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Abstract

This dissertation centres on the career and music of Sinhalese cultural icon,
Pandith W. D. Amaradeva. More specifically, it investigates the widely held claim that
Amaradeva had an unparalleled impact upon Sri Lankan music and culture. The
investigation involves historical research, primary data collection including interviews,
and musicological and song text analysis. It is hypothesised that one of the reasons for
the persistence of this claim has to do with the socio-historical context in which
Amaradeva emerged as a creative musician. An examination of the development of
Sinhalese nationalism indicates that colonialism created an environment for the
emergence of an Anglicised elite class who became the cultural gatekeepers of the
island but grew increasingly distant from endogenous culture and heritage. While the
Sri Lankan Buddhist revival of the mid-nineteenth century brought about a cultural re-
awakening, endogenous music remained in the shadows. While there was some interest
in researching endogenous music during the early twentieth century, early popular
songs drew mainly from exogenous sources. From 1906 to 1930 popular songs were
derived from North Indian ragas and theatre melodies, and after the 1930s from Indian
film tunes. Pandith Amaradeva was arguably the most influential musician in forging a
new genre of Sinhalese song in the 1940s called sarala gee (“light songs™) that drew on
endogenous folk traditions and was considered an authentic form of expression by
Sinhalese bourgeoisie nationalists. It is argued that Amaradeva was the most historically
significant of musicians who forged sarala gee not only because of his prolificacy, but
because his compositions were more closely attuned to the sentiments of the Buddhist
revival, the subsequent movements that embraced nativist linguistic affiliations, and the
nostalgia for a perceived idyllic pre-colonial past. It will also be argued that through a

cosmopolitan approach to composition that included a carefully proportioned
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combination of South Asian and Western musical elements, Amaradeva found favour
with the influential nationalists and simultaneously touched the lives of the broader

Sinhalese population.
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Foreword

A note on orthography

Several orthographic rules have been followed when transliterating non-English
words in this thesis. Diacritics have been used for both Sinhalese, Sanskrit and Pali
words, as well as Hindustani classical music terms (including names of ragas). A chart
outlining the use of Sinhalese-English diacritics can be found in Appendix G. Diacritics
have not been used for names, places and words commonly transliterated into English
(such as raga in Hindi and gee in Sinhalese). In the two examples just given, raga is a
well-known term and is therefore unitalicised, while gee is a lesser-known term and is
therefore italicised. Both versions of terms in the glossary are given where necessary.

Pluralisation in Sinhalese words has been written as it is in English, in order to
conform to academic precedents. For instance, the traditional descriptive song and
dance form vannam is a plural word in Sinhala but is used as a singular word in English
while the plural is written as vannams. The word gee (“songs”) is one of the exceptions,
as it is never written plurally as gees in English.

Since Sinhalese vowels are not transliterated according to strict orthographic
rules in common spelling, Sinhalese names have been spelled according to each
individual person’s own spelling of their name, or the most common spelling of that
name where an English transliteration was not available. Names in elements of Hindu
mythology that have been incorporated into Sinhalese culture have been spelled
according to the common orthographic rules for spelling Sinhalese names. These rules
mostly affect the dental “d” and “t” consonants. The former is written as “d” in Hindi
and Sinhalese transliterations, while the “t” is written as a “th” only in Sinhalese
transliterations. Names of Sinhalese artistic works such as songs and films have been

written in diacritics. If the diacritical transliteration differs significantly from the
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common spelling (for instance, Ratnadipa Janma Bhiimi commonly written as
Rathnadeepa Janma Bhoomi), the common spelling has been given parenthetically with
other information such as the date of release. Diacritics have been omitted in Hindi,
Tamil and Bengali songs, films and album names.

All translations of poetry and song lyrics in the body of the dissertation and in
Appendix F are by the author. A two-line format has been used for these short
translations (as well as Translation 1 in Appendix E), where an English transliteration of
the Sinhala text appears with an idiomatic English translation underneath. All
translations in Appendix E were written collaboratively by the author and Piyasoma
Medis (former media director and cultural expert) unless otherwise specified.
Translations 2—30 are presented in a 3-line format where the first line is an English
transliteration of the original Sinhala lyrics, the second is a literal translation lined up
with the Sinhalese words above, and the last line is an idiomatic translation. Names and
places are written using common spelling in the first and third lines, while diacritics are

used in the second line of the literal translation to denote the pronunciation.
A note on the Style Guide

The layout and referencing system chosen for this thesis is the American
Psychology Association (APA) 6™ edition style. Formatting exceptions were made to
achieve consistency with the non-English words in tables, figures, examples and
reference list items. It should be noted that all television programs cited have been
accessed from YouTube posts. The APA style has a distinctive method for citing online
multimedia. In the case of YouTube content, the person who utters a cited quote is not
referenced as the author. Instead, they are mentioned in the lead-up to the quote, and the
YouTube screenname is cited as the author where the author’s actual name is not

available. A similar method is used for interviews published in the interviewer’s name.



It should also be noted that the APA guidelines stipulate that the screen name should be
written exactly as it appears online, including the same capitalisation or lack thereof.

This rule has been followed except where all caps was used, for accessibility reasons.



To my father Aruna Jayasuriya,
who created and nurtured

my love of Sri Lankan music
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Chapter 1: Introduction

On the 5™ of November 2016, a state funeral was held in Colombo, the capital of
Sri Lanka, for a nationally venerated figure. The day before, a large procession of
celebrities, government personnel and admirers from the general public dressed in the
white garb of mourning followed a small casket driven from a funeral parlour in Borella
to Independence Square in Cinnamon Gardens. The public were invited to pay their
respects and many returned the following day to attend the funeral from outside the
Square, while invitees gathered within. Invitees included family, close friends,
celebrities in the arts field, religious figures, government officials and selected members
of the army, navy and air force. This was only the sixth funeral held at the august
location since Sri Lanka’s Independence from British Colonial rule in 1948. The first
four funerals were held for renowned politicians and the fifth for an eminent Buddhist
monk. This, the sixth funeral, was held for an individual whose stature was
characterised by many epithets amongst the majority Sinhalese ethnic group, including:

9% ¢

jatiyé vastuva (“treasure of our people”), “icon of Sri Lanka,” “soul of the nation,”
“voice of the nation” and, most notably, Hele Maha Gandharvayanan (“Great Maestro
of the Sinhalese™)." As these epithets imply, this funeral was not for a political or
religious leader but for an artist, a musician who lived a singularly influential and
productive life. His name is Wannakuwatta Waduge Don Amaradeva, better known as
Pandith Amaradeva.

President Maithripala Sirisena expressed his condolences upon hearing of

Amaradeva’s death and congratulated him for uncovering Sri Lanka’s “indigenous

! While Kumara (2015) translated the Sinhala word “Gandharvayanan” as “Maestro,” The Hindi
word, “Gandharva,” from which It was derived refers to skilled singers of Indian classical music
or divine beings in Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism.



character” and enriching its local music in an unprecedented manner. Similar sentiments
about Amaradeva’s iconic status were pronounced previously in books (Edwin
Ariyadasa in Abesundara, Palihapitiya, & Hettiarachchi, 2003, p. 182; Ranatunga,
2013b, p. 45), in newspaper articles (David, 2007; Mandawala, 2002), and in a conferral
speech for the honorary award of Doctor of Letters (Dharmadasa, 1998). The
widespread television coverage after Amaradeva’s death also began with reverential
iterations of his contribution and standing within the nation.

Pandith Amaradeva was the last and arguably the most influential of three
particular musicians, the other two being Ananda Samarakoon and Sunil Santha, who
forged a new genre of Sinhalese popular song in the 1940s called sarala gee (“light
songs”).2 Sarala gee originated in the years leading up to Sri Lanka’s Independence
from British colonial rule. It drew on both endogenous folk traditions as well as
exogenous influences and was considered to be an authentic form of expression by
Sinhalese bourgeoisie nationalists. Amaradeva was the most historically significant of
the three primary musicians who forged sarala gee not only because of his prolificacy,
but because his compositions were more attuned to the sentiments of the Buddhist
revival, the subsequent movements that embraced nativist linguistic affiliations, the

recovery of a perceived idyllic precolonial past and ultimately a pervasive atavistic

2 1t is difficult to distinguish between the interchangeable terms “Sinhala” and “Sinhalese” and
the broader term “Sri Lankan,” and defining these terms will therefore not be attempted in this
study. This is because all things that are Sinhalese are technically Sri Lankan, but they are not
necessarily relatable to Sri Lankans who are not of the Sinhalese ethnic group. Unravelling
these terms warrants a study of its own, wherein the knowledge of the Sinhalese language in
non-Sinhalese communities is assessed, and the extent to which non-Sinhalese people engage
with cultural phenomena in the Sinhalese language (such as music, novels, television shows
and movies) is determined. For instance, it will become evident throughout this dissertation that
most Sri Lankans know and appreciate Amaradeva’s music, regardless of ethnic group. Yet, the
extent to which they identify this music as being “Sri Lankan” and relevant to their national
identity the way Sinhalese people do could not be determined in this study. Therefore, | have
decided to use the term “Sri Lankan” when discussing broader concepts such as “Sri Lankan
music” and “Sri Lankan history,” but have used the term “Sinhalese” when referring to specific
phenomena such as “Sinhalese popular music” and “Sinhalese nationalism.”
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nationalism. At the same time, Amaradeva’s cosmopolitan approach to composition,
which included a carefully proportioned combination of endogenous, South Asian and
Western musical elements, found favour with influential nationalists and simultaneously

touched the lives of the broader Sri Lankan population.
1.1 Aims and Argument

The aim of this thesis is to investigate the foundations for the heightened
sentiments and esteem attributed to Amaradeva by a country where music was
historically considered the “Cinderella of the arts,” as unworthy of a place in
educational institutions and high culture (Surya Sena, 2008, pp. XIV, 62). In so doing, I
will consider Amaradeva’s sarala gee (“light songs”) contribution within the context of
Sri Lanka’s postcolonial cultural development and, necessarily, in relation to the
evolution of other genres of Sinhala popular music. I will achieve this by conducting
musicological analyses of selected sarala gee from discernible periods of Amaradeva’s
career and contextualising the analytical findings within the historical contingencies that
shaped Sri Lankan culture and the development of other Sinhala popular music genres.
This approach demonstrates the nationalist underpinnings of Amaradeva’s sarala gee at
the same time revealing cosmopolitan and hybrid inclinations towards musical
composition and production.

I argue that one of the reasons for the persistent claims about Amaradeva’s
incomparable role in Sri Lanka’s cultural life over many decades has a lot to do with the
sociohistorical and political context in which he emerged as a creative musician. A
historical account will reveal a series of particular sociocultural conditions that likely
provided the environment for the inception of sarala gee, the genre he was most known
for working in. For instance, Amaradeva is said to have fulfilled a duty to his country

by reviving traditional music and values through his sarala gee (see Herath &



Abesundara, 2012). But why was this revival significant or even necessary? Firstly, an
analysis of the development of Sinhalese nationalism demonstrates that colonialism
created an environment for the emergence of an Anglicised elite class who became the
cultural gatekeepers of the island but who grew increasingly distant from endogenous
culture and heritage. Secondly, the Sri Lankan Buddhist revival of the mid-nineteenth
century brought about a cultural re-awakening that gained in strength into the twentieth
century. Thirdly, interest in endogenous music, in particular village-based music,
remained largely dormant at the beginning of the twentieth century and academic
interest was not reflected in the production of contemporaneous Sinhala music and
popular song from 1906—1930 which drew directly upon North Indian ragas and theatre
melodies and Indian film tunes. The development of sarala gee in the mid-1940s
signalled a reversal of this situation and the genre was patronised by the State following
independence in 1948 in part because it reflected the government’s language and rural
development policies.

While the existing literature on Amaradeva comprises descriptive information
regarding his life and work, it tends to lack critical commentary as well as ethnographic
detail and musicological substance. I aim to fill such gaps and probe the many claims
that centre on his unparalleled impact upon twentieth-century Sri Lankan music and
culture, and by extension his place in the development of Sinhalese nationalism in the
arts. The investigation will involve historical research, primary data collection,
ethnography, interviews, musicological analysis of selected works, and close readings
of song lyrics. While Amaradeva worked in a variety of musical genres in addition to
sarala gee, such as chitrapati gee (“film songs”) and natya gee (“stage drama songs”),
the scope of this study and the necessity for exploring historical data requires a sharp

focus on sarala gee. For sarala gee is a particularly significant genre of Sinhala music



in that it was the first popular genre to be based primarily on original music

compositions and to receive state patronage.
1.2 Literature review

The motivation for the current investigation partly stems from the lack of
musicological, ethnographic and ideological consideration of Amaradeva’s extensive
output of Sinhalese songs, specifically sarala gee. Some examination of sarala gee in a
postcolonial context has been conducted in English academic publications (Donaldson,
2001; Field, 2014a, 2014b, 2015, 2017; Sykes, 2011; Toshio, 2008). However, it has
not been studied as extensively as other Sinhalese genres in particular baila dance music
which was examined in dissertations by Sheeran (1997) and de Mel (2006). I believe
that a close study of Amaradeva’s sarala gee will bridge this gap, drawing closer
attention to the relationship between musical-stylistic features of Sinhalese popular
music and the historical and ideological context in which it has been produced. Though
ethnographic and musicological studies of Amaradeva’s works are few in the literature,
his compositions, popularity, and contribution to Sinhalese culture are alluded to in
many of the above-mentioned publications, as well as in several other journal articles
(Lekamlage & Tharupathi, 2013, pp. 67, 49; A. Pieris, 2010, p. 340; Robinson, 1988,
p. 70; Heraliwala L. Seneviratne & Wickermeratne, 1980, p. 740; Sugunasiri, 1992, p.
67). These publications demonstrate that Amaradeva’s name seldom goes unmentioned
in general discussions of twentieth-century Sri Lankan culture and music and that he is
a significant figure in these spheres. Journal articles that deal specifically with his
sarala gee include a paper by Marasinghe and Richter (1987), mostly containing a few
song translations mislabelled as “folk songs,” and a paper by Field (2015) containing
some lyric and rhythmic analysis of literary devices, poetic metre and musical rhythm

within their sociopolitical context. Amaradeva’s 1967 International Music Symposium



conference paper (see Ranatunga, 2013b, pp. 73-87) provides a brief history of
Sinhalese music followed by some insight into his compositional approaches within a
range of genres.

Musicological discussions of Amaradeva’s compositional output, albeit limited
in scope, have also been published in more popular forms of media. For instance
Dharmadasa (2008) provides a nominal description of the rhythmic and metrical
features of Amaradeva’s sarala gee in an online article published on the BBC Sinhala
website. Newspaper articles, too numerous to mention here, contain general
biographical references to Amaradeva as well as references to his concerts, film music
compositions and his birthday celebrations. The most informative articles containing
biographical details and musical output include (Andradi, 2015), David (2007),
Devapriya (2014), Mandawala (2002) and K. Perera (2016).2 Similar content can be
found in an anthology of English newspaper articles by journalist Ranatunga (2013b) as
well as a transcript of Amaradeva’s aforementioned conference speech. However, web
and print media articles are generally hagiographic, with only two providing critical
accounts of Amaradeva’s music (Abeysekere, 1978; K. Perera, 2016).

Several multi-authored books in Sinhalese (also containing a few English
articles) reference his cultural significance for Sri Lankans and the majority of them
consist of short articles and transcripts of speeches about Amaradeva by various authors
(Abesundara et al., 2003; Amaradeva Foundation, 2011; Herath & Abesundara, 2012).
These books contain several articles that provide overviews of Amaradeva’s
contributions to the specific areas of popular song, film, ballet and theatre. In the most
comprehensive book (Herath & Abesundara, 2012), some authors such as Tissa

Kariyawasam and Henry Jayasena recount their memories of Amaradeva, while others

3 See the reference list for all newspaper articles cited.
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such as Sunil Ariyarathna and Gamini Fonseka pay homage to him through poetic odes.
Other articles in these books reference Amaradeva’s biographical details, his knowledge
and use of traditional music and literature, his musical practices as well as the social,
cultural and religious themes found in his songs in particular romantic love and
Buddhist philosophy. Amaradeva has also written and co-authored two books,
Nadasittam (“Tone Colours”) (1989) and Gee Rasa Muvarada (‘“The Sweet Taste of
Song”) (Amaradeva & Abeysinghe, 2017) which were out of print until recently and
provide important glimpses into his compositional approach and the musical sources
that inspired him.

The most detailed source to date, written in Sinhalese, is a comprehensive
biography which also intends to be a critical study (Kumara, 2015). Nonetheless, this
source also tends towards hagiography and contains the author’s subjective and
sometimes personal dissatisfaction with Sri Lankan politics and current state of Sinhala
music. Further, the Kumara biography was published a year before Amaradeva’s death
and therefore does not contain details of Amaradeva’s funeral or the posthumous
reception of his works which will be considered in this dissertation. Nevertheless,
Kumara’s study provides exhaustive and valuable research on Amaradeva’s life and
career. It also contains an introductory chapter outlining the history of music in Sri
Lanka, as well as the contributions of the two other pioneers of twentieth-century
Sinhala popular music, namely, Ananda Samarakoon and Sunil Santha. And finally, it
provides a list of songs complete with dates, lyricists, composers, singers, and
production source. It was, however, written for a Sinhala audience and therefore lacks
ethnographic details on the aspects of Sri Lankan culture that Amaradeva participated
in, drew upon, and contributed to throughout his life and in his artistic endeavours. It

was written for a Sinhalese audience, and one that has an extensive knowledge of the



formal language.* My present study relies heavily on the biographical details found in
Kumara’s publication. However, it aims to augment this knowledge by providing
ethnographic contexts and musicological descriptions of Amaradeva’s sarala gee that

are grounded in a historiography of Sinhalese society, culture and popular music.
1.3 Methodology

Amaradeva clearly possessed a prodigious talent. However, as I argue above, a
closer understanding of the impact of Amaradeva’s talent and the extent and
significance of his contribution to Sri Lankan culture warrant an examination of the
sociopolitical circumstances in which he emerged as a creative musician. To put it
another way, his singular talent notwithstanding, he was in the right place at the right
time. He also possessed the sensibility, and perhaps the political acumen, to respond in
musically compelling ways to the shifting and evolving Sinhala identity that coursed its
way through the twentieth century. In developing my argument, I draw on Amaradeva’s
biography, Sri Lanka’s cultural history, classifications and descriptions of Sinhala
popular music genres, and the findings from my comparative musical analysis of
selected compositions.

The historical overview of Sinhalese nationalism that I have composed from the
secondary sources noted above firstly helps to map out the cultural landscape of Sri
Lanka before colonialism and ascertain how certain sectors of Sinhalese society, to all
appearances, had lost touch with their culture during the colonial period. Secondly, the
historical overview is useful in identifying the sociological changes and successive
cultural revivals that came about; and it illustrates how Sinhalese nationalism became a

hegemonising force in the twentieth century. Secondary sources will also be used to

4 See Chapter 2.4 for a description of the Sinhala language.
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identify the societal perceptions of certain musical forms during these periods of time.
These forms include folk music, theatre music, imitated songs and sarala gee.

A comparative examination of Sinhalese popular music genres will be revealed
by way of a classification. My chosen classificatory method is relatively unconventional
in musicological research as it challenges the binarism of conventional taxonomic
classification. Sri Lankan culture has developed along cosmopolitan lines due to the
coexistence of Sinhala and Tamil populations in premodern times, the successive rule of
three colonial powers, and its historical role as an entrep6t that attracted various
immigrants and traders from South Asia and the near regions, as well as those
travelling from Europe to the Asia-Pacific via the Suez Canal over recent centuries
(Broeze, 2013, p. 205). The level of cross-fertilisation owing to such circumstances
resulted in various cultural entities, such as music genres, overlapping, intersecting and
evolving over time. Sarala gee, though patronised by the Sri Lankan State, is no
exception. To deal with these complexities, I have adopted the rhizomatic model of
classification conceived by Deleuze and Guattari in their second treatise on critical
theory: A4 Thousand Plateaus (1987, pp. 5-25). While taxonomies follow branching
tree-root structures, the rhizomic model follows the root structures of plants such as
bamboo which have multiple lateral connections. Thus, rhizomatic classifications are
visual maps that accommodate representations of the multiple interconnections between
musical genres as well as the changeability of musical characteristics through time.

