
 

 



Y%S ,xldfõ mqrdffcjúúO;aj m¾fhaIKhkays mqfrda.dñhd 
wdpd¾h fmda,a tâj¾â mSßia oerKsh., 

 
le¿ï k,skao ukfïkaø-wdrÉÑ  
mqrdúoHd mYapd;a Wmdê wdh;kh" le,Ksh úYajúoHd,h"  
jkÔù Wreu Ndrh  

 

idrdxYh: miq.sh ishji ;=< Y%S ,xldfõ ìysjQ fY%aIAG;u úoaj;d f,i wdpd¾h fmda,a tâj¾â 

mSßia oerKsh., i`oyka l< yelsh' jir 1900 Wm; ,enQ t;=ud fl!;=ld.dr wOHlaI f,i 

1963 f;lau furg m%d.a ft;sydisl mqrdúoHdjg;a" i;a;ajúoHd lafIa;%hg;a úYd, fiajhla 

l< w.%.kH mqoa.,fhls' t;=ud ;u Ôú; ld,h ;=< Ydia;%Sh ,sms yd .%ka: ydrishhla muK 

m< l< w;r tajd cd;Hka;r m%cdjf.a mßYS,khg;a" wdl¾IKhg;a Ndckh úh' udkj 

úoHdj" fN!;sl udkj úoHdj" mqrdúoHdj" mdIdKsN+; úoHdj" u;aiH úoHdj" Wr. úoHdj 

we;=¿ ;j;a iajdNdjúoHd úIh lafIa;% .Kkdjlu m%ùKfhla jQ t;=ud cd;sl 

fl!;=ld.drfha m%:u Y%S ,dxlsl wOHlaIjrhdo úh' t;=ud zn,xf.dv udkjhdZ fyj;a Y%S 

,xldfõ m%d.a ft;sydisl udkjhd mss<sn`o l< wkdjrKh" furg m%d.a b;sydi wOHhkays kj 

mßÉfþohla wdrïN lsÍug iu;a úh' cqrdisl" ufhdaiSk yd ma,hsiafgdiSk f*dis, ms<sn`oj 

Tyq úiska isÿ l< mdIdKsN+; m¾fhaIK fya;=fjka .a,eishr yd wka;¾ .a,eishr 

ld,mßÉfþo ;=< Y%S ,xldj yd wdishdfõ wfkl=;a l,dmhkays i;=kaf.a jHdma;Ska ms<sn`oj 

kj u; ìysùug odhl úh' wdpd¾h mS'B'mS' oerKsh., Y%S ,xldfõ m%d.a ft;sydisl hq.h 

ms<sn`oj;a" mdIdKsN+; úoHdj ms<sn`oj;a l< m¾fhaIK u; mokïj t;=ud úiska fuu 

lafIa;%hg oelajQ odhl;ajh ms<sn`oj fï Ydia;%Sh ,smsh u`.ska wjOdrKh flf¾' wm 

j¾;udkfha idlÉPd lrkq ,nk mqrdffcjúúO;aj m¾fhaIKhkays mqfrda.dñhd Tyq jk 

w;r j¾;udkfha tu iajdNdúl odhdoh wdrlaId lr .kq jia t;=ud úiska wkdjrKh lr.;a 

o;a; fndfyda fia odhl jkq we;'  
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This is a brief account of the most successful Sri Lankan scientist in the previous century who 

could be considered as the father of the studies of Palaeobiodiversity in this country although 

the discipline was not known by that name in his time. 

Dr. Paulus Edward Pieris Deraniyagala, better known as Dr. P. E. P. Deraniyagala,was a 

leading personality of Sri Lanka who excelled in many fields of endeavor. Born on 8
th

 May 

1900, he was the eldest son of Sir Paul E. Pieris Deraniyagala Samarasinghe Siriwardhana, 



the eminent Sri Lankan historian. Hilda Obeyesekere, a patron in her own right of the arts and 

of education in Sri Lanka, was his mother. 

                            

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Paulus Edward Pieris Deraniyagala 

 

Dr. Deraniyagala in the field 

Mesolithic man (Balangoda Man) by Deraniyagala in wood 

of the Ruk-Attana (Alstonia scholaris), at British Museum of 

Natural History, approximately 27 cm in height. 

 

An extinct elephant, by Deraniyagala in wood of the Ruk-Attana, at Ekneligoda Walauwa. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Deraniyagala occupies a unique place in the annals of Sri Lankan scholarship. In addition to 

being, inarguably, the foremost prehistorian of his country at the time (In fact, it is doubtful 

whether any Sri Lankan prehistorian has surpassed him since), he excelled as a marine-

biologist, zoologist, palaeontologist, archaeologist, historian, anthropologist and was a painter 

of international repute. He is said to have been the first boxer that Sri Lanka has produced. As 

a pupil of Seizo Usui, a member of the imperial bodyguard of the Emperor of Japan, 

Deraniyagala inaugurated the Amateur Judo Association of Sri Lanka of which he was the 

president for several decades.  He was a throw-back to the versatile scholarship of the 19
th

 

century, prime examples of which like Hugh Nevill, Emerson-Tennent, etc. did not confine 

themselves to a narrow scope but were recognized as experts in almost all subjects even 

distantly related to their chosen fields or professions. Deraniyagala’s achievements as an “all-

rounder” are even more outstanding when one considers that, unlike in the 19
th

 century, by 

the time he started working, science had advanced to the modern narrow specializations 

making it almost impossible for a single scholar to excel in different disciplines even in the 

same broad field of study.  

