujacharya had come to 
Melkote. Legend has it that in a dream the deity of 
the temple had requested the saint to recover the idols 
of the temple and renovate it. With help from the 
reigning Hoysala king, Ramanujacharya carried out the 
instructions. The Vijayanagar period saw more additions 
to the temple in the form of long pillared corridors 
and mantapas inside. During the 13 day long festival 
of the Vairamudi Brahmotsava in the month of April, 
the idol of Cheluvanarayana is taken through the town 
wearing a glittering diamond studded crown known as 
Vairamudi and hence the festival gets its name. 

Apart from the temples, the town is dotted 
with a few step ponds (known as Kalyani). Usually 
situated close to a temple, these step ponds are nearly 
800 years old. The beautiful as well as effective water 
retaining structures add to the charm of the religious 
town. The more popular ones are at the Akka Thangi 
Kola and the Melkote Kalyani. The Akka Thangi Kola 
are two step ponds, one big and one small beside 
one another and have been named as if to indicate 
two sisters. The Melkote Kalyani, at the foot of the 
Yoganarasimha Temple, is much bigger consisting 
of many mandapas, and pillared corridors. It is said 
that while Ramanujacharya was resting on the steps 
he heard of the news that the Chola king’s reign had 
ended and thus the pond was named Kalyani which 
means blessed or beautiful.

Bridging the past and the future 
Steeped in religion and culture, the town of 

Melkote and its inhabitants appear to be untouched 
by time. Streets filled with pony-tailed men wearing 
a vertical red line on their foreheads, speaking fluent 
Sanskrit  effortlessly takes one back in time. It is thus 
not surprising that Melkote today, provides us with a 
bridge between the past and the future.

Scanners are now used to convert the manuscripts in 
to e-books and the library into an e-library.

Academy Activities
The primary focus area of the academy is 

research in the field of Vishishtadvaita philosophy and 
comparative study with other systems of thought. The 
academy also engages in conducting scientific research 
on engineering knowledge stated in the ancient texts. 
The academy further conducts IT related Sanskrit 
research by developing software tools for Natural 
Language Processing in Indian languages.  In addition 
to collection, preservation and digitization of ancient 
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