While most genres of Sri Lankan music have identifiable characteristics,
composers have distinctive approaches and styles. The biographical exploration is
approached through the notion of a “topical life document”, which will serve to
understand Amaradeva’s output of sarala gee. As opposed to the approach of

“comprehensive life document” as exemplified by Kumara (2015), the topical life



document approach presumes that “the full flow of a life is not necessary [rather] the
[topical life] document is used to throw light upon a particular topic or issue” (Plummer,
2001) pertinent to a particular aspect or moment in an individual’s life. I will therefore
focus on Amaradeva’s musical development, the people and ideologies that shaped his
compositional practice, career highlights and the veneration he received. As previously
noted in the literature review, much work has already been done in documenting
Amaradeva’s life as it happened, albeit in a hagiographic manner. This posthumous
study will draw upon and complement existing biographical narratives.

Moreover, part of this study’s original research contribution lies in its in-depth
musicological investigation of sarala gee vis-a-vis Amaradeva’s life and times, and his
quest to find a “Sri Lankan identity and the indigenous character” (Maithripala Sirisena,
as cited in K. Perera, 2016). The investigation of Sirisena’s claim has been informed by
a comparative analysis model from Savage and Brown (2013). Three analytical
constructs have been adapted from this model, namely, “human history,” which pays
particular attention to sociopolitical and cultural context, “classification” of the sarala
gee genre and its various species, and “cultural evolution” which pays particular
attention to the influence and positioning of exogenous sources. Cook (1994) suggests
that “the basic technique for making [cross-cultural] comparisons is to choose some
quantifiable characteristic which you believe to be significant for musical style.” I have
selected several criteria pertinent to musical style, including language, form, vocal
technique, modality, rhythm, instrumentation and musical setting.

Summary schematisations of all data from the comparative analysis may be
found in Appendix F while selected, key comparative data will fuel the discussion
within the main body of the dissertation. Comparative data will include original

transcriptions in Western music notation, and complete or partial translations of all
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selected songs may be found in Appendix E. I have chosen to use standard Western
music notation methods to represent particular, identifiable elements in the sound
recordings; clearly there are shortcomings to these methods, but they nevertheless serve
the immediate purposes here. Recordings of Amaradeva’s songs were collected from
Sri Lankan music stores, my father Aruna Jayasuriya’s extensive CD collection, online
databases, and social media websites such as YouTube. Close analytical listening to a
selection of archival recordings was also done at the Sri Lankan Broadcasting
Corporation in Colombo. In some cases, Amaradeva did very different remakes of some
productions several decades after the originals were released. These recordings will be
used where a period recording is not available to illustrate the evolution of his style and

approach and the contexts in which they occur.
1.4 Chapter Outline

While musicological analysis is the main method of enquiry in the investigation
of Amaradeva’s music, a historical framework and particular details will first be
presented in order to contextualise the comparative data. In Chapter 2, for example, I
will briefly explore the Sinhalese “origin myth” which shaped nationalist discourses of
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and provide a glimpse into precolonial Sinhalese
society. I will then describe the sociopolitical effects of British colonisation and the
religious, linguistic and atavistic movements that sought to remodel Sinhalese culture.
Chapter 3 will explore various cultural perceptions towards music in Sri Lanka and
detail the role of music within Sinhalese nationalism. Chapter 4 will begin with an
investigation into various definitions of Sinhalese music followed by descriptions of
existing classifications. I will then detail the eight genres of Sinhala popular music to be
classified before presenting my rhizomatic schematisation. Chapter 5, the topical

biography, will be brief, focusing on Amaradeva’s musical and ideological
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developments, and career highlights. It will also contain a brief account of his funeral
(although a more detailed account can be found in Appendix D). Chapters 6 and 7 will
contain the comparative analysis of Amaradeva’s sarala gee based on the model by
Savage and Brown (2013). Chapter 6 will include songs composed from the mid-1940s
to 1950s which were his formative decades, and Chapter 7 will contain songs composed
from the 1960s to 2010s. Collectively, these chapters will illustrate the significance of
Amaradeva as a cultural icon and trace the evolution of his cosmopolitan compositional

approach and its relationship to shifting sociopolitical circumstances.

12



Chapter 2: Recovering Sinhalese Identity: From

Colonialism to Nationalism

In order to understand the significance of Amaradeva’s musical presence within
Sinhalese culture and society as well as the development of the sarala gee genre that he
predominantly worked in, it is first necessary to outline the historical events that led to
the rise of Sinhalese nationalism, a cause to which Amaradeva contributed through his
creative output. One of the legacies of colonialism is that by the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries different ethnicities, religions and castes converged into a new class-
based societal structure headed by the Anglicised Colombo elite. The Buddhist revival
of the mid to late-nineteenth century was the first attempt to challenge the hegemonising
effects of colonialism and to recover a sense of Sinhalese identity which was at odds
with the identity of the Anglicised Colombo elite. Sentiments on what constituted an
authentic Sri Lankan — or as it was then called, Ceylonese — culture were circulated
by affluent members of various social groups such as the Buddhist literati and a few
exceptional members of the Anglicised elite (Dharmadasa, 1992; Frost, 2002, p. 951).
Central features of the emerging Sinhalese nationalism were Buddhism, classical
literature, and the histories and mythologies of an ancient civilisation founded on a
kingship system. The role of endogenous music as a key marker of Sinhalese cultural
identity was slow to appear and only became integral to the nationalist cause after the
development of the sarala gee genre during the mid-1940s. In the meantime, the
emerging reverence for the past was key to the formative stage of Sinhalese

nationalism.
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2.1 From Ancient Times to European Colonisation

The nascent Sinhalese nationalism of the nineteenth century was accompanied
by the view that the ancient civilisation of Sri Lanka discussed below had been
overwhelmed by foreign invaders. The origin myth of the Sinhala ethnic group and their
ancient civilisation has been integral to the dominant Arya-Sinhala strain of Sri Lankan
nationalism. It was deployed to establish the Indo-Aryan origins of the Sinhala ethnic
group and justify them as the custodians and patrons of Buddhism (DeVotta, 2007, p. 6;
Dharmadasa, 2007, p. 137). During and after the development of Sinhalese nationalism,
this myth was utilised to legitimise policies that furthered the hegemonisation of Sri
Lankan culture; in other words, the conflation of Sinhalese culture with national identity
within the emerging nation state of Sri Lanka.

According to the historical Pali epic Mahavamsa (“Great Chronicle”),® Prince
Vijaya arrived in Lanka, as the island was called prior to colonial rule, in 544BC, the
year that supposedly coincided with the death of Gautama Buddha (Blaze, 1938, p. 5;
Kulatillake, 1991, p. 29).6 The chronicle relates that with the blessing of the Lord
Buddha, who foresaw that his religion would flourish in Lanka,” he and his men
conquered the Yakkas (literally, “devils”) of Lanka and formed a new kingdom in the
region later known as Rajarata (“King’s Country”) (Mahavamsa, 1912, pp. 51-61).8 It

is argued that Prince Vijaya’s grandmother was a royal descendant of the kingdoms of

S Though the English transliteration of the title of the great Chronicle is Mahavamsa, it is
actually pronounced Mahavansa

6 Though the Mahavamsa states that Vijaya arrived in 543BC and claims this to be the year that
Gautama Buddha passed away, some more detailed historical studies have dated Buddha’s
death to a slightly later date (Blaze, 1938, p. 5; Kulatillake, 1991, p. 29).

7 According to the Mahavamsa, the Lord Buddha requested Sakra (the lord of gods) to protect
Vijaya and his retinue, and Sakra entrusted the task to the god Varna.

8 While the Mahavamsa indicates that the Yakku were devils or non-humans with supernatural
powers, archaeologist Raj Somadeva claimed to have discovered etymological and physical
evidence which suggests that the Yakku were an indigenous tribe of iron-workers (NU1’s Viog,
2018). This indigenous population of Sri Lanka were related to the early populations of India,
Southeast Asia and Australia and are called proto-Australoids (Peebles, 2006, pp. 14-15).
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Vanga and Kalinga, present-day Bengal and Odisha, located in Eastern India
(Codrington, 1995, p. 6). The basis for the Arya-Sinhala identity is founded upon Prince
Vijaya’s lineage. The myth also states that Vijaya’s grandfather had been a cave-
dwelling lion. Thus, the current name “Sinhala” was derived from the word “Sinha”
(Pali) or “Simha” (Sanskrit) meaning “lion” and “1€” deriving from the word for blood
(R. A. L. H. Gunawardana, 2002, pp. 46—48; Hennayake, 2006, p. 70). It should be
noted however that the historical accuracy of the Sinhalese chronicles is regarded with
scepticism by current historians (Kulatillake, 1991, p. 19).

The glorification of an ancient kingdom in Sinhalese cultural discourses centres
on the historical advancements in language and technology, such as sanitation and
hydraulic engineering, that occurred during the beginning of the Anuradhapura period
(377BC-1077AD).° The irrigation system, for instance, enabled the establishment of a
self-sufficient economy (J. B. Disanayaka, 2007, pp. 122—-123), a legacy that was
carried down throughout the centuries by Sinhalese agrarian society. As we shall see,
the yearning for the return to this idyllic past was exemplified in the pursuits of the
nationalist politicians, scholars and artists of the modern age. Written records also
appeared during the third century BC, and Anuradhapura became South Asia’s largest
city outside of North India (Peebles, 2006, p. 17). It has been suggested that Sinhala
was considered a highly prestigious language in ancient South Asia because it was used
to maintain official records in Lanka while Sanskrit was always used in medieval India
(Dharmadasa, 2007, p. 118). Buddhism arrived in Lanka in 236BC, during the reign of
King Devanampiya Tissa of Anuradhapura. Theravada Buddhism was thenceforth

patronised by the kings and in return Buddhist monks supported the kings in

9 Periods of ancient Sri Lankan history are named after the locations of major kingdoms. The
Anuradhapura kingdom was the third Sinhalese kingdom in recorded history and was the most
enduring, lasting just under one and a half millennia.
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maintaining their power (DeVotta, 2007, p. 13).'° Monks would often act as royal
advisors and they were also the main historians, authors and teachers of the Sinhalese.
This set the foundation for their avid engagement in the political nationalist movements
of the Sinhalese during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and their continuing
involvement in politics (DeVotta, 2007, p. 2; Dharmadasa, 2007, p. 122; Peebles, 2006,
p. 105).

From 993AD, the ancient Sinhalese kingdom suffered attacks from South Indian
invaders such as the Tamil Chola Dynasty and Magha of the Kalingas,!" and the
Sinhalese gradually migrated into the southern interior of the island (K. M. de Silva,
1981, p. 63; Peebles, 2006, pp. 20-21; Wright, 1999, p. 39). Though the Sinhalese
literati often portrayed the invading Tamils from southern India as villains, evidence
also suggests that the Sinhalese maintained friendly relations with these settlers and
were, to some extent, acculturated into South Indian ways (Ceylon Department of
Census and Statistics, 1951, p. 3; Dharmadasa, 1992, pp. 13—15; 2007, p. 123; Laade,
1993, p. 54). In addition to the early cultural influences of North and South India
through the Buddhist religion and migration respectively, other cultural contacts were
established through trade. Though the transition to an export economy did not occur

until European colonisation in the sixteenth century, the island’s location on the Silk

10 There are several sects of Buddhism, one of which is Theravada. This is believed to be the
closest form to the original teachings of the Buddha.

" The emblem of the Chola kings was a tiger and in the twentieth century this inspired the
Tamil nationalist military organisation LTTE (Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam) to adopt the tiger
as their emblem in opposition to the lion of the Sinhalese (Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 296).
During Chola occupation, many wars were waged to gain control of the entire island and the
south was passed back and forth between the Cholas and the Sinhalese several times. In 1070,
King Vijayabahu | (1039—-1110) defeated the Cholas and united the island. However, the ruler
who truly attained peace was King Parakramabahu | (1153-1186). He also revived the ancient
cities by restoring their architecture (Ceylon Department of Census and Statistics, 1951, p. 3;
Peebles, 2006, pp. 20-21).
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Road allowed it to trade with countries such as Greece, Iran, the Middle East, China and
Thailand (see Bandaranayake, Dewaraja, Silva, & Wimalaratne, 1990).

Lanka’s recorded history demonstrates that from the period beginning with the
landing of Prince Vijaya in the sixth century BC until the sixteenth century AD, the
island was ruled by a monarchy. Therefore, this era is normally referred to as the time
of kings. In 1505, a new era commenced as Portuguese settlers arrived in Lanka to
participate in the spice trade. They conquered the kingdoms of Kotte and Jaffna and
renamed the island Ceilao. However, they were unable to penetrate the mountainous
kingdom of Kandy in the island’s interior region known as the Up Country (Peebles,
2006, pp. 34-36), which was largely occupied by Sinhalese. The Portuguese presence in
Ceilao resulted in many cultural and sociological changes in the coastal Low Country
region, such as the adoption of European lifestyles and religions (Ceylon Department of
Census and Statistics, 1951, p. 5; de Mel, 2006). In fact, it is believed that “Although
Portuguese power remained confined to Ceylon's southwestern coast, their mercantile
presence began the process of transformation which by independence in 1948 had
altered the landscape and culture of the whole island more than any part of Asia”
(Broeze, 2013, p. 191). The Westernisation that spread throughout coastal areas initially
led to an antagonistic relationship between the Up Country Sinhalese of the hilly
interior and their Low Country counterparts; the former maintained their traditional
customs even during the first few decades of British occupation and tended to sneer

upon the more acculturated groups from the latter (Wickramasinghe, 2015, pp. 27, 112).
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Figure 2.1

Map of Lanka by Y. Jayasuriya Showing the Island’s Precolonial Regional Divisions'2
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The Dutch expelled the Portuguese in 1658 and controlled all regions except

Kandy. The Dutch influence, though not as widespread as that of the Portuguese, is

2 The precolonial regions of Lanka included Rajarata (“King’s Country”), where the first
Sinhalese kingdoms were established, Low Country (the southern coastal area) and Up Country
(the hilly interior). The delineations are loosely based on descriptions of the regions given by
historian Nira Wickramasinghe (2015, pp. xxv—xxvii).
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evident in architecture, furniture, religion and the introduction of Roman law, according
to Kariyawasam in his interview with Robinson (1988, p. 112). In 1796, the British
conquered the maritime areas ruled by the Dutch and renamed the island Ceylon. They
were eventually able to gain control over Kandy in 1815 through the assistance of the
Kandyan chiefs Ahalepola and Molligoda (Codrington, 1995, pp. 172-173; K. M. de
Silva, 1981, pp. 227-229; Dharmadasa, 1992, p. 6; Wright, 1999, pp. 64—65). Despite
the 1815 Kandyan Convention, a treaty signed by Governor Sir Robert Brownrigg and
the Kandyan chiefs, the British administration was allegedly insensitive to tradition (K.
M. de Silva, 1981, pp. 230-232; Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 30). A popular revolt led by
certain aristocratic Buddhist families between 1817 and 1818 precipitated the end of
government support of Buddhism and hastened its decline (Codrington, 1995, pp. 174—
176; K. M. de Silva, 1981, pp. 130-135; Peebles, 2006, pp. 50-51; Wright, 1999, pp.
59-60). After peace was regained throughout the island in 1818, the British turned their
efforts to the expansion and development of the small plantations established by the
Dutch. Therefore, the Colombo port was developed to accommodate the growing
exports to the West (Broeze, 2013, pp. 192, 205)."3 The British also sought to cultivate
native subjects who would later become an inexpensive source of labour to fulfil the
demands of its administrative and commercial needs. Subsequently, a multi-ethnic elite
class was formed through the delegation of power and the development of

entrepreneurship (Jayawardena, 2000, pp. 1-64; Peebles, 2006, pp. 56-57, 66—67).
2.2 The Creation of Colonial Subjects

Traditionally, in precolonial times, education for the Sinhalese was led by

Buddhist monks from the pirivenas or monastic colleges. They instructed small groups

13 The Colombo port city was located in the centre of the world trading routes that connected
Europe to Asia and Australia via Suez. Therefore, ships from many different countries would
often stop by Colombo to fill up on coal (Broeze, 2013, p. 205).
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on subjects such as the sacred languages of Pali and Sanskrit, Sinhala literature and
Buddhist philosophy. The ethnomusicologist Devar Surya Sena (2008) believes that
during the precolonial era, “the art of spontaneous composition and chanting Sinhala
poetry had been mastered by prince and peasant alike” due to the eminence of the
pirivena education (p. 29). However, by the nineteenth century the devaluation of
endogenous education was such that the Colebrooke-Cameron Commission, '4
appointed by the British Colonial Office, stipulated in their 1833 report that major
educational reforms were in order. The move towards educational reform in the colonies
was an outgrowth of European views of cultural development that were founded on
three stages of human development, namely, “savagery, barbarism and [high European]
civilisation” (Young, 2005, p. 32) The concept of cultural development came to mean
that “savagery” and “barbarism” would ultimately be replaced by “civilisation.” In
addition, Liberalist views of the nineteenth century maintained that all humans had the
potential for being equal and that education would inevitably lead to acculturation
(Young, 2005, pp. 30—42). Regardless of the effectiveness of the pirivenas which had
functioned for centuries, it was found to be a form of education that “scarcely merits
any notice” (Colebrooke & Cameron, as cited in Dharmadasa, 1992, p. 30) and the
pirivenas soon grew obsolete due to a lack of government patronage. The penetration of
particular hegemonising values of the Enlightenment into the colonies, which seemed to
accompany colonial ambition, accounts for the desire to enforce a purely English
education complemented by Christian values.