An extinct hippopotamus, Hippoleakius gorgops by Deraniyagala in wood of the Ruk-Attana, at 

Ekneligoda Walauwa based on fossil remains discovered in 1947 by Deraniyagala during his African 

expedition. 

 

A game cock by Deraniyagala in wood of the Ruk-Attana,at 

Ekneligoda Walauwa. 

 



Deraniyagala had his early education at St. Thomas’ College, Colombo and thereafter, 

graduated from Trinity College, Cambridge with honours in Natural Sciences Tripos in 1922. 

He pursued his postgraduate studies at Harvard University, U.S.A. where he obtained a 

Masters degree and specialized in marine biology at the United States Fish and Wildlife 

Station at Wood Hole. 

He received his first appointment in Sri Lanka on 26
th

 June 1925 as the Second Assistant 

Marine Biologist. Deraniyagala was appointed the Director of the Colombo Museum on 14
th

 

March, 1939. He also acted as the Director of Fisheries, Ceylon until 17
th

 January 1941 in 

addition to his own duties at the Museum in an early demonstration of his versatility and 

capacity. With the re-organization of the museums under the Department of National 

Museums Dr. Deraniyagala became its first Director, a post which he held until his retirement 

in 1963. 

Deraniyagala also was a Visiting Professor of Anthropology at the Vidyodaya (now Sri 

Jayawardenapura) University from 1959 and also served as the Dean of the Faculty. He was 

elected as the Vice-President of the Indian Museums Association in 1944 and also served on 

the Editorial Advisory Board of the Journal, Museum published by UNESCO, Paris. 

Deraniyagala was the elected President of the Ceylon Association for the Advancement of 

Science (now SLAAS) for the year 1950 and President of the Royal Asiatic Society, Ceylon 

Branch in 1952.  It is a testimony to the esteem he was held in by the authorities that 

Deraniyagala was asked to act several times for the Archaeological Commissioner in addition 

to his own duties. 

Although, Deraniyagala was among the foremost Asian scholars in several related fields, his 

chief contribution to scientific knowledge has been his studies and publications on the living 

and extinct fauna and Prehistory of Sri Lanka. His researches were extensive and have 

contributed immensely to the furtherance of the knowledge on fauna not only of Sri Lanka 

but also of the Indian region – a work continued with distinction by his son Siran whose 

magnum opus, Prehistory of Sri Lanka, is recognized as the “mother book” for South Asian 

prehistory. 

The number of his research papers exceeded 400 and appeared in the National Museums’ 

Research Bulletin, Spolia Zeylanica, the Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society (Ceylon 

Branch) and many foreign journals (see appendix I). His first book, published in 1939, was 

the Tetrapod Reptiles of Ceylon. In 1958 Deraniyagala published a book on Pleistocene life 

in Sri Lanka titled The Pleistocene of Ceylon which is still considered the definitive study of 

the subject. Appendix I contains a comprehensive list of Deraniyagala’s publications.  

Deraniyagala discovered many invertebrate and vertebrate fossils from the Miocene deposits 

and plant and fish fossils from the Jurassic. His discoveries from alluvial deposits of the 

Pleistocene period contain many fossil of mammals and reptiles such as the lion, the 

hippopotamus, the gaur, two species of rhinoceros, elephants etc.  



 

He is best remembered by the Sri Lankan general public for his naming of  the Mesolithic 

man in Sri Lanka as “Balangoda Man”. Deraniyagala stressed the importance of this 

prehistoric human and his geometric microliths in the stone age of Sri Lanka. 

 

 

Deraniyagala’s interest in the fauna has been chiefly on fishes, reptiles and mammals and his 

publications on the Sri Lanka vertebrate fauna under the “Colored Atlas” series and his book 

on the Ceylon Elephant are considered among the best, if not the best, Sri Lanka has 

produced. He was a prolific writer on diverse  subjects, publishing during the period 1929-63, 

a vast number of books and research papers: 54 on ichthyology and fisheries, 79 on 

herpetology, 15 on ornithology, 60 on mammalogy, 74 on palaeontology and geography and 

32 on prehistory. As a productive taxonomist he discovered a large number of new species in 

Sri Lanka, including three snakes, seven lizards and six freshwater fishes. In his period the 

National Museum’s journal, Spolia Zeylanica showed the world the institutional capacity of 

Sri Lankan museums. Information from the immense amount of work undertaken and 

Balangoda Man, a sketch by Deraniyagala. 