However, colonial education was only available to a privileged few, thus

containing the numbers of the emerging elite class and further marginalising the masses

14 A commission led by W.M.G. Colebrooke was sent to Ceylon in 1829 to assess its
administration and recommend reforms. Charles Hay Cameron also joined him the following
year to evaluate the judicial system (Peebles, 2006, p. 51).9
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who attended newly established vernacular schools which provided free education but
had little government funding (Daniel, 1992, p. 43; Wickramasinghe, 2015, pp. 79-80).
The working class, consisting of the upper and lower-middle class, largely had access to
vernacular education while the lower socioeconomic group, sometimes referred to as
the labouring class or peasantry often did not, due to the parents’ disinterest in
educating their children or the distance of schools from rural dwellings. Mass
marginalisation was also a consequence of the plantation economy which rendered
Colombo “the only 'real' city, with the entire island as its hinterland, including the other
urban places (towns) as its direct satellites” (Broeze, 2013, p. 192). In both English and
vernacular schools, cultural practices such as the chewing of befel leaves and eating
with the hands were abolished. Clothing was also regulated to meet Western Christian
standards (Wickramasinghe, 2015, pp. 44, 99). Accounts of colonial era elite schooling
suggest that the study of vernacular languages was discouraged while proficiency in
further European languages such as Latin and French was encouraged (Surya Sena,
1978, p. 10; Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 79). Therefore, the young elite soon neglected to
learn the native languages, history and folklore. It is a typical colonial irony that
Europeans showed greater interest in the scholarly study of local culture than the native
population. For instance, the first English translation and commentary on the
Mahavamsa was authored by George Tumour, a high-ranking official of the Civil
Service who felt it was his duty to learn the native languages of Ceylon
(Wickramaratchi, 1929, pp. 80d—80e).'®

While European scholars such as John Davy, James Emerson Tennant, Thomas

Skinner and Samuel Baker were producing anthropological writings based on their

15 Wickramaratchi (1929, pp. 80a—80h) cites the official’s name as George Turnour , though
several other sources claim him to be named George Tumour (Dharmadasa, 1992, p. 33;
Jayawardena, 2000, pp. 34, 77, 123, 172; Mahavamsa, 1912, p. v; Wright, 1999, p. 13).
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research and time in Ceylon,'® the Sinhalese elite were preoccupied with continuing the
British civilising mission, by their desire to enlighten the lives of their fellow
countrymen through the ways of their colonial superiors and, by extension, stifle the
practice of traditional customs. For instance Jeronis Pieris, an entrepreneur of the new
elite class from Moratuwa who ran businesses in the Kandyan region, wrote in one of
his letters,

“Look how barbarous the Kandyans are still! I wish all of them would soon turn
Christians and leave off their old nasty customs” (Roberts & Pieris, 1975, pp. 28-31)."7
Thus, many endogenous practices that centred on traditional rites of passage, Buddhist
customs and local medicine declined or were confined to remote villages. The cultural
gatekeepers that resided in the capital of Colombo increasingly became unaware of their

heritage and grew evermore alienated from the rest of the population.
2.3 The Buddhist Revival: Sinhalese Nationalist Foundations

As exemplified by the attitude in Pieris’ letter noted previously, Christian values
bore the essence of civility while traditional customs were considered the habit of the
barbarian. Therefore, the hegemonisation of the natives involved denigrating the local
religions, which normally were Hinduism for the Tamils and a combination of
Buddhism and the older animistic and shamanic practices for the Sinhalese (Kulatillake,
1991, pp. 39, 51)." Missionaries visited towns and villages to gather converts through

verbal and written propaganda that derided these religions. Government policy also

16 For a list of writings produced in the British colonial era, see Wright (1999).

7 It was not enough for Pieris to disrepute these customs. He and a number of other Kandyan
elites sought to trick the governor into believing that the Kandyans were ashamed of these
traditions and were anxious for reforms, knowing well that this was not the case. They were
successful in their endeavour and in 1958, Governor Ward enacted a legal ordinance which
hegemonised all marriage practices (Roberts & Pieris, 1975, pp. 28-31)

8 The religious incorporation of Hinduistic beliefs as well as devil and deity worship into
Sinhalese culture was enabled by the introduction of Mahayana Buddhism. Kulatillake states
that this would not have been possible if the Theravada form of Buddhism had remained intact
(Kulatillake, 1991, p. 39).
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helped their cause by disabling the registration of children who were not baptised
(Surya Sena, 1978, p. 6) and by favouring Christians in government employment
(Perera, 1988, pp. 85-86). Most Sinhalese converts embraced their new religion while
some were baptised in name only and continued to observe Buddhist practices in the
home. Efforts to revitalise Buddhism, which as noted was intrinsic to the Sinhalese
origin myth, were only made in the latter half of the nineteenth century and were to
become the foundation for the nationalist movements that would follow in the twentieth
century. As previously noted, scholars interpret the Buddhist revival as the first open
retaliation against the hegemonising forces of colonial rule and, more significantly, the
movement that instigated the rise of Sinhalese linguistic allegiance and a nationalist
awakening (Daniel, 1992, pp. 134-135; K. M. de Silva, 1981, p. 343; Dharmadasa,
1992; Frost, 2002, p. 152; Perera, 1988, p. 100).

After hearing of the oppression of Buddhism in Colombo in the 1860s, a number
of bhikkus, or ordained monks, sought to ease the situation. The Society for the
Propagation of Buddhism was established at Kotahena in 1862 and that same year
Bulathgama Dhammalankara Siri Sumanatissa Thera established the first Buddhist
printing press. The new press was called the Lankdpakara Press and was partially
funded by the King of Siam. Several other presses were established by bhikkus in the
following years, which strived to counteract the “Christian literary warfare”
(Dharmadasa, 1992, p. 99) that threatened to drive Buddhism from Colombo. The first
successful attempts to combat the marginalisation of Buddhism were made by
Migettuwatte Gunananda Thera, a monk who challenged the missionaries to public
debates in the 1860s and 1870s. Endowed with a Christian education, Gunananda Thera
had a sound understanding of Christian scriptures and was therefore well equipped in

his rebuttals of anti-Buddhist propaganda. The literary warfare culminated in the
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celebrated verbal debate between Gunananda Thera and Reverend David de Silva. Held
in Panadura in 1873, this debate is often referred to as the Panadura Debate or the
Panadura Controversy. Gunananda Thera was considered the victor in the debates and
brought much recognition to the Buddhist religion.'® His persuasive debating caught the
attention of American theosophist Colonel Henry Steel Olcott who founded the
Theosophical Society in 1875. Olcott travelled to Ceylon in 1880 with the aim of
consolidating Buddhism by collecting subscriptions to fund Buddhist schools,
proclaiming Buddhist philosophies and producing publications to rival the work of the
missionaries (DeVotta, 2007, p. 14; Dharmadasa, 1992, pp. 97-99, 106-109, 334;
Manthrirathne, 2013, pp. 192—-193; Perera, 1988, pp. 90-95; Wickramasinghe, 2014, p.
75).

2.4 Language and Nationalist Politics

The renewed interest in Buddhism helped rescue other aspects of traditional
Sinhalese culture, most notably through the revival of literary scholarship. Several
Buddhist revivalists established new pirivenas in Colombo, such as the Vidyodaya
Pirivena and the Vidyalankara Pirivena founded by Hikkaduve Sri Sumgala Thera in
1874 and Ratmalane Dhammaloka Thera in 1875, respectively. These two institutions
recreated the traditional system of education and therefore admitted laymen as well as
the clergy (Dharmadasa, 1992, p. 111; Frost, 2002, p. 952; Perera, 1988, p. 96). By the

arrival of the twentieth century a greater number of these institutions functioned

191t does not appear that there was an official adjudicator at the Panadura debate, though it has
been reported that the majority of the crowd called out the exultant words “Sadhu, sadhu!”
(“Well said, well said!”) at the end of the debate. This evidences Gunananda Thera’s success.
Further, the editor of the Ceylon Times newspaper arranged for Edward Perera to translate a
summary of the debate. The translation was published and distributed throughout the island. It
was subsequently discovered by J. M. Peebles, who published it in the United States under the
name Buddhism and Christianity Face to Face (1878). Thus, due to this publication, the
Buddhist religion was granted international recognition and received the patronage of
theosophist Colonel Henry Steel Olcott.
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throughout the island and were referred to as “Oriental colleges.” It was observed that,
“These colleges are doing a great work, and are mainly responsible for the revival of
interest in Orient scholarship which is in evidence at the present time” (Wright, 1999, p.
224). The Sinhalese language was the essence of traditional learning, and therefore the
revived interest in this scholarship was in part due to the increased literacy delivered by
the pirivena education which was accessed in tandem with government education.
During the late-nineteenth century, the Sinhalese language was practiced as two
distinct forms (in technical terms, diglossia), one for literature and one for ordinary
communication (Dharmadasa, 1977, p. 21). A previous religious and literary revival led
by the bhikku Valivita Saranankara Thera during the eighteenth century, the period of
Dutch occupation, had espoused the view that the literary works from the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries represented an ideal form of the language. Therefore, all further
writings had been standardised in accordance to the rules set down by the Sidat
Sangarava, a thirteenth-century grammar of the Sinhalese language (Dharmadasa, 1977,
pp. 21-22; Dissanayake, 1989, pp. 187—-188). According to Dharmadasa (1977), written
correspondences had remained on a par with the spoken dialect, which continued to
develop independently after the eighteenth-century literary movement (p. 22). Folk
songs, most of which were written prior to the twentieth century, involve a form of the
language that falls in between the classical form and the spoken dialect; it is based on
the “simple and intelligible” language of the Sandesha poems which are devoid of
Sanskrit words (Kulatillake, 1991, pp. 61-62). This blurring of language levels reflects

the current uses of Sinhala, which has three forms. The colloquial form is the basic,
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informal language of everyday speech.?’ The semiformal form is that of formal speech
and correspondence.?! The formal form is used in formal written publications. The
words that distinguish formal Sinhala are borrowed from the ancient Indian languages
of Sanskrit and Pali.?? All academic writing is confined to the formal form of the
language, but individual publications differ in ease of comprehensibility according to
the number of loan words used.

Thus, due to the loss of a vigorous vernacular education in the nineteenth
century, scholarship into endogenous culture declined because historical and literary
texts could not be understood by the average Sinhalese speaker. As stated earlier, the
pirivenas remedied this situation by increasing Sinhalese literacy in the last few decades
of the nineteenth century and beyond. Much of the scholarship of traditional culture was
published in ‘periodicals’ which became the main “instruments of social mobilization”
along with newspapers and later the mediums of theatre and fiction (Dharmadasa, 1992,
p. 117).23 Prior to the rise of print capitalism, knowledge of histories and rural folk
traditions was limited to the bhikkus and ritual practitioners, while fragments of

knowledge were handed down orally in rural areas (Kapferer, 2011, p. 94; Spencer,

20 The colloquial form of the Sinhala language has borrowed words from Portuguese, Dutch,
and English. It is used in most commercials, teledramas and some films. Except in the baila
genre, it is rarely used in popular songs unless blended with the second level of the language. It
is my experience that those who have grown up hearing this basic spoken language will not be
able to understand much semiformal or formal Sinhala. This is because Sinhala contains
several words with the same meaning, even within the primary categories of pronouns and
conjunctions.

21 Examples of semiformal Sinhala can be seen or heard in newspapers and news broadcasts,
official letters, public announcements, cricket commentary, and parliament meetings. This
language is also commonly used in the songs of the Sinhala pop, baila, and NewAge genres of
music. Though it is used in Sarala gee (the genre of song to which Pandith Amaradeva’s music
belongs), it mainly appears in a highly figurative and metaphorical form.

22 The formal language can be heard in some songs of the subawitha geetha category of Sarala
gee, which is characterised by lyrics with a deep literary dimension.

23 Dharmadasa (1992, p. 117) uses the' terms “periodical’ and “newspaper” separately, but
does not specify what forms the periodicals took. Wickramasinghe (2015, p. 83) uses the terms
in the same way. An article outlining the nature of early print media published by the Daily
News, uses “periodical” as an umbrella term for newspapers, journals and magazines (Scott,
2012).
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2002, p. 88). The process of disseminating folk history through print media is described
by Kapferer as “the making of folk knowledge into common knowledge. . . [or] a
popular tradition, [that was] forged in the process of nationalism” (2011, pp. 94-95).
The rivalry between the Christians and the Buddhists had resulted in an increase
of Buddhist periodicals from the 1860s and 1870s. From 1880 to 1900, however,
periodicals related to secular aspects of endogenous culture began to emerge. For
instance, there were periodicals dedicated to the subjects of Sinhalese literature, the
welfare of the Sinhalese people, traditional Sri Lankan ayurvedic medicine (known
locally as Hela vedakama), astrology and the Pali language. The refamiliarisation with
this heritage kindled the desire to assert a “Sinhalese identity amongst both the
Sinhalese working class and particular members of elite society (Wickramasinghe,
2015, pp. 92-95). The dissemination of the island’s ancient history also contributed to
the awakening of the Sinhalese national consciousness. Still many elites held the notion
that the civilising of Ceylon’s native population had been attained through English
education and Christian values and was therefore an accomplishment of the British
colonisers. For this reason, atavism or the tendency to revert to something ancient
became integral to bolstering Sinhalese pride. For instance, the first Buddhist newspaper
Lak Mini Pahana sought to debunk the notion of colonial accomplishment by providing
evidence of the advanced civilisation that had existed during the time of kings
(Dharmadasa, 1992, pp. 117-119). This explains the foregrounding of ancient history in
the atavistic nationalist movements of the following century as well as the continued
glorification of the ancient Sinhalese kingdom and a nostalgia for the past, including the

time when Buddhism flourished amongst the Sinhalese.
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Another concept that was utilised to refute the idea that the civilising of the
Sinhalese was an achievement of British education was the Aryan theory. According to
Sheeran’s account of this theory,

During the late 18th and early 19th centuries it had been rumoured that

central Asia could be the ancient cradle of both Northern Indian and

European civilization. The possibility of a shared linguistic ancestry

between Europeans and northern Indians had been suggested by the

philologist Sir William Jones through his investigation of affinities
between Latin and Sanskrit language families. The possibility of a shared
racial ancestry came later, and when it did it was framed in terms that
could only redound favourably upon the contemporary European
civilization. This flattering conclusion suggested probably most plainly in
the deployment of the term Arya, the Sanskrit term for noble, as in "the

ancient Aryan civilization. (1997, pp. 151-152)

Scholars soon came to believe that Sinhala also shared a linguistic ancestry with the
Indo-Aryan languages. The first linguist to produce this theory was B. C. Clough, who
compiled the earliest Sinhala-English dictionary that was published in two instalments
in 1821 and 1830. He surmised that Sinhala was a derivative of Sanskrit, thus forging a
link between the Sinhalese and the Aryan identity. However, this theory was not well
received until Max Muller produced an influential study in 1861 that demonstrated
irrefutable linguistic similarities between the dialects of Iceland and Ceylon and the
Aryan language family. The Sinhalese literati such as James de Alwis adopted the

Aryan theory and coupled it with the Vijayan myth to illustrate that the Sinhalese were
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descendants from North Indian settlers (R. A. L. H. Gunawardana, 2002, pp. 71-73).%4
By the early-twentieth century, the ancestral motherland was located in Bengal to
correlate with the details of Prince Vijaya’s lineage as recorded in the ancient chronicles
(Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 73). From this assumption of an Aryan ancestry, the ethnic
term “Arya-Sinhala” was formed. Returning to Enlightenment cultural-developmental
theory described by Young, we recall that the final stage of cultural development was
believed to be “high European civilisation” (Young, 2005, p. 43). This theory was
utilised to legitimise the civilising mission of the British Empire. The Aryan theory
however became a tool for Sinhalese nationalists to discredit the notion of racial
inferiority, as it was asserted that the Aryan civilisations of South Asia possessed “the
original, most ancient religious wisdom in the universe” (Sheeran, 1997, p. 157). For
this reason, the entrenchment of the Sinhala language would become a key political
factor following Independence.

While the Buddhist revival and in part the Aryan theory roused the working
classes and some members of the Colombo elite to contemplate their ethnic identity, the
majority of the Colombo elite remained Anglicised and worked towards the creation of
a “Ceylonese” identity that would accommodate the various ethnic groups that
participated in their cosmopolitan, high society (Dharmadasa, 2007, p. 131). In the
early-twentieth century, the Colombo elite comprised a multiethnic community. Sharing
a common understanding of British culture, they associated with each other freely and
were united in their political interests (Frost, 2002, p. 950). To further their political
advancement, the Ceylon National Congress (hereafter CNC) was formed in 1919 under

the leadership of Sir Ponnambalam Arunachalam (1853-1924), a Tamil civil servant

24 Gunawardena and Sheeran’s view of the development of the Aryan theory is contentious
according to K. N. O. Dharmadasa (personal communication, November 26, 2020).
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and member of the Executive and Legislative Councils. Its objective was to instigate
negotiations for national independence (K. M. de Silva, 1981, pp. 386-387). However,
the political organisation became dominated by “conservative Low-Country Sinhalese”
elites (Peebles, 2006, p. 83). These Sinhalese elites argued that territorial representation
should replace racial representation in order to enhance intercommunal cohesion. Yet,
they did not uphold their promise to give Tamils equal opportunities to become political
representatives in regions where a Sinhalese majority resided, and forced Sir
Ponnambalam Arunachalam to withdraw as the candidate for Colombo in 1920
(Rajasingham, 2001).

In 1921, due to the efforts of the CNC, literacy in the vernacular languages of
Sinhala and Tamil was considered as a criterion for the male right to vote. However,
property and income qualifications were also put in place, thus excluding the majority
of the urbanised working class (Dharmadasa, 1992, p. 219; Wickramasinghe, 2015, pp.
81-82, 128). In 1927, the Donoughmore Commission was set up in Ceylon to assess the
current political system. They received complaints of misrepresentation from many
minority groups including Kandyans, low-caste Sinhalese and Tamils, Christians and
Plantation Tamils.?® These groups were then being represented by the elite of Colombo
(Peebles, 2006, pp. 86-87).26 In 1931, the Donoughmore Constitution granted universal

franchise to all citizens of Ceylon. Following this achievement, the push for

25 Many plantation owners had imported workers from India during the nineteenth century, and
they were referred to as “Plantation Tamils.” They had thus far lived in the country without
citizenship. Many Ceylonese were concerned that this minority group was monopolising jobs in
the agricultural industry (Peebles, 2006, p. 97). They were considered an “alien” ethnic group,
separate from the Ceylonese Tamils. They were also relatively poor and therefore bereft of
social mobility and political engagement (Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 182).

26 |t was apparent that communal representation for all of the different groups was not feasible.
Therefore, the Commission recommended various amendments such as a bill of rights, a
smaller electorate, legislation preventing discrimination and nominated members to represent
small communities. They also endorsed universal adult suffrage. However, people from minority
communities did not have access to politics and the English-speaking elites continued to
dominate the arena (Peebles, 2006, p. 87).
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independence continued and in the early 1940s, Governor Caldecott negotiated with the
State Council and its Board of Ministers headed by D. S. Senanayake to grant increased
self-governance and, eventually, the granting of Dominion Status. Unlike the members
of the Ceylon National Congress, Senanayake accepted a pluralistic polity and therefore
sought to conceive a secular democratic nation that would treat all Ceylonese ethnic
groups equally (K. M. de Silva, 1981, p. 449). The Board of Ministers drafted a new
constitution which was then evaluated by the Soulbury Commission in 1944. The draft,
which if put into use would ensure the independent governance of Ceylon, was highly
influenced by Sir Ivor Jennings, Vice-Chancellor of the University of Ceylon and an
unofficial advisor to D. S. Senanayake (Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 176). The Board of
Ministers manipulated the situation by meeting privately with the Soulbury Commission
and denying access to the representatives of minority communities. Nevertheless, the
Soulbury Commission accepted the proposal and made some amendments to the draft
which became the constitution when independence was granted in 1948 (K. M. de Silva,
1981, p. 456; Peebles, 2006, p. 98). The election was won by the United National Party
(hereafter UNP) founded by D. S. Senanayake, who thus became the first Prime
Minister of Ceylon, and was considered “a political party necessarily representative of
the majority community, but at the same time acceptable to the minorities” (K. M. de
Silva, 1981, p. 490). The UNP even held the support of the prominent Tamil politician
G. G. Ponnambalam. Sinhalese-Tamil relations were cooperative at this time, even
though the leaders of the UNP represented the Sinhalese Buddhist community (K. M. de

Silva, 1981, pp. 489-491; Peebles, 2006, p. 100). All members of the UNP, however,
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were members of the Anglicised elite class who could only speak “house-boy” Sinhala
at best (Broeze, 2013, pp. 205-208).%”

It is important to consider the use of the Sinhalese language throughout the
twentieth century not only because it played a key role in the projection of a collective
Sinhala identity; it was also a distinguishing factor between various genres of literature
and music, and the way these genres were perceived. Though all qualifications for
voting were removed under the Donoughmore Constitution of 1931 which granted
universal franchise to all Ceylonese citizens irrespective of literacy, the presence of the
Sinhala language in the political and cultural sphere grew in importance, as it was a
means of strengthening the Sinhalese intracommunal identity and disengaging from the
caste, class, regional and religious differences that had caused conflict throughout the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Dharmadasa, 1992, pp. 222-223). From 1901 to
1924, an average of eighteen Sinhalese periodicals and newspapers were launched per
year, and in the following decade the average amounted to fifty-five. Yet it was not until
the 1940s that a mass readership emerged (Wickramasinghe, 2015, pp. 82—83). The
novel was also a popular medium in the years nearing Independence, with authors
seeking to bridge the gap between the classical language and the colloquial dialect
(Dharmadasa, 1992, p. 103; R. Obeyesekere, 1992a, p. 38; Peebles, 2006, p. 94). The
most prominent of these authors was Martin Wickramasinghe (1891-1976), whose
popularity grew even further during the 1950s. He employed a cosmopolitan approach
to nationalist discourse, adopting Western literary forms and blending the richness of
classical language with colloquial expression to produce stories that depicted village life

(R. Obeyesekere, 1992a, p. 38; Spencer et al., 1990, p. 285). One of his most renowned

27 House-boy Sinhala was a pigeon form of the language used by Colombo’s elite to
communicate to their servants.
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novels written in 1944 was Gamperaliya (“The Changing Village™). A film adaptation
of this book produced by Lester James Peries was released in 1963, with music by
Pandith Amaradeva.

The writing style adopted by Wickramasinghe was favoured amongst the public,
but was criticised by a few intellectuals who promoted a separate strain of Sinhalese
literary nationalism that developed in the late 1930s and early 1940s. Initiated by the
grammarian Munidasa Cumaratunga, it was a movement that advocated the espousal of
a “pure” form of Sinhala. Cumaratunga and his followers were of the opinion that the
current Sinhalese language should be filtered to eradicate all words that were borrowed
not only from Western languages (mainly Portuguese and English) but also the sacred
Indian languages of Pali and Sanskrit. Their obliteration of words from the latter
languages resulted from their denial of the notion of an Arya-Sinhala identity. They did
not believe in the Vijayan origin myth, instead proclaiming that the Sinhalese were the
descendants of a group of indigenous inhabitants of the island called the Helas, a
civilisation headed by mythical leaders such as King Ravana (Dharmadasa, 1992, p.
264).22 Hence, they preferred the term Helese instead of Sinhalese (Coperahewa, 2012,
p. 879; Dharmadasa, 1992, pp. 261, 263; Field, 2014a, p. 4; Wickramasinghe, 2015, p.
96). Cumaratunga’s example of “pure” and “correct” Sinhalese was drawn from ancient
Sinhalese poetry of the classical era spanning approximately from the eighth century to
the fifteenth century. Unlike most prose writing of this era, the use of misra (“mixed”)
Sinhala was not employed in verse (Dharmadasa, 1992, pp. 266-267). Cumaratunga
rejected the grammatical rules laid down in the thirteenth-century Sidat Sangarava, as

he believed that this text imposed the rules of Sanskrit and Pali on the Sinhala language

28 Archaeologist Raj Somadeva has surmised that the name Hela was derived from the word
hel, meaning “mountain,” and that the Helas (or Heleyo as they are called in Sinhalese), were
mountain-dwelling tribes (NU1’s Vlog, 2018).
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rather than prescribing linguistic conventions that derived from its original form
(Coperahewa, 2012, p. 872). To promote this pure language, Cumaratunga launched the
Subasa (“Good Language”) and Heliyo magazines and founded the Hela Havula (“Hela
Fraternity”), a nationalist organisation that ran from 1939 to 1944. Coperahewa believed
that “This linguistic effort to reconstruct the authentic uniqueness of the nationality—
the Hela identity—inspired feelings of patriotism in the Sinhalese people and inculcated
a sense that they had a ‘unique’ collective identity” (2012, p. 880). Cumaratunga also
coined the Sinhala word “tanuva” for “melody” (Colombo East Group, 2004) and
created a new solfége music notation system based on Hela vowels to replace the
Indian sa — ri — ga — ma system (Sumanarathna, 1955, p. 279). Cumaratunga’s solfége,
however, was not commonly taught after its inception and the Indian system is still used
to this day. The linguist, Dharmadasa, shares Coperahewa’s view and the claims that in
spite of the fact that the controversial linguistic purism of the Hela Havula did not reach
the wider Sinhalese community, its ideologies of communal authenticity had a lasting
effect on the Sinhalese people (1992, p. 261).

As previously noted, the role of religion, language and history in the
construction of the Sinhalese identity reacquainted the majority of the Sinhalese with
their forgotten heritage throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They
became the foundations for atavistic Sinhalese nationalist ideologies. However, the
force with which these ideologies were applied in the political sphere had deleterious
effects on segments of the population throughout the latter half of the twentieth century.
While the native populations had endured the hegemonising effects of Western culture
under British colonial rule, Sinhalese politicians embraced similar hegemonic
tendencies by asserting that Sinhala culture epitomised the identity of the entire nation.

This caused much discontent amongst the largest ethnic group of the minorities, the Sri
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Lankan Tamils. One of the most significant factors that caused a rift between the two
ethnic groups was the matter of the state language after Independence. Leading up to
Independence, there were competing ideas as to what the state language should be.
Some politicians favoured English because it united all ethnic communities and was
essential for international relations. The Sinhalese nationalists and some Muslims
preferred Sinhala while the majority of Tamils and Muslims preferred either Sinhala or
Tamil due to the current disadvantage of a swabasha or vernacular education in
attaining employment and social mobility (Daniel, 1992, p. 256; Peebles, 2006, p. 93;
Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 154).2° In 1943 the Sinhalese politician J. R. Jayawardene
supported the bid to grant Tamil equal status to Sinhala.®® The socialist Lanka Sama
Samaja Party (LSSP) and the Communist Party both favoured this decision
(Dharmadasa, 1992, pp. 191-192). However, due to the mass circulation of the Tamil
media in South India, other Sinhalese politicians opposed the idea claiming that this
would result in the death of the Sinhala language (Peebles, 2006, pp. 97-98). Though
the Sinhalese numbered three million and were the island’s majority, they maintained a
minority complex because of the neighbouring South Indian Tamil population of forty
million and the geopolitical separation from their Indo-Aryan roots (K. M. de Silva,
1981, pp. 513-514; Dharmadasa, 2007, p. 297).

The Sri Lanka Freedom Party headed by S. W. R. D. Bandaranaike had shared
Jayawardene’s view in 1952 but soon adopted a Sinhala-only position in order to gain

political support from the majority population. The UNP belatedly followed

29 There were also debates as to what kind of Sinhala should be used officially. As discussed
previously, three forms were in use for formal writing and speech at this time: the classicised
language of the Buddhist revivalists, the modern idiom adopted by contemporary authors, and
the Hela or pure form of Sinhala of Munidasa Cumaratunga (Peebles, 2006, pp. 93-94).

30 The extent of Jayawardena’s proposed language policy is contentious, as (Dharmadasa,

1992, pp. 191-192) states that the reforms would be national while (Peebles, 2006, pp. 97-98)
claims that Tamil would only have parity with Sinhalese in Tamil-speaking areas.
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Bandaranaike’s lead just in time for the 1956 elections but only succeeded in losing its
Tamil support (Peebles, 2006, pp. 104-105). Bandaranaike led the SLFP to victory
because of the proposed language reforms. According to Buddhist belief, 1956 was the
year of the Buddha Jayanthi, or the two thousand and five hundredth death anniversary
of the Lord Buddha, which coincided with Prince Vijaya’s founding of the Sinhalese
kingdom according to the Mahavamsa. This was also beneficial for the SLFP who
exclusively supported the needs of the Sinhalese and avowed to foreground Buddhist
interests (K. M. de Silva, 1981, pp. 501-502; Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 233). After the
SLFP’s victory, Sinhala extremists pushed Bandaranaike to keep his word and as a
result he was forced to eliminate the provisions for Tamil and English which he had
originally included in the “Sinhala-only” bill. Yet, Bandaranaike exercised restraint in
implementing the relevant legislation and the transition was only completed by his party
members in 1961. Bandaranaike himself was assassinated by a Buddhist monk in 1959
for supposedly losing sight of Sinhalese interests, as well as for the political gain of the
monk who planned the attack (K. M. de Silva, 1981, p. 524). The song Gala Hdilunu
Ganga was recorded that year by Pandith Amaradeva as a eulogy for his death. The
remaining party members of the SLFP officially changed the state language to Sinhala
on December 31%, 1960 (K. M. de Silva, 1981, p. 514; Peebles, 2006, pp. 111, 113).
The changing of the state language can be viewed as an attempt to disengage
from the island’s colonial past. This aim is also reflected in the government’s foreign
policy, and the establishment of a Ministry of Cultural Affairs. Britain withdrew from
its Sri Lankan military and naval bases in 1957 and the next year, the Sri Lankan
government signed trade agreements with Russia and borrowed money from China
shortly afterwards. During the Cold War, Sri Lanka joined the Non-Aligned Movement

(NAM), following India’s example (K. M. de Silva, 1981, p. 519; Peebles, 2006, p.
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118). The Ministry of Cultural Affairs was established by S. W. R. D. Bandaranaike in
1956 and was dedicated to the revival of Sinhalese arts and literature (Field, 2015, p. 5;
Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 195). In 1972, the Sri Lankan government headed by S. W.
R. D. Bandaranaike’s widow Sirimavo Bandaranaike severed all remaining colonial
ties, discarding the island’s colonial name Ceylon in favour of Sri Lanka (“Auspicious
Lanka”). While the island had received Dominion Status after Independence, a new
constitution enacted in 1972 transformed Sri Lanka into a republic (Spencer, 2002, p. 1;
Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 165).

One of the positive outcomes of the 1956 Sinhala-only bill was that it sought to
restore the primacy of the Sinhalese language which had weakened through the colonial
administration’s privileging of the English language. for-the-setbacks-eause by
colontalism-to-the-Sinhalese-K. M. de Silva explained that

The linguistic nationalism of the mid-1950s was a popular movement, in

contrast to the elitist constitutionalism of the early years after

independence. This popular quality, despite its seeming novelty at the
time when it first appeared in the mid-1950s, had its roots in the recent
past, especially in the temperance movement in the early twentieth
century, when a similar mixture of religious fervour and commitment to
national culture had captured the imagination of the Sinhalese people,
especially in the rural areas of the low-country. But in the mid-1950s it
was present on a wider scale, and its appeal was deeper. [This
nationalist movement backed by the SLFP] gave a sense of dignity to the

common people, and fortified their self-respect. (1981, p. 517)

The Sinhala-only bill and the nationalist fervour it stemmed from also enabled the

Sinhalese arts to flourish, leading to increased government patronage. This will be
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discussed in the following chapter. However, the language reforms adversely affected
economic conditions which took a turn for the worse. In the 1970s, the election was
won by the United Front; a socialist alliance between the SLFP, LSSP and CPSL. The
English-speaking elite had been surprised by the victory, as they had not been aware of
the adverse conditions of the lower classes who could not find employment due to their
insufficient grasp of the English language. Many middle-class Sinhalese had voted for
the SLFP in hopes that the predominantly Christian Anglicised elites would be
displaced by a new Sinhala-speaking elite class. However, English remained in use
within much of the government’s administrative offices even after the “Sinhala-only”
policy was put into practice. Nongovernment employers also preferred candidates
proficient in English. The discontent of the Sinhalese youth, especially of those who
believed they were discriminated because of their caste, resulted in the formation of the
Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) which was a radical organisation seeking to bring
about a socialist revolution that would favour the Sinhalese (Peebles, 2006, pp. 113,
120). The inequality of education outside of Colombo despite Kannangara’s education
policy of 1945 also led to the Tamil insurrections which later resulted in civil war
(Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 322).

Sri Lankan Tamils were hit hardest in the 1960s and 1970s by the policies of the
SLFP and later the UNP. After the complete implementation of the “Sinhala-only”
policy in 1960 the Sinhalese language was solely used in all courts of law, even those in
Tamil-majority areas where residents had not previously received a Sinhala education.
The majority of the Sinhalese had faced the same dilemma during colonial rule, having
been disadvantaged in court proceedings due to their lack of communication in the state
language of English. It is ironic that they did not have empathy for the Tamil population

in this matter. In addition, Sinhala eventually replaced English amongst members of the
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government’s Civil Service, and Sinhalese workers were appointed in Tamil-majority
areas to ensure that the linguistic transition was executed effectively. University
entrance quotas were also put into place to supposedly provide greater opportunities to
those in rural areas. However, Tamils argued that the changes disadvantaged
prospective Tamil students while the Sinhalese argued that Tamil students had been
“disproportionately successful” in the previous system (Spencer, 2002, p. 37). Further,
Tamil areas were excluded from the government’s development projects, and Buddhism
was given the “foremost place” within the 1972 constitution, although religious freedom
was still maintained (DeVotta, 2007, p. 19; Dharmadasa, 2007, pp. 134-135; Spencer,
2002, p. 37). It became increasingly apparent that Sinhalese members of parliament
were not willing to reach a compromise to accommodate Tamil interests. Therefore, all
Tamil parties united to form the Tamil United Liberation Front (TULF) which
campaigned for an autonomous Tamil state. Young Tamil revolutionaries soon formed
armed groups and began to target government personnel and property, as well as
Sinhalese politicians and Tamil politicians who were on good terms with the Sinhalese
(Dharmadasa, 2007, p. 135; Peebles, 2006, pp. 127—128; Spencer, 2002, pp. 2, 37). The
most notorious of these was the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), led by
Velupillai Prabakaran (Peebles, 2006, p. 127; Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 266).

It was not long before provocations by both sides caused an eruption of
violence. Ethnic riots between the two competing groups had occurred previously and
according to historical sources, the violence had most often been initiated by the
Sinhalese (DeVotta, 2007, p. 19; Peebles, 2006, p. 111; Spencer, 2002, pp. 35-36). The
riots of 1983 however were by far the worst. They were sparked by the deaths of
thirteen Sinhalese soldiers who had been killed by the LTTE in the Tamil region of

Jaftna. This was followed by systematic attacks by Sinhalese mobs against Tamil
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civilians residing in Sinhalese-majority areas such as Colombo, Kandy and Nuwara
Eliya. The horrific violence was carried out by thugs and policemen affiliated with the
reigning UNP, as suggested in the delayed response by the Sri Lankan government.
Many Tamils fled to neighbouring Tamil Nadu, and some were harboured by Sinhalese
civilians who later brought them to the army for further protection or passage to Jaffna
(DeVotta, 2007, p. 24; Dharmadasa, 2007, pp. 135-136; Peebles, 2006, pp. 135-136;
Spencer, 2002, p. 38; Wickramasinghe, 2015, pp. 299-300). The President J. R.
Jayawardena amended the constitution to illegalise the demand for a separate state by
any parliamentary members or parties. This forced the TULF to withdraw from
parliament. The Tamils were left without government representation, and the radical
LTTE became the sole defender of their rights (Dharmadasa, 2007, p. 136; Peebles,
2006, p. 136; Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 301).

While the Tamil extremists had initially consisted of only a few hundred youth,
their numbers increased dramatically after the 1983 riots, as some displaced Tamils also
joined the separatists and new recruits were trained in South India (Peebles, 2006, pp.
151-152). The LTTE soon began to attack civilian targets, such as monks and
worshippers. Massacres of Sinhalese villagers also occurred (Dharmadasa, 2007, p.
136). Reprisal attacks were then enacted by Sinhalese forces without the consent of
their senior officials (Peebles, 2006, p. 135). Later on, the LTTE also forcibly recruited
child soldiers and suicide bombers, and used the Tamil population of Jaffna as a human
shield (DeVotta, 2007, p. 27). Thus was the complex nature of the civil war that raged
for three decades. Though the most concentrated violence against civilians occurred in
2008, an end was soon in sight with the recapturing of rebel territories in the Eastern
province and disunity amongst the Tamil ranks. The Sri Lankan military continued their

ruthless military assault on the small coastal region that harboured the LTTE forces
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(Nalapat, 2011; Wickramasinghe, 2015, pp. 362-363). On Saturday 19" May, 2009,
President Mahinda Rajapaksha issued a statement to declare the end of the war. He
avowed that the nation should "find a homegrown solution to this conflict. That solution
should be acceptable to all the communities. We have to find a solution based on the
philosophy of Buddhism" (Weaver & Chamberlain, 2009).

The historical processes and events described in this chapter have illustrated the
development of Sinhalese nationalism and its gradual transformation from assertions of
ethnic expression to an antagonistic force that culminated in civil war. It is apparent that
to sustain the peace that was gained by the destruction of the LTTE, a more pluralistic
approach by the Sri Lankan government to identity politics and intercommunal cohesion
would be necessary. Government attempts to rectify the oppressive effects of the
Sinhala-only bill were first made in 1987, with the recognition of Tamil as an official
language of the State. English was also officially recognised as a link language
(Dharmadasa, 2007, p. 136). This is reflected in today’s tertiary education system, in
which,

[English] is introduced as a second language at grade three. An

introduction to the second national language i.e., Sinhala for Tamil

speaking children and Tamil for Sinhala speaking children is also
implemented from grade three onwards. This is done to promote national
integration and the intention of the government is to ensure that future

citizens are trilingual. ("Education first: Sri Lanka," 2013, p. 24).

The above declaration found in a pamphlet published by the Ministry of Education
denotes the desire for a greater understanding and assimilation between the various
ethnic groups. Yet, aspects of Sinhalese culture have remained as the pre-eminent

symbols of the nation. This is evident in public events, such as official ceremonies and
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periodic Buddhist parades. It is also evident in the epithets given to Pandith W. D.
Amaradeva, such as “national icon” and “voice of our nation,” as well as the belief that
he discovered “the national idiom of Sri Lankan music” (Ramon Magsaysay
Foundation, 2001). The growing reverence for Amaradeva’s music will be discussed in
subsequent chapters. We shall see that key elements in the nationalist trajectory
described above, particularly language use, had implications for Amaradeva’s output.
But firstly, I will explore in the next chapter the rediscovery and creation of selected
cultural artefacts after the Buddhist revival and their role in the making of a Sinhalese

ethnic identity.
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Chapter 3: Reviving Music and Culture

While the previous chapter described the negative effects of Sinhalese
nationalism on the Sri Lankan population during the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries, it is also important to consider positive outcomes in recovering a Sinhalese
identity. Thus, we now return to the nineteenth century in order to examine the
developments of specific cultural practices that were concomitant with the increasing
nationalistic fervour. It will be demonstrated that the rediscovery of endogenous music
was belated due to the doctrines of Theravada Buddhism. Though music played a
functional role in many aspects of precolonial Sinhalese society, it appears that music,
especially vocal genres, had not received pride of place even during the precolonial era.
In fact, as previously noted, the ethnomusicologist Devar Surya Sena once described
Sinhalese song as the “Cinderella of the arts” (Surya Sena, 2008, pp. XIV, 62), an art
eventually redeemed after a long period of neglect. Due to the Theravada Buddhist
restrictions on musical performance, research into this field has been fairly limited and
many past musical practices have remained obscure. But towards Independence in 1948,
an increasing awareness of folk culture amongst bourgeoisie nationalists coincided with
the emergence of a new vocal genre, sarala gee, in 1944. From this point the
bourgeoisie began to pay increasing attention to endogenous Sinhalese music. The focus
on folk music has continued through to the present day. The account of developments in
Sinhalese culture that follows provides a foundation for a fuller understanding of
Amaradeva’s music, his embracing of Sinhalese folk music, Buddhism and Sinhalese
history, as well as a variety of exogenous forms such as Hindustani ragas and nurthi

gee, Carnatic ragas, and Western musical devices.
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3.1 Music Research from the Nineteenth Century

The first paper regarding Sinhalese music by Nell (1858) was published by the
Ceylon Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society (hereafter, RAS) in 1858,3" prior to the
Buddhist revival. It reflects the Orientalist framings that derived from the era of
Enlightenment described earlier and is not particularly illustrative of Sinhalese music
itself. The Ceylon Branch of the RAS was formed in 1845 and has produced empirical
research most of which has been published in the form of scholarly journal articles. Yet,
the article in question is exceptional for its overt subjectiveness. It is entitled, “An
Introductory paper on the Investigation of Singhalese music” (Nell, 1858). However, it
is less of an “investigation” and more of a biased comparison of Sinhalese traditional
music with Western music. The author also inflects the paper with disparaging allusions
to the inferiority of the Sinhalese ethnic group. Nell opens his paper with the following
premise:

The Oriental enjoys his rude melodies, as heartily as the European, the

music of the West. But the difference is so great between the barbarous

and the civilized art, that the former becomes a subject of curiosity to the
votary of the other. Though, Singhalese music, therefore, may be of no
great intrinsic value, it is deserving of investigation as a national art, and

as an illustration of the social condition of the Singhalese people. (1858,

p. 200)

In other words, Nell stipulates that while the study of Sinhalese music is a

fruitful anthropological exercise, the music itself is not of intrinsic value. Similar

31 The Royal Asiatic Society (aka RAS) of Great Britain and Ireland was founded in 1823 by Sir
Henry Thomas Colebrooke who was a scholar of the Sanskrit language. The purpose of the
society was to promote the scholarship of the sciences, literature and arts of Asia (Royal Asiatic
Society of Great Britain and Ireland, 2016).
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statements follow throughout the paper which largely fails to illuminate the particular
qualities of Sinhalese music. The inclusion of the names of several Sinhalese musical
instruments are the only data that warrant scholarly merit. The binarism between the so-
called barbarous Orientals and the civilised Europeans are a means of justifying the
British Empire’s civilising mission. It was demonstrated in the previous chapter that the
Colombo elite were themselves engaged in the civilising mission at this time and as
such, no one was willing to debunk the claims asserted in Nell’s article.