 

Balangoda Man hunting a gaur, a sketch by 

Deraniyagala. 

 



completed by this versatile scientist is of vital importance to the task of conserving Sri 

Lanka’s rich heritage in Palaeobiodiversity. 

 

 

 

Demonstrating that science alone was not capable of providing an outlet for the full scope of 

his remarkable intellect, he researched and published several papers of high scholarship on 

many aspects of the ancient culture of Sri Lanka. His papers on the country’s ancient martial 

arts and games are some of the most valued works on the subject. 

The several scientific research papers he presented at international conferences were well 

received. Deraniyagala functioned as the president of the Sri Lanka National Committee of 

the International Council of Museums. Deraniyagala was a member of the University of 

California Scientific Expedition to Africa in 1947, where he described hippopotamus, tortoise 

and human species from the vicinity of Victoria Lake. 

 

Underwater scenery, Miocene era, a 

sketch by Deraniyagala. 

 

A bronze statue of leathery turtle (Dermochelys coriacea) by Deraniyagala. 



 

 

 

Deraniyagala also served as a member of the Fauna and Flora Advisory committee, the 

Zoological Gardens Advisory Committee and the Advisory Committee of the Archaeological 

Department. Being the Director of museums he functioned as Chairman of the Advisory 

Committees of the Colombo, Kandy, Jaffna and Ratnapura National Museums. 

In recognition of his achievements, Deraniyagala was elected a Fellow of the American 

Society of Vertebrate Palaeontologists, a member of the Indian Association of Systematic 

Zoology, Honorary Herpetologist to the Indian Pacific Fisheries Council, Honorary Fellow of 

the Indian Academy of Zoologists, Honorary Advisor to the American Foundation for the 

Study of Man and Honorary Advisor to the Food and Agriculture Organization on the reptiles 

of the Indian Ocean.  

 

 

 

Excavation at Ravana-ella, 24 July 1945, a sketch by Deraniyagala, the type locality of  Homo sapiens  

balangodensis. 

 

The fossils under study by P.E.P. Deraniyagala in the Colombo Museum laboratory (after Spolia 

Zeylanica vol. 25, part 2, 1948). 



The International Prehistoric Congress elected Deraniyagala to the Permanent Council of the 

International Union of Prehistoric and Protohistoric Sciences. He served as a member of the 

UNESCO Committee to Study the Key Zoological Collections of South and Southeast Asia.  

In 1960 he was awarded an Honorary Doctorate of Science by the Vidyodaya University, Sri 

Lanka for outstanding research in various fields. 

In addition to his outstanding academic achievements, he was a painter of repute. Like his 

brother Justin who was of one of Sri Lanka’s best-known artists, Deraniyagala too, received 

his early instructions in drawing under Gate Mudiyar A. C. G. S. Amarasekera. His paintings 

were exhibited at the International Exhibition of Paintings staged in honour of the visit of the 

Duke and Duchess of Edinburgh. He was associated with the Ceylon Society of Arts for a 

considerable period and also served as the Honorary Secretary of the National Committee of 

Plastic Arts of Sri Lanka. 

                                   

 

 

 

Prini Eknaligoda Molamure in 1937. 

 

P. B. Saranelis (1904-2011), Field 

assistant of Deraniyagala. 

 

 

Swamp elephant, Elephas maximus vilaliya, a sketch by Deraniyagala based on his  narrow escape 

at Manampitiya (11
th

 September 1954) (after Some extinct elephants, their relatives and the two 

living species, 1955). 

 

 



A unique facet of Deraniyagala as a painter was the employment of his scientific knowledge 

in his art. His paintings of cock fighting, combat between elephants and, especially, his 

depictions of prehistoric life have combined the artist with the zoologist to great effect. He 

illustrated all his publications himself and his sketches demonstrate the meticulous eye of a 

true scientific illustrator, a rare feat for an artist who painted works of genuine artistic value 

too. As in science, in art too, Deraniyagala amply showed his versatility. A beautiful wood 

carving of the Balangoda Man at the British Museum of Natural History bears testimony to 

his unique, and still unsurpassed, talent, as do the carvings of a fighting cock, an extinct 

elephant and an extinct African hippopotamus displayed at Ekneligoda Walauwa, his wife’s 

ancestral manor. Deraniyagala described a collection of frescos from a cave of the Sigiriya 

rock-fortress which had been named “Deraniyagala Cave” – a fitting tribute to this multi-

faceted “artist-scientist” who excelled in every field he focused his tremendous intellect and 

remarkable skill on. Images (some of which hitherto unpublished) of several paintings 

sketches and carvings by Deraniyagala, related to Palaeobiodiversity, are included in this 

paper.  

In 28
th

 of June, 1934, P. E. P. Deraniyagala married Prini Eknaligoda Molamure, a great 

niece of Maduwanwela Disawa, a union which produced four sons: Arjun, Ranil, Siran and 

Isanth. 

Dr. Deraniyagala passed away on the 1
st
 of December 1973. 
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