Following this preliminary article, the Journal of the Ceylon Branch of the
Royal Asiatic Society would only publish one more nineteenth-century paper containing
music research, in 1894. The gap between the two papers despite the proliferation of
literary research after the Buddhist revival may have been due to taboos imposed by
Buddhist doctrine. It was established earlier that bhikkus were the teachers and
disseminators of Sinhalese culture, and therefore music was not taught or researched at
pirivenas. It appears that Sinhalese music did not receive much scholarly attention at all
during the nineteenth century, despite the revived interest in Sri Lanka’s endogenous
culture. The second musicological paper of the RAS was written by C. M. Fernando, a
Sinhalese barrister of the Colombo elite. He hailed from a Roman Catholic family that
had a history in the civil service, and he was a member of the Municipal Councils of
Colombo and Kandy. Fernando was also a member and Councillor of the Ceylon and
England branches of the Royal Asiatic Society, and a keen historiographer (Spencer,
2002, pp. 95-96; Wright, 1999, pp. 548-549). In his paper Music of Ceylon (1894),
Fernando cites Nell’s treatise in his opening sentence, but does not seek to criticise it in
any way. Instead, he admits the need for further research in this area “which is yet an
unexplored region to those interested in Ceylon and its people” (Fernando, 1894, p.

183), and informs the reader that he seeks to bridge this gap. His proposed topics of
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research were “the vocal music in vogue among the Sinhalese at that time, their sacred
music, Sinhalese musical instruments, and the ancient Sinhalese practice of music as a
fine art” (1894, p. 183). It does not appear that this subsequent research was carried out
or published however, as there are no other musicological publications by C. M.
Fernando to be found.

Fernando’s paper involves a description of the music of a Sri Lankan ethnic
group called “the Mechanics,” also known as Portuguese Burghers. This music will be
described in more detail in Chapter 4.3.1.3. The paper was read to the Royal Asiatic
Society in 1894, and Fernando had also organised an authentic Mechanic orchestra to
demonstrate some of the melodies. Though this paper is quite a sound investigation
accompanied by a thoughtful presentation, the tone of the paper still reflects the
Orientalist framings instilled in the minds of Colombo’s elite society. In his critical
discourse of Orientalism, Edward Said declares that “The Orient is watched, since its
almost (but never quite) offensive behavior issues out of a reservoir of infinite
peculiarity; the European, whose sensibility tours the Orient, is a watcher, never
involved, always detached” (2003, p. 103). This often results in demeaning
commentaries, as evident in Fernando’s paper. Though his aim was to produce
ethnographic descriptions, he adopted the air of a detached European observer and
sometimes uses belittling words that betray a sense of amusement and condescension.
When demonstrating the character of the Mechanics he compares them to American
“Negroes,” claiming that,

just as the latter [‘Christy Minstrel songs”] express in themselves the

characteristics of the American Negro, his broad, if somewhat coarse,

humour ; his simple, almost childish, pathos, and his intense love of

family life—so the “Cafferina” and the “Chikothi” of the Mechanic display
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the peculiarities of the Mechanic character, improvidence, at times

amounting to recklessness, and the pursuit of pleasure at all costs.

(Fernando, 1894, p. 186)
Fernando does not employ the word “uncivilised” to describe either of these ethnic
groups as Jeronis Pieris had done with regard to the marriage practices of the Kandyans,
as noted in Chapter 2.2. And yet, Fernando’s comments imply that the Portuguese-
Burghers and African Americans are inferior in some way; that they are primitive and
unrefined. The adjectives “childlike” and “improvident” suggest a carelessness and an
inability to discipline one’s actions. These descriptions, though not quite as blunt, are
similar to those found in Nell’s musicological paper regarding the Sinhalese published
almost four decades previously. Fortunately, however, Fernando demonstrates a keen
interest in the music of the Mechanics despite his generalised assumptions about the
ethnic group. Further ethnomusicological work conducted in the twentieth century
evidences a more genuine effort to understand the musical practices under study and the
cultural beliefs that underpin them. While many of the elite still viewed their
vernacular-speaking counterparts of the working middle class and the so-called lower
class or disadvantaged rural population as “others,” some members who felt estranged
from the culture of their forebears also took an interest in ethnomusicological inquiry.
In the twentieth century, a collective Sinhalese identity, forged around the musical
idiom of the rural peasant, would be introduced to Colombo and appropriated to create

diverse interpretations of “Sinhalese music” and a national identity.
3.2 Reinventing musical culture

As discussed earlier, the Buddhist revival and its successful re-affiliation with
monastic education and scholarship in the native Sinhala language was instrumental in

disseminating forgotten histories of the Sinhalese to a subjugated people. It was not
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enough, however, to consolidate the Sinhalese national consciousness through literature
and the print media. Revivalists also encouraged the practice of old customs and the
creation of new traditions. In the introduction to The Invention of Tradition, Hobsbawm
suggests that “Inventing traditions. . . is essentially a process of formalization and
ritualization, characterized by reference to the past, if only by imposing repetition”
(Hobsbawm & Ranger, 2012, p. 4). This process is evident in the magnification of
Ceylon’s Buddhist worshipping practices of the nineteenth century, and in the renewed
traditions of the twentieth century which were either direct appropriations of older
traditions, or modern inventions with a symbolic and nostalgic link to the past. During
the Buddhist revival however, the increasing recurrence of ritualistic activities served as
a reconnection with the past. In retaliation against the hegemonisation of local religions
through the practices of Christian missionaries, it is possible that the Buddhist
revivalists felt the need to demonstrate the validity of their own faith through public
displays of worship. Communal worship began to increase amongst the laity. Practices
included the perahdras (“parades”) of drummers and dancers that had once received
patronage from the kings. In his dissertation, Sykes (2011) draws examples from the
practices of the Buddhist revivalists of the nineteenth century to demonstrate that the
link between national identity and music in Ceylon was a relatively modern
construction. One example concerns an incident that amounted to the first documented
confrontation between Buddhists and Christians. Leading up to Easter in 1883, there
was a period of growing tension between the adherents to the two religions that
culminated in a violent riot. The antagonism stemmed from a series of Buddhist
processions and chanting ceremonies that coincided with Lent and Holy Week. They
had been organised by Migettuwatte Gunananda Thera, the aforementioned debater of

the temple of Kotahena. Sykes acknowledges that while it first appears that the timing
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of these Buddhist celebrations were a direct provocation for the Christians, who were
the majority in the area of Kotahena, the clash was inevitable because the Buddhist
celebration of full moon happened to fall on Good Friday that year (Sykes, 2011, pp.
75-78); both Buddhist and Christian calendrical cycles overlapped. According to Turpie
(2001), the continued positioning of Buddhist festivities in relation to the lunar calendar
which had been used during the time of the Buddha signifies the grounding of
contemporary practices in an age-old tradition (p. 13). Nevertheless, it has been
suggested that in 1883 the drummers behaved in a manner that intentionally caused
aggravation. As Sykes (2011) relates, “there is no previous record of the berava [caste]
using their drumming to annoy others, nor is there any previous record of others
complaining about perahdras” (p. 81). He therefore concludes that in this instance, the
drumming and chanting served as a ‘sonic weapon’ (Sykes, 2011, pp. 80-81).

It has been argued by Sykes and Wickramasinghe that this novel aesthetic of
drumming as an irritant was connected to the British concept of noise, and delineations
of public and private space and the codes of behaviour within the public realm (Sykes,
2011, pp. 82-83; Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 126). Though they had never been utilised
as a weapon or an irritant, drumming and chanting in Theravada Buddhism had always
been positioned as “noise” as opposed to “music.” One of the ten precepts taken by
Buddhist bhikkus and eight precepts taken by pious Buddhists requires them to “abstain
from seeing dancing, music vocal and instrumental, and dramatic shows” (Mensching,
as cited in Laade, 1993, p. 52). As a consequence, endogenous performing arts, music in
particular, were hindered in their development beyond the rural, folk quotidian setting,
though the aristocracy performed South Indian music. In a conference paper given at the
International Symposium of Music at Manila in 1966, Amaradeva stated that after

307BC,
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Buddhism became the guiding spirit of the lives of the Sinhalese. And
this aspect of the story is of profound significance, for it is not wrong, by
far, to say that Theravada Buddhism acted as a definite brake on the
development of music and dancing in the country. It is not, certainly, that
the Buddha himself would completely ostracize those popular arts, for
the Sakka Panha Sutta in the canonical text, Digha Nikaya, records an
incident where the Buddha praises the dexterity of the divine musician,
Pamchasikha. However that may be, the upholders of Theravada
Buddhism could not be said to have taken favourably to these fine arts —
at least, this is the only possible inference from history. (W. D.
Amaradeva, as cited in Ranatunga, 2013Db, p. 74)
Though sarala gee singer Dayaratna Ranatunga (personal communication, September 8,
2018) and ethnomusicologist Tony Donaldson (2001) dispute such claims by arguing
Buddhist chant laid the foundations for Sinhala music, other Sinhala musicians and
musicologists agree that Buddhism limited musical development (Alawathukotuwa,
2015, p. 22; Dassenaike, 2012, pp. 16—17; de Mel, 2006, pp. 6—7; Makulloluwa, 1966,
p. 53; Surya Sena, 2008, p. XIV). They suggest that the “profound significance” of this
abstinence from performing arts and Theravada Buddhist aesthetics are both visible in
aspects of traditional Sinhalese music. They are evident, for instance, in the limited
melodic range of folk music and the emphasis on rhythm in instrumental music, as
evocative melody is said to evoke lust and passion (Kulatillake, 1991, p. 68). Buddhist
philosophy dictates that the attainment of enlightenment or inner peace is only possible
when the desire for worldly phenomena is relinquished. Therefore, the aesthetic
appreciation of music is counterintuitive to the Buddhist doctrine. One might ask that if

bhikkus were wont to abstain from music, why was drumming afforded such a place in
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Buddhist processions? Buddhist musical practices of both Laos and Sri Lanka, for
instance, indicate that such music must not evoke aesthetic appreciation and that its
purpose is to enhance the learning of those who are early and intermediate members of
the laity (Wei & Homsombat, 1976, pp. 32-33). The few advanced members who have
gained a deeper understanding of Buddhist philosophy are those who have taken the
Eight Precepts (“ata sill”’) as opposed to the Five Precepts (“pan sill”’) observed by
common people (Laade, 1993, p. 52) and must therefore also abstain from engaging
with music. With the use of a detailed questionnaire, Wei and Homsombat (1976)
discovered that in both Laos and Sri Lanka, Buddhist music is perceived not as music,
but as “sound.” Similarly, the Sinhala words used to describe the musical instruments
evades any reference to the term “music” (1976, p. 25).22 The Sri Lankan interview
results illustrate the types of instruments used for various proceedings, and the lack of
instrumental accompaniment during chanting. Therefore, music may be understood to
have played a purely ritualistic functional role in Sinhalese Buddhism.

The binding of music to functionality and the de-emphasis on its aesthetic
beauty were not only confined to Buddhist clerical practices but were also imposed on
the laity. For instance, Devar Surya Sena notes that while raga and tala refer to melody

and rhythm respectively in Indian classical music, the word raga was never used for

32 1t does not appear that Sinhalese agrarian society of the precolonial era used a term that
equates to the Western notion of “music” and encompasses both singing and instrumental
forms. The ethnomusicologist W. B. Makulloluwa once won an argument to demonstrate that
the term “gee” (“song”) was used in historic times according to Sahan Ranwala (S. L.
Rupavahini, 2016), and a classification of traditional music by Ratnayake suggests that the term
“wadana” (vadana “playing”) was used to denote percussion music (2011, p. 82). The
aristocratic class however employed the term “Sangeet,” owing to their accomplishment and
patronage of South Indian music (Surya Sena, 2008, p. 73). According to a Sanskrit-English
dictionary, the Sanskrit word “Sangeeta” (spelled “Samgita” in this text) means “a song sung by
many voices or singing accompanied by instrumental music, chorus, a concert, any song or
music” (Monier-Williams, Leumann, & Cappeller, 2005, p. 1129). This word is currently used by
the Sri Lankan population, but it is unclear when this practice started amongst the Sinhalese. It
can possibly be traced back to the nurthi era (1877-1930), or during the 1930s when
professional training in music was first undertaken by the Sinhalese in India.
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“melody” in Sinhalese. Instead, “people used to say to singers, ‘sing a tala’ — ‘talayak

299

kiyapan’” (Surya Sena, 2008, p. 3). This quote raises another example of the evasion of
the word “melody” in the Sinhala language. The word kiyapan which is a
colloquialisation of the word “kiyanna” literally means “talk,” “say” or “speak.” In an
interview I conducted with the Amaradeva family, the word was used several times. In
one instance, Wimala Amaradeva said, “Api Ayiya ginat kiyamuda?” [“Shall we talk
about his brother too?”]. Ranjana Amaradeva also used the word before his mother sang
a patal kavi (miner’s song) for me.3® Wimala said she could not remember all the words
and Ranjana replied, “Kamak ndha. Poddak kiyanna.” [“It’s alright, just sing a little
part”]. The use of the word kiyanna in varied contexts of performance and speech as
described above seems to be associated with the nature of traditional Sinhalese musical
practices. The most “native” of these forms of music are folk songs such as the one
Wimala performed for me, and they are sometimes found to have a melodic range of
about three to five notes (Aravinda, 2000, p. 131) while only a few, those from coastal
areas which were thus more prone to exogenous influences, have a wider melodic range
of five or more notes (Surya Sena, 2008, p. 2). Chant-like music can be found in the
folk plays called kolam, sokari and ritkada. As well as being a source of entertainment,
these plays served a functional role, as they involved ritualistic invocations or were
performed to keep farmers awake during the threshing season so that they could guard
their crops from pests (E. Peiris, 1974, p. 28; Surya Sena, 2008, pp. 60—61). It has also
been suggested that a fairly large volume of traditional Sinhalese music serves as
accompaniment for dances and therefore in these forms an emphasis has been placed on

metre and rhythm rather than melodic range and interest (Kulatillake, 1976, p. 15).

33 Sinhalese people use the word “kavi,” originating from Sanskrit, to either mean “song” or
poem.” The word “gee” can also be used interchangeably when referring to folk songs, or any
other form of vocal music.
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Despite the prevalence of narrow melodic contours in Sinhala music however,
Kulatillake does cite some exceptions such as the Christian pasams of Negambo,
selected virahdas (love songs of the Kandyan courts), an old set of 21 vannams (a song
with descriptive lyrics or accompaniment for a pantomimic dance), ** and one
invocation sung to the Kiri Amma deity in a remote village (Kulatillake, 1976, p. 16).
Also, in the nineteenth century a new type of folk drama called nadagam was in vogue
amongst the villagers. The songs of these plays had melodies that were more developed
than those of the traditional folk dramas (C. d. S. Kulatillake, 1976, p. 10; Surya Sena,
1954, p. 11). Nadagam was an appropriation of the South Indian street drama called
terrukuttu brought to Sri Lanka in the seventeenth century. It is believed that the first
Sinhalese nadagam was produced by Pillippu Sinho in 1824 (E. Peiris, 1974, pp. 30, 35;
Robinson, 1988, p. 82). The practices of traditional music as described here continued
in villages during the nineteenth century, but they were relatively unknown to the
residents of Colombo. In the capital, the main form of non-European entertainment
relished by the vernacular-speaking working classes — those belonging to the middle
and lower-middle class — was a form of stage drama called nurthi, derived from India
(Wickramasinghe, 2015, pp. 85-86). The first nurthi production was performed in
Colombo in 1877 by the Parsi Theatrical Troup of Bombay. Local playwrights such as
C. Don Bastian Jayaweera Bandara, Makalandage John de Silva and in the next century
Charles Dias began to stage successful Sinhalese productions. Colombo audiences were
drawn to the novelties of nurthi productions which differed from nadagams in that they
included female cast members, stage effects, indoor settings with better lighting, and
short durations of a few hours as opposed to performances that spanned over five days

(Rubin et al., 1998, p. 525). North Indian music was also a novel feature of these plays

34 See Jayaweera (2004) for more information on vannams.
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and it is quite possible that their success led to the popularisation of North Indian genres
of song in Sri Lanka.®

Developments in the practice of Buddhist music occurred in parallel with that of
music used for theatre. Communal Buddhist practices that had been created in the
nineteenth century and reinforced through repetition became well established in the
early-twentieth century. It was believed that festivities and singing were features of
Christianity and attracted educated Sinhalese converts (Frost, 2002, p. 955). Following
the Christian practices of the last two decades of the nineteenth century, American
Colonel Henry Steel Olcott, who established the Buddhist Theosophical Society
mentioned in Chapter 2.3, devised similar Buddhist practices such as the annual Vesak
Day celebrations that were declared a public holiday from 1885 onwards. Vesak Day
was said to be the date coinciding with the birth, death and enlightenment of the Lord
Buddha. However, as noted previously, celebratory activities were not traditionally
afforded by Buddhist doctrine as they are considered a worldly act and as such, Vesak
had not been celebrated as a public holiday even in precolonial times (Turpie, 2001, p.
19). However, revivalists perceived that the alienating experience of colonialism had
necessitated the need to find new expressions of communal identity and therefore the
Vesak celebrations were fashioned in the style of Christmas.3® In the twentieth century,
Buddhists would decorate the streets with foran (lit-up displays of Buddhist jataka
tales), send each other cards, make Vesak lanterns and sing Vesak carols (Frost, 2002,
p. 955; Turpie, 2001, pp. 18-22; Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 91). Present day Vesak

celebrations are much the same with the exception of the Vesak carols or bhakthi gee as

35 For more information about the songs of nurthi plays, see Chapter 4.3.1.1.

36 Compared to the modern celebrations of the twentieth century, Vesak celebrations in the
nineteenth century remained a modest affair. They were held at temples and involved the
lighting of lamps, provision of offerings, and the observance of the Buddhist precepts (Turpie,
2001, p. 17).
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they are most commonly known. Today these devotional songs bear a resemblance to
the contemporary Sinhala sarala gee, which originated in the 1940s. During the late-
nineteenth century however, this idiom had not yet been developed and there were
allegedly no Sinhalese musicians skilled in composition.®” As a result, Olcott obtained
the services of Charles W. Leadbeater, a Christian minister who was sympathetic to the
plight of Buddhists. An example of a hymn composed in 1893 shows a striking
similarity to the Christian hymns sung at that time (Turpie, 2001, pp. 20-21).
Regardless of their unoriginality, it appears that these Buddhist hymns were sung by the
laity in Buddhist processions during the first few decades of the twentieth century

(Frost, 2002, p. 955).
3.3 Cultural Re-Awakenings

It was established in Chapter 2 that the increased Sinhalese scholarship and
authorship that was an indirect result of the Buddhist revival stimulated the expansion
of the Sinhalese print media. It is evident that the nationalist discourse that was
dispersed by the Buddhist literati had some impact on the lives of the Colombo
bourgeoisie, who also had access to the pirivena education and were thereby increasing
their proficiency in vernacular practices. By the early-twentieth century, the literate
Sinhalese working class had begun to absorb the cultural information published in
periodicals and were developing a desire to return to a more traditional lifestyle. This
involved the criticism of foreign capitalists and the condemnation of Western
commodities such as soap, perfume and powder, and a preference for traditional

ayurvedic medicine. Cultural changes corresponding with these altered attitudes came

37 While it is true that most theatre music was composed by foreigners in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, Devar Surya Sena discovered some Buddhist devotional songs
composed by a Sinhalese composer in the south of Sri Lanka during the early-twentieth
century. These songs were based on melismatic folk music ornamentation, nadagam theatre
songs, and nurthi gee (Surya Sena, 2008, pp. 98-99). Olcott’s allegations, therefore, are false
and demonstrate the perceived worthlessness of traditional Sri Lankan music at that time.
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into existence in the 1920s and 1930s, coinciding with the constitutional changes
described in the previous chapter which gradually led to universal franchise. For
instance, the British had viewed traditional medicine as a fraudulent practice from
which natives should be spared, but due to its heightened demand in the early-twentieth
century, it received government patronage from 1927 (Wickramasinghe, 2015, pp. 104—
105).

Though patriotic propaganda aimed at the masses was fostering anti-Western
ideologies, resulting in the rejection of Western culture, the urban working classes
continued to favour the nurthi theatre music from North India instead of looking to
endogenous music during the early-twentieth century. Sinhalese nurthi songs (nurthi
gee) were first recorded for the gramophone in 1906 (Alawathukotuwa, 2015, p. 32;
Wickramasinghe, 2014, p. 87). The most successful local nurthi playwright was John de
Silva (1857-1922), a nationalist member of the Colombo elite. He staged his first
theatrical production in 1886, but it is said that his dramas took on a distinctive
characteristic after 1902. This coincided with his establishment of the Arya Subodha
Drama Society. In 1903, he acquired the services of a Hindustani musician called
Vishvanath Lawjee to assist him in composing original melodies for his dramas. Their
first collaboration was Sirisangabo, which depicts the character of a heroic king and
was immensely popular (Ariyarathna, 2008, p. 19; Field, 2014b, p. 1046). One of its
songs, Danno Buddunge, is still present in Sri Lanka’s popular music canon and was
also recorded by Pandith Amaradeva. The name of John de Silva’s drama company
along with his adaptation of stories from the historical chronicles such as the
Mahavamsa demonstrate his belief in the Arya-Sinhala identity. Further, the
ethnomusicologist Garrett Field cites a passage from the preface to the play Sirisangabo

wherein de Silva claims that the poetic metres of classical Sinhala poetry were derived
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from the fala or rhythmic cycles of Hindustani classical music and therefore concludes
that this music was practiced during Lanka’s ancient period.3 Other researchers have
contested however that South Indian music was present in the Sinhalese courts (C. d. S.
Kulatillake, 1976, p. 4; Makulloluwa, 1966, p. 51). Returning to the precolonial history
outlined in Chapter 2.1, we recall that there was often a peaceful coexistence between
the Tamil and Sinhalese aristocracy and much acculturation took place as a result. Thus,
the presence of South Indian music is likely. Yet, John de Silva believed that North
Indian music was “an authentic expression of the Arya-Sinhala cultural ethos” (Field,
2014b, p. 1046). The success of John de Silva’s plays and their original melodies
resulted in the popularisation of North Indian music, both light and classical, in Sri
Lanka. Exposure to John de Silva’s plays prompted many Sinhalese to study Hindustani
classical music under Indian musicians (Ariyarathna, 2014, p. 75; E. Jayakody, personal
communication, August 19, 2018; Kumara, 2015, p. 298; W. D. Amaradeva (1967), as
cited in Ranatunga, 2013b, p. 78). Though many of these musicians contributed to the
emerging genre of light music based on Indian melodies, called aluth sindu (“new
songs”) (Field, 2017, p. 31), original compositions by Sinhalese musicians did not
appear until the advent of sarala gee in the 1940s.

Like the other literati of the early-twentieth century, John de Silva was an
advocate of Sinhala nationalism. One of his main goals was to reacquaint the Sinhalese
youth with their heritage and history as told in the ancient chronicles. Also, as mentioned
previously, the Buddhist revival had brought about a resistance towards Western
capitalism and certain consumer products. John de Silva criticised women for supposedly

wasting their husbands’ hard-earned money buying caps and gowns to wear and his plays

38 John de Silva does not specify the dates that constitute the ancient period, but it can be
assumed that he was referring to the Anuradhapura period which prevailed from 377BC-
1077AD (see Peebles, 2006, pp. 1, 13-26).
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promoted the display of the modest national dress called the osariya. This garment,
originating from Kandy, is a saree adorned with a frilly sash around the waist. De Silva
claimed that more women were wearing it as a result of his plays. Another Buddhist virtue
that was portrayed in his dramas was abstinence from smoking and drinking. These aims
had been shared by the nationalist Anagarika Dharmapala (1864—1933), who had once
been a member of the Buddhist Theosophical Society. However, the poet and essayist
Gunadasa Amarasekara surmises one significant distinction between the two
intellectuals. John de Silva did not perceive folk culture as an authentic expression of
Sinhala identity, and he sought to enable the elite and upper middle class to achieve
empowerment and political agency by imploring them to draw strength from their
historical, religious and cultural heritage. Anagarika Dharmapala however believed that
the disadvantaged rural population were the segment of society whose social and cultural
life were most in need of support (Ariyarathna, 2008, pp. 15-16). Dharmapala addressed
a letter to the Maha Bodhi Society in 1906 relating the hardships of this disadvantaged
group:
Every village industry is now being killed by articles made in Germany,
and the villagers who are agriculturists suffer when their harvests fail
from inundations. In the wilds of Hiniduma where | was a fortnight ago
the illiterate villagers complained to me that their only source of livelihood
depend upon chena cultivation,® and fields they have very few or none.
Aliens are taking away the wealth of the country and the sons of the soil
where are they to go? The immigrants who come here have other places

to go to, the Sinhalese has no place to go to. (1965, p. 528)

39 Chena cultivation involves harvesting crops on a permanent plot of land using shifting slash-
and-burn techniques, i.e. clearing away vegetation and burning the land to plant crops (Woost,
1993, p. 508).
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Such opinions were a precursor for later Sinhalese politicians who regarded their ethnic
group as an endangered minority, even when they were a clear statistical majority. In
light of the situation described above, Dharmapala In his essay 4 Message to the Young
Men of Ceylon exhorted the Sinhalese people to “Stand up for your rights, and learn to
love your starving, poor, neglected Sinhalese brother, the village goiya [“farmer”], for
after all, it is the agricultural and the labouring class that form the backbone of the
Sinhalese nation” (1965, p. 512). Anagarika Dharmapala’s form of nationalist activism
would take effect in the 1940s and play a key role in the second wave of atavistic
Sinhalese nationalism during and after the pivotal 1956 government elections.*°
Nevertheless, the Sinhalese nationalist consciousness continued to grow
amongst the middle classes, especially after the Donoughmore Constitution granted
universal suffrage in 1931. For the Sinhalese, the importance of national dress grew
after this point. Authentic national dress had initially been propagated by Anagarika
Dharmapala. He suggested that Sinhalese men should trade their Western clothes for a
white, formalised version of the sarong (called sarama in Sinhalese) and the banian
(long-sleeved shirt) that was still worn by farmers. Some working class people did
adopt this dress but their actions were seen as a rebellion against colonial rule and they
were either ridiculed or punished (Wickramasinghe, 2003, pp. 12—-15). After 1931
however, national dress became a marker of an empowered identity and a means of
resistance against the British. At first the formal national dress for men was that
previously prescribed by Dharmapala but the garment was marginally altered to add an
element of local authenticity. After some time, a slightly different lower garment called

“the cloth,” first introduced by Ananda College principal P. de S. Kularatne in the early

401n the early-twentieth century however, the struggle for political power was fought by the elite
class and therefore the politicisation of peasants was not a common goal.
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1920s, was eventually adopted by the politicians and the working classes and was
chosen as the winner at the national dress parade held in 1941.4" The ideal dress for
women was the Kandyan osariya, as it was a modest dress covering the entire torso and
legs and therefore symbolised chastity.

Figure 3.1

Wedding Photograph of Prime Ministers S. W. R. D. and Sirimavo Bandaranaike

Wearing National Costumes in 1940 (SirimavoBandaranaike.org, n.d.)

Most people in Colombo, however did not wear the national dress (Wickramasinghe,
2015, pp. 100-101, 103, 106). Aside from the emphasis placed on national dress,
cultural activists also adopted Kandyan symbols as emblems of the State. From the mid-
1930s to the era of independence, the government re-acquired valuable historical
artefacts that had been taken overseas, many of which were Kandyan. One of the items

was the cranium of Keppetipola, a Kandyan Chief who had taken part leadership during

41 Neither of the sources by Nira Wickramasinghe (2003, 2015) provide the Sinhalese term for
“the cloth.” | have deduced that it may have been called the wettiya, which was worn by
Amaradeva after his return from India (Kumara, 2015, p. 42). | asked Amaradeva’s daughter
about this and she told me that the lower garment he wore at this time, the wettiya, was not a
sarong; it was a cloth (S. Amaradeva, personal communication, August 21, 2018).
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the rebellion of 1818 against the British (Wickramasinghe, 2015, pp. 109, 115). By
then, as mentioned previously, the ancient city of Anuradhapura, the island’s capital
from 377BC—-1077AD and which had boasted significant advancements in religion,
language and irrigation, had also been revived through “historical, archaeological, and
aesthetic practices” such as the restoration of ancient buildings, and was transformed

into a modern site of pilgrimage (2015, p. 92).
3.4 Sri Lankan Music Education and Scholarship

Though new mediums for the expression of Sinhalese culture such as the novel
and the stage drama had begun to take shape in the first decade of the twentieth century,
musicians did not seem ready to engage in the creation of new and distinct genres of
Sinhalese music that aligned with growing nationalist sentiments. This may be due to
the lack of music education in Sri Lanka, and the fact that the hereditary berava caste of
musicians sat low on the social strata. This is likely owing to the complex relationship
between Theravada Buddhism and the arts, as the former’s doctrine permitted
individual arts such as painting and sculpting while condemning communal arts, such as
music, drama and poetic recitation (E. R. Sarachchandra, 1966, pp. 8-9).#? In elite
society, musicianship was deemed an inappropriate profession for males while females
were often encouraged to learn Western classical music from a young age in order to
comply with Victorian ideals of womanhood (Jayawardena, 2000, pp. 280-281). The

gramophone was introduced to Sri Lanka in 1900 and in the first decade were primarily

42 Theravada Buddhists believe that singing, dancing and drama evoked the “pleasure of the
senses;” which detracts from the noble path of the laity (E. R. Sarachchandra, 1966, p. 9).
According to Sarachchandra, the reason for the major role of these arts in pre-Colonial
Sinhalese culture is that Theravada Buddhist doctrine was only concerned with an individualistic
path to salvation. The religion therefore did not interfere with the laylife or the necessities of
material existence, and the folk religion of deity worship and demon exorcism from which
congregational rituals emerged filled in this gap. It is also noted that the congregational
Buddhist pirit ceremony was likely introduced to Sri Lanka through Mahayana Buddhism (E. R.
Sarachchandra, 1966, pp. 1-2, 4).
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owned by the Anglicised elite. Historical records do not specify what music they
consumed, but judging by the taste of Anglicised elites in India it is likely that they
listened to Western classical music, marching band music, comic songs and church
music (Wickramasinghe, 2014, pp. 81-88). The first Sinhalese recordings were
produced during the Gramophone Company’s recording tour to Ceylon in 1905
(Alawathukotuwa, 2015, p. 139). From 1906, the recording of nurthi theatre music
catered to the tastes of the working classes who congregated in communal areas to listen
to recordings and watch stage plays (Alawathukotuwa, 2015, p. 32; Wickramasinghe,
2014, p. 88). Wickramasinghe (2014) noted that all Eastern music records sold in
Ceylon during the first decade of the twentieth century were produced in the
Gramophone Company’s factory in Sealdah, Calcutta (p. 85). Alawathukotuwa (2015)
reports that the International Talking Machine Company was another early producer of
Ceylonese records (p. 140). An online database of Sri Lankan records suggests that by
the 1930s, the Colombia Record Company and the Gramophone Company (then under
the label His Master’s Voice or HMV) were the most prolific record producers in the
industry.*®

The early-twentieth century also saw further musicological publications in the
RAS. This research was markedly different from the papers previously discussed, no
doubt in response to the growing nationalist movement. Ananda Coomaraswamy put
forward A Plea for the Teaching of Indian Music in Ceylon (1906), published in the
Journal of the Colombo University Association. Coomaraswamy was of Sri Lankan
Tamil and English descent, and formed the Ceylon Reform Society in 1905 to unite the

Ceylonese ethnic groups and promote a collective national identity. Similar to the

43 The online database of Sri Lankan gramophone records can be accessed here:
http://www.srilankanrecords.com/gramophone.htmi.
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Buddhist revivalists of the nineteenth century, the Society hosted speeches and
published articles describing aspects of traditional Sri Lankan culture and criticising the
unthinking imitation of foreign cultures (Dharmadasa, 1992, pp. 204-206; Donaldson,
2001, pp. 10—11). Several English-educated Sinhalese Buddhists who had been
involved in the Buddhist revival also joined the Ceylon Reform Society (Dharmadasa,
1992, p. 205). One of these men was W. A. de Silva, whose research on Sinhalese ritual
music will be discussed further on. Coomaraswamy was of the opinion that India should
be hailed as Ceylon’s motherland, as it was being subjected to the same processes of
imperial subjugation and Westernisation (Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 73). However, he
has been criticised somewhat with claims that he framed Ceylonese culture as
subordinate to that of India, thus depriving the Sinhalese people of their uniqueness
(Donaldson, 2001, p. 12). This is evident in the aforementioned publication regarding
the establishment of Indian music education in all of Ceylon’s schools. Early in his
speech, Coomaraswamy states that,
The Sinhalese have a right to the heritage of Indian music no less than to
every other aspect of Indian culture, for historically speaking, they are
perhaps more Indian than the Indians themselves and the undoubted
fact that music has been more neglected by them than by Tamils need
not deter them from seeking new inspiration in India, itself; as the Tamils
also must do. (1906, p. 143)
When dealing with Amaradeva’s music later on in this thesis, it will become clear that it
was indeed inevitable for him to gather musical inspiration from India. However, in
claiming that the Sinhalese are “perhaps more Indian than the Indians themselves,”
Coomaraswamy candidly dismisses the presence of a unique Sinhalese culture that

possesses its own customs, beliefs and forms of art which undeniably draw from Indian
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and other exogenous cultures but which are distinct to the Sinhalese people in specific
ways. It is possible that in the above statement, Coomaraswamy was referring to the
neglect of the musical practices of the aristocratic families, who had played and listened
to South Indian musical instruments for leisure (Bandar, 1908, p. 130; Laade, 1993, p.
54). Coomaraswamy regretted that intimate Indian classical music performances were
no longer in vogue and also lamented the introduction of machinery, which was
resulting in the decline of work songs (1906, pp. 143—144). The work songs in reference
are the folk songs of the Sinhalese peasants. This suggests that Coomaraswamy had a
knowledge of traditional Sinhalese culture, though it was at this point relatively obscure
to the residents of Colombo. Yet when he reinforced the importance of the study of
music by local and European students alike at the Colombo university (which was under
planning and had not yet been established), he did not suggest the study of traditional
Sri Lankan music. This may be due to an ongoing debate that comes to light in this
article; a debate that involves the comparison of Western music and Indian music in
order to demonstrate which system deserves superior status. In the majority of the
article, he quotes criticisms of both Indian and Western music and addresses the
criticisms of Indian music to argue that it should be taught in Ceylon due to its greater
flexibility as evidenced by quarter tones and an endless number of modes (1906, pp.
145-148). Coomaraswamy also argues that instead of the piano, the violin should be
studied as it is an affordable instrument that has the ability to replicate the intricate
tones of Indian music (1906, p. 147). The affordability of the violin was an important
factor and it did become a common instrument taught in schools after Indian music was
introduced to the school curriculum in the 1930s (Abesundara, 2012, p. 22; Ranatunga,
2013b, p. 79; R. Weerasinghe, 2010, p. 24). However, traditional Sinhalese music was

not taught in schools until the early 1960s (Makulloluwa, 1966, p. 58).
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It is possible that the only form of traditional Sinhalese music heard in the
cultural centre of Ceylon in the early-twentieth century was temple drumming. Folk
music remained in the confines of specific rural areas and village ritual music declined
due to a ‘pure’ form of Buddhism promoted by Olcott and the other theosophists, and
which renounced animistic and shamanistic practices (Bond, 1992, p. 52;
Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 90). However, scholarly attention to traditional Sinhalese
music was beginning to increase slightly due to the cultural resurgence that had
occurred in the wake of the nineteenth-century Buddhist revival, as evident in the
second research article published by the RAS (Fernando, 1894) noted previously.
Moving beyond the nineteenth century, the first RAS article of the twentieth century on
music was written by a descendant of the Kandyan aristocracy called Mahawalatenne
Bandar (1908). It is an interesting article in the nostalgia it expresses as it laments the
decline of Kandyan music. This study differs from other research because it also
describes musical practices of the precolonial elite — the Kandyan aristocracy — rather
than the common folk. We are informed that the nobles kept private bands of musicians
and also considered the ability to perform music an accomplishment (Bandar, 1908, p.
130). Though the author does not describe the nature of the music they enjoyed, this
article is important because it provides contextual information regarding the place of
music in upper-class society, and the paradoxical decline of music as a profession
nearing the dawn of Sinhala popular music.

This was followed by two research papers describing ritual music. One of these
(W. A. de Silva, 1920) describes ceremonial songs performed for guardian spirits.
Cultural and religious contexts and beliefs regarding spirits are discussed, however the
focus of this article is the literary aspects of these songs and no musical features are

described. A precursor to this article was also produced by W. A. de Silva and cowritten

65



by A. M. Gunasekara. In both articles, the authors consult books containing transcripts
of verses from historical manuscripts of palm leaves which were preserved in villages
(W. A. de Silva, 1920, p. 14). The music of the ritualistic ceremonies called bali are
depicted in the first article published (W. A. de Silva & Gunasekara, 1911). The nature
of the ceremonies and the types of verses which are sung are described in detail. It is
important to note here that the Sinhalese often interchange the words “singing” and
recitation.” C. de S. Kulatillake points out that there was indeed a “strong link between
recitation and singing” (Kulatillake, 1976, p. 15). This poses a problem when
attempting to classify traditional forms of Sinhala music, as some people include recited
verse while others do not.

One of the significant contributions to Sri Lankan ethnomusicology also
occurred during the 1920s by Devar Surya Sena (1899-1981) who was a member of the
Anglicised elite. He grew up in a cosmopolitan household. His family maintained
European lifestyles but also upheld some Sinhalese customs because his grandmother
practiced the Buddhist faith (Surya Sena, 1978, pp. 1-13). He obtained his elementary
and tertiary education in England. Though he studied law in Cambridge, he left this
profession in 1927 to commence a singing career (Surya Sena, 1978, pp. 14-50, 57-61).
He returned to London from Colombo to acquire further training, specialising in
German /ieder (art songs), but eventually he gave up being, as he put it, “a poor
imitation of an Englishman” (Surya Sena, 2008, p. IX) and pursued traditional
Sinhalese music (Surya Sena, 1978, pp. 62—63). When Surya Sena returned to Ceylon in
1929 he sought to discover its hidden musical traditions. Initially the task seemed very
difficult. The Sinhalese gurus he visited for assistance believed that “Sinhala music. . .
was dead. Four hundred years of foreign occupation had destroyed much of our culture”

(Surya Sena, 1978, p. 64). But Surya Sena persisted. He travelled throughout the island
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collecting field notes and compiling transcriptions in Western music notation. He was
accompanied by a guru who noted down the Sinhala verses (Surya Sena, 1978, pp. 64—
65). Presumably Surya Sena could not read or write Sinhala, though his autobiography
suggests he did speak some of the language when he was very young to communicate
with his Sinhalese nanny (Surya Sena, 1978, p. 7). Due to the state of linguistic
diglossia described in Chapter 2.4, the poetic literary language used in the folk songs
would have differed greatly from Surya Sena’s spoken dialect.

Unfortunately, however, Surya Sena was unable to consolidate these notes
before his death in 1981. The Devar Surya Sena Trust took the initiative to publish the
research and entrusted the task of editing and consolidating the notes to Marina Ismail.
Sena is attributed as the book’s author, though he is referred to in the third person
throughout. The preface of the book presents him as an “ardent nationalist, in spite of
being educated in England” because he had left the “respectable” occupation as a
lawyer to become a full-time singer. An aspect mentioned here which is of cultural
significance is that “a singing career was unheard of among the upper classes” (Surya
Sena, 2008, p. IX). But with his voice, Sena was able to expose Sinhala traditional
music to a local and international audience through performance and research such as
that contained in this publication. His posthumous publication is important not only
because it describes bygone Sinhalese musical practices but because it describes music
of other ethnic groups such as the Tamils, Muslims, Burghers and the indigenous
Viddas. The book consists of several chapters, the first of which grapples with the
thorny question of what constitutes Sri Lankan music. An overview of various
Sinhalese folk music categories was also presented through Surya Sena’s fieldwork. In

addition, the publication includes descriptions of instruments, their classification and
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other Sinhalese music such as virinidu, viraha and nurthi songs and music from the
regions of Kandy and Ruhuna.

Surya Sena’s publication serves as an anthology to the traditional forms of Sri
Lankan music. His contribution to the traditional arts was not confined to print,
however. He completed his field work in 1929 and organised his first Colombo recital
consisting of Western classical vocal music and Sinhala folk songs. This was the first
time traditional Sinhala music had been performed in a formal setting in Colombo and
by all accounts the audience was very receptive. The recital was held at the Royal
College Hall and Surya Sena (1978) wrote that “It was a large and distinguished
audience that gathered for the Recital. The Chief Justice was there. So were many of
Dad’s political colleagues and top Civil Servants.** The audience, Ceylonese and
European, thoroughly enjoyed the programme. . . . Next day I hit the headlines” (p. 66).
Though he was successful in drawing endogenous music in from the periphery and
creating an awareness of it amongst the Colombo cultural elites he neglected to
disseminate it beyond the more cosmopolitan confines of the capital. To begin with,
most ordinary people could not afford to attend such prestigious events. Perhaps more
significantly the stylistic elements of Surya Sena’s vocal presentations were most likely
at odds with local, traditional ones. As demonstrated by recordings of his folk songs,
Surya Sena retained the Western classical bel canto style of singing despite his studies
at Rabindranath Tagore’s Santiniketan in Western Bengal, India during the 1930s
(Surya Sena, 2008, pp. 75-78). It appears that the twenty-two recordings, which were

produced by H.M.V., were not widely popular in Ceylon.

44 Devar Surya Sena’s father was James Peiris, a renowned Barrister who advocated for the
island’s self-governance and the abolition of peasant taxes (Cooray, 1993). He later received a
knighthood for his efforts and also became the President of the Ceylon National Congress
(Rajasingham, 2001).
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The sale of H.M.V. records in Ceylon was entrusted to a man reportedly called
G. G. who according to Surya Sena knew very little about music. A proposal set forth
by Mr. G. G. suggests that he had a greater interest in the tides of mass culture. He
approached Surya Sena, commending him for his “very fine voice,” (Surya Sena, 1978,
p. 185) and asked him to establish his fame by recording the melodies of the great
Indian singer K. L. Saigal using Sinhala lyrics. This suggests that the style of Surya
Sena’s voice may not have been as large a drawback as the content of the music he had
recorded. Though G. G. assured Surya Sena that there was no copyright in place to
protect gramophone songs, Devar Surya Sena deemed the idea “most improper,” and
that was the end of that (Surya Sena, 1978). Fortunately, Surya Sena had been in
possession of the sample recordings, and a CD containing five of the folk songs
accompanies the book comprising his research. Three are sung acapella, one is sung to
the accompaniment of a rabana (frame drum) and talampata (hand cymbals) and the
remaining two are accompanied by an “Oriental harp” (Surya Sena, 1978, p. 184)
providing harmonisation through strummed and arpeggiated chords. One of these latter
recordings also has violin interludes. This orchestration signifies the cosmopolitan style

that would later be the basis of Sinhala popular music.
3.5 Radio Ceylon and Sinhalese Nationalism

Radio Ceylon was a significant organisation that exerted influence on the
localisation of music production towards the era of independence. After a successful
broadcasting experiment by E. Harper and other supporting engineers in Colombo
during February, 1924, radio broadcasting was inaugurated by Governor Manning in
June that same year. Ceylon was the first South Asian country to introduce broadcasting
(Karunanayake, 1990, p. 87). The Secretary of State of the British colonies declared that

“Broadcasting will be under the State control though not necessarily operated by the
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State” (Thomas (1924), as cited in Pujitha-Gunawardana, 1990, p. 15). Early
programming mainly consisted of commercial gramophone records loaned or purchased
from record companies until the radio station started producing its own records in the
late 1930s (Karunanayake, 1990, p. 286; Pujitha-Gunawardana, 1990, p. 52).
Karunanayake claimed that during the first stage of radio broadcasting in the 1920s,
“there was no established popular music tradition in the country. There were no Sinhala
or Tamil records nor were there many established artistes. In the absence of any distinct
music tradition the station had to start with popular tastes” such as British orchestral
music (Karunanayake, 1990, p. 285). Therefore, English programs and Western music
such as Classical music, brass band, jazz, orchestral dances and “gramophone records”
constituted the majority of airtime (Times of Ceylon, 1926, 1927, 1928). In comparison,
only 10 percent of programs were dedicated to South Asian music, both Sinhalese and
Carnatic. The Sinhala records may have consisted of nurthi theatre music. An increase
of Sinhala recording artists grew in the 1930s, though there were still not many original
compositions. The standard practice was to write lyrics and set them to existing Indian
popular songs. Some musicians such as H. W. Rupasinghe, A. R. M. Ibrahim, Lakshmi
Bai and Alan Ratnayake sang songs with nationalist themes in the 1930s
(Karunanayake, 1990, pp. 285-286), but it would appear that there was nothing
“Sinhala” about the music. For example, the instant hit Siri Buddhagaya Vihare by
Rukmani Devi and H. W. Rupasinghe in 1938 was a direct copy of a Hindi song with
altered lyrics that implored the people to take a pilgrimage to the place of the Lord
Buddha’s enlightenment. This song was also remade by Amaradeva and Devi in the
sarala gee idiom in 1977 (see Chapter 7.3 for more details). In the 1930s, a radio
questionnaire created by Radio Ceylon to determine the population’s musical

preferences illustrated that roughly two-thirds of the people who participated in the
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survey preferred English programs, while about half of those who preferred oriental
programs had a liking for the Sinhala programs (Karunanayake, 1990, p. 288).4° It
should be noted, however, that most radio owners lived in urban areas and were of the
Anglicised elite class. Other listeners often gathered around radios owned by affluent
members of the village such as shopkeepers and therefore their listening preferences
would likely not have been included in the survey results (K. N. O. Dharmadasa,
personal communication, November 26, 2020).

In 1937, full-time Sinhala and Tamil announcers were hired to replace the
technical officer and clerical staff member who had previously been performing
vernacular announcements. The chosen candidates were S. Nadarasa and D. M.
Colombage (Pujitha-Gunawardana, 1990, p. 54). Sarala gee musician Dayaratna
Ranatunga related one of Colombage’s early broadcasting experiences to me:

| happened to be the nephew of Mr. D.M. Colombage. So in those days

what they did was, there was no news bulletin actually. He had to say

what he saw on the road and say what he experienced as the news
bulletin. So he used to say “Mama dan enakota Nawala pare, mehama
planes giya. Eva bomba geniyanati. Api okkoma tunneleka &tule gihin
hitiya. Mama avilla dan broadcasting patangannava” [“When | was
coming along Nawala road just now, planes went like this. They must
have been carrying bombs. We all went and hid in the tunnels and

waited. Now | have come to start broadcasting”]. That’s the way they did

it in those days. . . . So that’s the way they started. And he was the first

45 Out of the participants of the radio questionnaire, 47 percent were European or Burgher while
the rest were 26 percent Sinhalese, 10 percent Tamil and 7 percent Muslim (Karunanayake,
1990, p. 288).
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one who announced as “Mama Kolambin katakaranava” [I'm speaking

from Colombo” (Personal communication, September 8, 2018)
As well as improvising their announcements, these presenters were also initially
charged with choosing records from the gramophone companies (Karunanayake, 1990,
p. 286; Pujitha-Gunawardana, 1990, p. 54).46 However, the radio station purchased its
own recording equipment in 1936 and started producing records in 1937. The station
commenced auditions for resident artists that same year and introduced a ranking
system. They also started recording a few Sinhala folk songs at the studio and made
arrangements for the procurement of more portable recording equipment that could be
transported to rural villages to record authentic performances. However, with the
outbreak of the Second World War, these efforts were halted. After the war, in 1946, the
project was resumed in Kandy, where a few vannams and other folk songs were
recorded and aired to wide acclaim (Pujitha-Gunawardana, 1990, pp. 53, 148—-149).

Some awareness of endogenous folk music was being created by the radio and
as independence neared, a select few of the Sinhalese musicians such as Ananda
Samarakoon and Sunil Santha who studied at Rabindranath Tagore’s institution in India
were beginning to explore a new direction in popular music (Karunanayake, 1990, p.
289). Tagore, the influential Bengali poet, composer and Nobel laureate, had
appreciated the work of Sinhalese nationalist Anagarika Dharmapala, who also
contributed to the revival of Buddhism in India. Tagore had a fascination with
Buddhism and he contributed verses to be performed at Buddhist celebrations in Sri
Lanka. He was also aware of the belief in the Vijaya legend and the fact that the

Sinhalese looked to Bengal as their motherland. He was therefore more than obliged to

46 The local companies that sold records were Messrs Cargills, Millers, Porolis Fernando,
Musical Stores, Siedles and Don Carolis (Karunanayake, 1990, p. 286).
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receive Ceylon as a daughter and visited the island several times. According to
Dharmadasa his most influential visits took place in 1922, 1928 and 1934. He gave
lectures concerning the availability and benefits of university education in India and
staged dramas such as Saapmochan which would have a profound impact on Sri Lankan
artists (Dharmadasa, 2011, pp. 1-4). As with the nurthi dramas of John de Silva,
Tagore’s influence inspired Sinhalese musicians to study at the Bengali Santiniketan, an
institution of aesthetic studies based on the forest hermitages of ancient India (Gupta,
2016, p. 6). Pandith Amaradeva emerged as a violinist during this time, and therefore
gained much influence from these musicians. The most senior of them was Ananda
Samarakoon (1911-1962), closely followed by Sunil Santha (1915-1981). Their
compositions incorporated Sinhalese folk music, Indian music and Western music and
were immensely popular amongst the Sinhalese (K. Dissanayaka, personal
communication, August 20, 2018; Field, 2014a, pp. 8—19; Sheeran, 1997, pp. 196-199).
In his book Sunil Handa (“Voice of Sunil,” 1947), Sunil Santha expresses the cultural
significance of his musical success:
They are ashamed to talk in our mother tongue. Apart from singing an
English song in an English vocal style, there is no music of Sri Lanka
they like. Some of them jokingly say 'This is Sinhalese music" and start
singing pal kavi, karatta kavi, sipada, and vannam [Sinhalese folk songs].
Except for flippantly singing folk song, | find our current situation quite
upsetting. . . . Those who gagged from distaste of the Sinhala language
and gave prominence to English are now happily singing these lyrics [of
Santha’s new songs]. (Santha (1947), as cited in Field, 2014a, p. 9)
This suggests that despite the exposure given to folk music by Radio Ceylon, the elite

class still scorned it. To cater to Western tastes, Santha used a simpler vocal style that
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was devoid of the ornamentation found in Hindustani classical music (Donaldson, 2001,
p. 22; Ariyarathna (2002), as cited in Field, 2014a, pp. 18-19), though the use of
ornamental slides characteristic of Sri Lankan church music can still be heard in his
early songs. Despite the innovations and popularity of these composers, however, the
majority of music played in Sinhala programs were still Hindi copies.

After the Sri Lanka Freedom Party’s Sinhala-only policy that was enacted in
1960 however, the State perceived the necessity of folk music in Sri Lankan culture.
The significance of rural culture within the construction of an authentic Sinhala identity
not only influenced the objectives of Radio Ceylon, but was also manifested within
other fields of the arts as a reflection of the blossoming collective nationalist
consciousness of the Sinhalese people. Distinctive works included the novel Viragaya
by Martin Wickramasinghe, the stage play Maname by E. R. Sarachchandra and the
film Rékava directed by Lester James Peries. Rékava is accredited as the first attempt to
create a Sinhalese film independent of the stereotype of South Indian cinema (K. M. de
Silva, 1981, p. 516). It was innovative not only in its village setting but also in its songs
which were composed by Sunil Santha (Jeyaraj, 2016). More details can be found in
Chapter 4.3.1.8. Another notable project from the latter part of the 1950s was the
groundbreaking radio program Jana Gayana, with music by Pandith Amaradeva and
lyrics by Madawela S. Ratnayake. Ratnayake and Amaradeva sought to reintroduce folk
music to the general public by appropriating it into the popular song genre of sarala gee
(Field, 2015, p. 9). We will return to the Jana Gayand radio program in Chapters 5.5
and 6.2. According to the historian K. M. de Silva, the Ministry of Cultural Affairs did
not directly support the projects just mentioned. However, “the argument that the
breakthrough they marked could be only stabilised and consolidated by active state

support for the arts and literature became part of the conventional wisdom of the day”
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(K. M. de Silva, 1981, p. 516). Another breakthrough in the field of arts was the
introduction of folk music into the school curriculum in 1962. W. B. Makulolluwa
created a unified theoretical system used to codify the metres and time measures found
in folk music (Kulatillake, 1991, p. 41). The implementation of this music theory was
seen as a validation and pedagogical pathway to the Sinhalese folk tradition. The trend
of portraying village life in prose film and song, especially sarala gee, continued
throughout the 1960s, and beyond. Government policy was also focused on the
rehabilitation and development of rural areas. This will be discussed in relation to some
of Amaradeva’s sarala gee in Chapter 7.

In February 1970 a Sinhala Music Research Unit was inaugurated at Radio
Ceylon which had been renamed the Sri Lanka Broadcasting Corporation (SLBC) in
1967 when the government was in the process of severing all ties to its colonial past (Sri
Lanka Broadcasting Corporation, 2016). The former announcer D. M. Colombage
(1980) stated that the aim of this unit was to research, record and preserve folk melodies
and instrumental music (p. 132). Its members strove to create a music library, which
could be accessed by musicians who might be inspired by this material to produce new
experimental compositions. Amaradeva was himself a researcher at the Unit and
coordinated it from 1976 to 1980 (S. Amaradeva, n.d.). During the 1970s, various
researchers appointed by the Research Unit travelled to eighty locations around the
country, taking recordings of rare performances of singing and instrument playing.
Though these recordings mainly encompassed traditional forms of Sinhala music, they
also included Tamil folk songs which were reportedly collected from ten locations, as
well as old Portuguese and African songs originating from the port culture developed
during the colonial era, and Greek songs. The SLBC also appointed a producer to the

Research Unit with the ambition of creating radio programs that would reflect this
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research by presenting the recordings to the general public and promoting experimental
music programs, as Colombage describes them in Sinhala (1980, p. 131). They also
appointed a five-piece orchestra of local drummers to participate in these programs
according to Colombage (1980, p. 131) and Tillekaratne in his preface (Kulatillake,
1976). Approximately two hundred experimental folk music programs were produced
throughout the 1970s, and forty-two of them were broadcast in English. The SLBC also
produced some commercial records, the first being based on Sinhala folk melodies. In
addition, the Research Unit produced four publications on various forms of traditional
music, most of which were in Sinhala (Colombage, 1980, p. 131). Unfortunately, the
names of these publications are not listed.

The SLBC’s Sinhala Music Research Unit was initially headed by C. de S.
Kulatillake, whose work has previously been cited. Kulatillake’s first treatise Metre,
Melody, and Rhythm in Sinhala Music (1976), the second publication of the Research
Unit, lists the aforementioned radio programs and provides a sound theoretical
framework for the understanding and analysis of traditional Sinhalese music. This
framework was consulted when exploring the traditional sources of music in
Amaradeva’s compositions. The Research Unit did not function after 1980, but
Kulatillake continued his research independently and produced further texts (C. d. S.
Kulatillake, 1976; Kulatillake, 1984, 1991). As is most often the case with discussions
concerning “Sri Lankan” culture and history, his discussions mostly pertain to the
Sinhalese. Though it was previously established that the Sinhala Music Research unit of
the SLBC did collect recordings of non-Sinhala music, none of these forms are
described in Kulatillake’s publications. This is likely due to the hegemonising effects of
the 1956 Sinhala-only bill discussed in Chapter 2.4 and the subsequent lack of

government patronage for music of other ethnic groups. Yet, Kulatillake’s discourse in
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a small booklet entitled 4 Background to Sinhala Traditional Music of Sri Lanka (1976)
emulates a more progressive outlook of Sinhala music evident in the focus on the
influence of other civilisations including South Indian Tamils, and the gradual
assimilation of Mahayana Buddhist practices. This denotes an acceptance of the eclectic

nature of Sri Lankan culture, an aspect that is often portrayed in Amaradeva’s music.
3.6 Revival of the Arts After Civil War

During the second Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) insurrections of the late
1980s and the Sri Lankan civil war, the government’s patronage of the arts had been
neglected for several decades. This explains the brevity of the Sinhalese Music
Research Unit’s function. Having exhausted much revenue on its military, it was
difficult for the government to allocate funds towards cultural endeavours. This was to
change after the cessation of war in 2009. An administrative report issued by the
Ministry of Culture and Arts in 2011 suggests that there was a renewed government
interest in promoting cultural development. The report states that the Ministry was in
the process of establishing Cultural Centres in every Divisional Secretariat area of the
country. It is mentioned that the Ministry of Cultural Affairs, the Arts Council, the
Tower Hall Theatre Foundation and the Public Performance Board are in collaboration
with the Ministry of Culture and Arts (now known as the Ministry of Cultural Affairs
and Wayamba Development) to complete this task. One of the main objectives of these
Cultural Centres is to provide free education and skill development to the youth. Areas
of training include traditional and folk dance, traditional drumming, Eastern and
Western music, drama and performing arts, painting and sculpture, handicrafts, and
language skills in Sinhala, Tamil, Pali, Sanskrit and English. The Centres also host
events such as the National Independence Day Festival, the Vesak Devotional Songs

Programme, cultural processions and the performance of rituals and folk dramas. Other
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services offered by the Centres include mobile libraries and appreciation programs in
which speakers explain aspects of folk culture and music of the folk, classical and
popular traditions (Secretary of the Ministry of Culture and the Arts, 2011, pp. 11-15).
The report issued by the Ministry of Culture and Arts also listed other projects,
including a Folk Music Conservation Library. The objectives of this project are to
gather material from all parts of the country in order to digitise it, store it in the library
and disseminate it amongst the public (Secretary of the Ministry of Culture and the
Arts, 2011, p. 19).

It is apparent that the activities of cultural revivalism that were required to build
an authentic Sinhala identity during the pre and postIndependence eras are still deemed
necessary and continue to fuel the desire for local research. As we saw in this chapter,
music was first used to disseminate precolonial history, though the research of ritual
music, court music, rural music and folk culture soon became important to the
formation of a Sinhala identity and was patronised by state institutions following
Independence. The research of popular Sinhalese music genres and their social
implications has been more prevalent in recent times. The international scholarship of
Sri Lankan music has also recently increased within the past three decades, even during
the years of the civil war.

The present study will contribute to the ongoing research into Sri Lankan music
by providing an in-depth case study of Pandith Amaradeva and his role in the revival of
Sinhalese culture. Before we can do this, however, it is necessary to understand how Sri
Lankan scholars and critics have positioned various musical genres within the broader
project of identity building. One approach to this task is to examine the several
classification systems of Sri Lankan music that emerged in the years following the

founding of the Republic of Sri Lanka in 1972. For what is included as well as what is
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excluded in such classifications tells us much about how music categories and elements
of style are implicated in competing discourses on what is regarded as Sri Lankan. In so
doing, it has been necessary to propose a new classification of Sinhalese popular music
that takes account of the complexity and interconnectedness of the many genres, old and
new, and their place within these discourses on identity. Moreover, by comparing and
contrasting these genres in terms of style and cultural associations we are in a better
position to further illustrate the cultural significance of the sarala gee genre and its

place in an emergent Sinhalese identity.
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Chapter 4: Towards a Classification of Sinhala

Music

This chapter examines existing classifications of Sri Lankan music and proposes
a new classification of popular Sri Lankan music. The objectives are to examine various
definitions of “Sri Lankan music” and the way they relate to notions of Sinhalese
identity, to further an understanding of the development and interrelationships between
the various categories of popular music and, therefore, locate sarala gee and
Amaradeva’s works in a broader socio-musical context. Sarala gee was an early-
twentieth century form of popular song created as a response to the perceived lack of
“Sri Lankan” music (Sheeran, 1997, p. 30). Therefore, it is necessary to locate it in
relation to the music that preceded and succeeded it using a classification method best
suited to representing the multiple connections across categories. This approach is
intended to reveal cross-fertilisation between genres.

Typically, the process of classification involves grouping categories into classes
on the basis of their similarities and differences and is most commonly based on two
approaches. The classification of types or characteristics is a typology while empirical
entities, such as genres of music, are generally classified in a taxonomy (Bailey, 1994,
pp. 3—6). However, there is more than one method of classifying empirical entities. The
first is the downward, sequential division of entities according to singular taxa. The
second also comprises a tree structure, but clusters of oppositions or contrasting
attributes are used to divide data. The third, a paradigmatic approach, requires the
grouping of entities according to horizontal and vertical delineations on a two-
dimensional plane (Frake & Conklin, 1962, pp. 128—134; Kartomi, 2001, pp. 286, 306—

307). The first two methods of taxonomic classification are hierarchical and are not
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applicable to Sinhala popular music genres because most do not have subgenres with
clear mutually exclusive attributes. The above methods are also all unsuitable because
they cannot be used to represent lateral connections between genres and therefore
patterns of cross-fertilisation cannot be taken into account if such methods are used. An
alternative method to taxonomic classification was conceptualised by Deleuze and
Guattari (1987) wherein a rhizomic structure is used instead of the traditional tree
diagram or two-dimensional plane. Rather than seeking out dichotomies and
oppositions, entities are treated as a group of heterogeneous multiplicities, that is, they
are an assemblage of individual entities that can nonetheless feed off one another.
Deleuze and Guattari state that any entity can and should be connected to the others,
there is no unity to serve as a pivot or division of entities, and that a break or rupture
can occur within the rhizome (1987, pp. 7-9). I will apply this method of rhizomatic
classification in relation to Sinhala popular music because it will aptly represent the
cyclic patterns of cross-fertilisation between the genres.

First, however, I will elucidate the difficulties of defining Sri Lankan music that
stem from the island’s complex history, varying nationalistic and social alliances, and
the polarised perception of traditional genres considered to be the most endogenous
form of Sri Lankan music, in comparison to those that are a hybridisation of traditional
forms and exogenous musical sources from India, Europe, Latin-America and Africa.
Thus, I will consider existing labelling of certain forms of Sinhalese music as “Sri
Lankan” and their associated sociopolitical ideologies. Second, I will examine existing
classifications compiled by scholars. It will be evident that existing classifications
approach traditional forms comprehensively while approaches to popular music are
selective. Further, most of the classifications of music to date a are taxonomic which are

generally suitable for traditional forms as they are normally mutually exclusive
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categories differentiated by function and social context. However, such classifications
do not provide a clear picture of the cross-fertilisation inherent in contemporary
Sinhalese popular music. Therefore, my classification is informed by the rhizomatic
model that I first encountered in a musicological study of Mediterranean cultures by
Jonathan Holt Shannon (2015). Like musical forms found in the Mediterranean, Sinhala
popular music genres are not static. Though in practice they are regarded as separate
entities, they evolve and accumulate musical attributes from exogenous sources and
from each other. The rhizomatic classification of Sri Lankan music presented here will
illustrate the complex interconnections between various genres. It will also reveal the
ironies behind the patterns of patronage which reinforce the ideological conundrum in

defining Sri Lankan music.
4.1 What is Sri Lankan Music?

This seemingly simple question prompts diverse answers depending on the
person asked. The task of defining and classifying Sri Lankan music is therefore a
challenging one. I discussed my research project with my Sinhala relatives in both Sri
Lanka and in Australia and some of them responded thus: “But Amaradeva’s music
isn’t Sri Lankan music. He used Indian music. If you want to study Sri Lankan music,
you should look at folk music.” One relative’s friend, a music teacher in Sri Lanka,
responded likewise. This response was noted by another researcher who aimed to devise
a classification of Sinhala music for digital archiving purposes. His informants — a
musician and other members in the arts field — claimed that sarala gee should not be
classified as a form of Sinhala music because it borrows from other musical paradigms
(S. P. Ratnayake, 2011, pp. 170-172). Such beliefs suggest that Sri Lankans do not

consider any form of contemporary music “Sri Lankan.” However, this is a minority
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response, perhaps owing to the ideological influence of nativist schools of musical
composition described below.

The polarised definitions of Sri Lankan music partly stem from a failure to
differentiate replication and appropriation. The latter involves assimilating exogenous
forms with elements of Sri Lankan musical culture. Musicologist Surya Sena (2008)
calls this “the process of Sinhalising.” When this “Sinhalising” process initially
occurred during the pre-Independence period, there were heated debates concerning
compositional method. By the 1960s, two distinct schools of musical composition and
performance had developed: one which Weerasena Gunathilaka refers to as the
Hindustani Gurukula (S. L. Rupavahini, 2016) and the other which I will call the
Makulolluwa Gurukula. Those from the Hindustani Gurukula (“‘Hindustani School”)
believed that Sri Lankan music should adhere solely to the conventions of Hindustani
classical music, presumably to extend the Arya-Sinhala identity to the musical realm.
Advocates of the Vijayan origin myth sought to strengthen Sri Lanka’s ties to North
India in order to consolidate the Aryan heritage. This ideology caused a rejection of pre-
contemporary endogenous music. One of the Hindustani Gurukula’s leaders was Lionel
Edirisinghe (1913—-1988); the first principal of the Institute of Aesthetic Studies in
Colombo (now the University of Visual and Performing Arts). He opposed endogenous
traditional music so vehemently he physically separated the departments of music and
dance with a chicken-wire fence (Donaldson, 2001, p. 21). Further, “Sinhala music is
taught within the curriculum of the Dance Department, while the Music Department
curriculum is largely based on Hindustani music” (2001, p. 21). Some practitioners,
such as the berava caste of drummers, did classify themselves as dancers rather than
musicians (Dassenaike, 2012, p. 25), and this perhaps contributed to the marginalisation

of traditional musical forms. However, in opposition to this stance, W. B. Makulolluwa
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(1922-1984) believed that traditional music should take precedence and advocated this
view from 1955. He was not opposed to Hindustani classical music but believed its
Sinhalese practitioners were not encouraging their students to innovate in their
compositions. He claimed that endogenous traditional music was the best source for
innovation and therefore appealed to dance and music teachers and organised
conferences that trained them to disseminate his new folk music syllabus in schools (S.
L. Rupavahini, 2016). His acts were controversial and debates soon ensued (Wallis &
Malm, 1984).

fGunathilaka noted that some debates were aired over certain episodes of Radio
Ceylon programmes such as Jathika Probodhaya (S. L. Rupavahini, 2016) and Kalpana
(Sunanda Mahendra, 2016). Pandith Amaradeva participated in both of these programs
and often debated privately with Makulloluwa as well, though they never saw eye to eye
(Kumara, 2015, pp. 491-492). His music illustrates that he chose to take a middle path,
using both forms of music to create a unique idiom. The 1966 International Music
Symposium held at Manila was themed “the musics of Asia.” Amaradeva read a paper
entitled Sinhalese music throughout the ages and its modern trends. He provided a brief
history of Sri Lankan music from ancient times to the present and identified some
compositional approaches he adopted to create an “indigenous” form of music. His
remark on Sri Lanka’s music scene demonstrates an open-minded attitude towards
foreign influences and reflects Surya Sena’s view of what Sinhala music should be:

| have set before you various examples in support of my thesis. | believe

that they all revealed activity going on in Ceylon today to create a truly

indigenous music. | have tried to delineate to you the historical strand of

Sinhala music dating from distant centuries. The present age in Ceylon

may be described as one where effort is made to found a modern music
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which is both national and international with moorings in Sinhala folk

music. Of course, there may be exceptions to this trend. As mentioned

earlier, Indian as well as European techniques of music are inevitable
components in this new activity. | believe that work along these lines has

[not] reached its end. In fact, | believe that it has just begun. (W. D.

Amaradeva (1967), as cited in Ranatunga, 2013b, p. 87)

For some time however, other musicians remained rigid in their approach, either
following Hindustani classical music or folk material. The polarised perceptions of what
Sri Lankan music is can thus be attributed to the manifestation of the two schools.

The response S. P. Ratnayake (2011) and I encountered demonstrates that some
members of today’s society align with the Makulloluwa Gurukula and dispute the “Sri
Lankanness” of contemporary genres. They claim that contemporary music derived
solely from traditional forms is the only “Sri Lankan” music because folk music is
perceived to be untouched by South Indian, North Indian, and Western influences. Yet,
this music is not known or relatable to all. Many people disregard the intrinsic Sri
Lankan idioms present within all forms of Sinhalese music such as vocal style, themes,
rhythms and instrumentation, whether endogenous or exogenous in origin. Due to their
port culture and ancient trade routes, the Sinhalese have developed a flair for
eclecticism and this is evident not only in their music but also in their cuisine. As
demonstrated in Chapter 2, cultural contacts between Sri Lankans and other
nationalities had occurred throughout the ages as a result of religious and migratory ties
to India, Sri Lanka’s position on the silk road and, most significantly, Western
colonisation and Colombo’s subsequent transformation into a port city. The
convergence of Sinhalese traditions with selected aspects from a variety of exogenous

cultures was inevitable and is reflected in the island’s musical culture.

85



4.2 Existing Classifications of Sinhala Music

Various attempts at classifying Sinhalese music have been made. The three most
comprehensive of these deal with traditional forms only (Dassenaike, 2012; C. d. S.
Kulatillake, 1976; S. P. Ratnayake, 2011). These classifications are based on taxonomic
approaches but are not identical. The first, devised in 1976 by C. de S. Kulatillake, has
three second-level categories while the classifications of Dassenaike and Ratnayake
have only two second-level categories. The additional category allows Kulatillake to
include Buddhist temple music (instrumental and chant) which cannot be defined as a
“song” within any context as it is perceived to be “sound” rather than music (Wei &
Homsombat, 1976, p. 25). Kulatillake’s discussion of mutually exclusive categories is
represented in paragraphs of text with subheadings. I have extrapolated the data and

schematised it in the diagram below.
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Figure 4.1
A Schematisation of the “Styles” of Sinhalese Music as Classified by C. de S.

Kulatillake (1976, pp. 9-17)
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When Kulatillake coordinated the SLBC’s Sinhala Music Research Unit, he received an
opportunity to study ethnomusicology at the Musicology Institute of Koln University
under Dr Josef Kuckertz in 1974 (Kulatillake, 1991, p. 42). In the 1970s, Western
societies had a narrow concept of the definition of music and ethnomusicologists sought
to challenge this notion. Indeed, Nettl (2005) claims that “the widely held view of music

as merely a kind of sound is a basis of operations too narrow for acceptance by
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ethnomusicologists” (p. 23). This explains Kulatillake’s acceptance of Buddhist chant
as “music” despite the Sri Lankan laity’s recognition of temple music as “sounds”
serving a practical purpose (Wei & Homsombat, 1976, p. 25). The heightened
nationalism and search for meaning and identity within traditional musical practices in
the 1970s was likely another reason for Kulatillake’s decision.

Kulatillake’s three main categories are Buddhist ecclesiastical music (containing
Buddhist temple music), Sinhala songs (mostly containing folk music but also music
played at the royal courts and Christian hymns), and Sinhala drum music. The latter two
contain secular and non-secular music. Conversely, the exclusively religious “Buddhist
ecclesiastical music” category is broken down into vocal and instrumental music. This
enables the inclusion of temple music within the classification whilst distinguishing it
from other religious music. The “Sinhala folk songs” category is less hierarchical than
the other classifications, though it has some subcategories such as sipada (folk songs
with quatrains) and ydga gee (songs of folk rituals). Ritualistic songs can be labelled
“Gee” because they belong to the “folk subreligion,” influenced by Buddhism but not
subject to the same musical taboos (Kulatillake, 1991, pp. 51-52). Similarly, Christian
Pasam Gee is also included in the “Sinhala folk songs” category and is present in
Dassenaike’s classification but not Ratnayake’s, perhaps because it is derived from
Western hymns and Carnatic melodies. This exemplifies the conflicting ideas regarding
the labelling of music as “Sinhala” despite its prevalence and longevity.

The most comprehensive classification scheme is by S. P. Ratnayake (2011).

Again, | have created a visual representation based on the data he provided in his thesis.
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Figure 4.2

A Schematisation of the Classification Scheme of Sinhala Music Devised by S. P.

Ratnayake (2011, pp. 82-94)
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The taxonomic scheme is divided into “folk songs” (52> & “Jana Gee”) and “traditional

percussion rthythms” (206882 ead D¢y paramparika bera vadana “hereditary

drum playing”). All categories contain English labels followed by Sinhala labels, which

sometimes differ. Similar to most academic discourses, the “folk song” category

contains all traditional forms of vocal rendition. Aravinda noted the expansion of the

term “folk music” to include prose recitation and Buddhist chant (Aravinda, 2000, p.
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133).47 I observed that professional musicians and musicologists adopt this view, while
the general public confine the term to verses sung by rural labourers. Aravinda however
noticed that members of agrarian society call these verses (‘“kavi”) rather than songs
(“gee”). The fine line between poetic recitation and singing within Sinhalese culture

accounts for the varied opinion.

Ratnayake’s classification of vocal forms demonstrates an adept understanding
of this, as it includes vocal Incantations and recited poetry as well as the forms that are
often considered “songs.” The comprehensive classification of “folk songs” is broken

down into two large subcategories: “Rural songs” (o8 & “gami gee”), composed by
the peasants and “Literate Songs” (eed & “Se Gee”), composed by court poets. The

contrast between the two pertain to the composer’s social class and possibly the mode
of transmission, either oral or written. “Rural songs” consists of third-level categories
delineated according to function (e.g., ritualistic verses) or content (e.g., satirical
verses). The quatrain, however, is instead characterised by form. “Literate songs”
includes classical songs, messenger verses (“Sandesha Kaviya”) and songs related to
dance (which are divided into the Kandyan, Low Country and Sabaragamuwa
traditions). In comparison to the “folk songs” category, the classification of percussion
rhythms is not fleshed out. It is broken down into three subcategories according to
locality (Kandy, Low Country and Sabaragamuwa). Each category consists of third-
level categories which are rhythms for singing, dance, invocation, dramas, and the
Magul Bera (“Ceremonial Drumming”) and Mala Bera (“Funeral drumming”).

Ratnayake may have omitted fourth and fifth level categories to avoid overlap between

47 Poetic recitation was traditionally chanted within a range of three to four tones (Surya Sena,
2008, p. 2). However, Pandith Amaradeva introduced a new style of recitation with a wider
melodic range in 1950 (Samaranayake, 1999).
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the two main categories. Kulatillake’s classification of percussion rhythms was similar.
Though vocal forms are clearly the majority, a better method of classification may exist.
The final classification (Dassenaike, 2012) is comprised of vocal forms only.
Dassenaike claimed that “Sinhala folk music is scarcely practiced yet holds the key to
the nation’s musical identity” (Dassenaike, 2012, p. iii). Thus, she adopts the views of
nationalist musicologists and, like Kulatillake, includes Buddhist music in her
classification. However its divisions are similar to Ratnayake’s, with categories of gdmi
gee and Se Gee (“village songs” and “songs written by poets and educated lyricists™).
She represented this classification in a diagram which I recreated with the addition of

translated upper-category names.
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Figure 4.3

Visual Representation of Nilusha Dassenaike’s Classification (2012, p. 38), with the

Addition of Translations Given in Her Discussion
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Gdmi gee is divided into three subcategories based on function: “mehe gee”

(“occupational songs”), “ddahili & vis§vasa” (pertaining to beliefs) and “vinddasvadya”

(“games, lullabies and other entertaining songs”). The second subcategory includes

Buddhist narration (such as the dorakada asne), but not Buddhist chant. The reason for

this may be because of the two main category names. They both end with “Gee”

(“song”) which cannot be used to describe Buddhist music because it is never to be

admired or appreciated for its aesthetic beauty (Wei & Homsombat, 1976, p. 33). Yet, it
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is evident that each of these scholars approach the classification of Buddhist music
differently.

Though the classification of contemporary genres is unaffected by the division
between song and recitation, the ideology of endogenous music and music that “is not
ours” (S. P. Ratnayake, 2011, p. 54) greatly complicates the task, due to the assimilation
of Indian, European, Latin-American and African music. An inclusive classification of
contemporary Sinhala music has not yet been compiled. The most informed
classification (Sheeran, 1997) only includes five contemporary genres: baila and
kaffringha, sarala gee, Sinhala pop, and a form of music unofficially referred to as
“normal music.” The latter category is not clearly defined, and kaffringha is not a genre
of Sinhalese music but is relevant to Sheeran’s overall study of baila. Comparative
discussions of the genres and their musicological, sociological and historical contexts
are made. I will adopt a similar approach as it will benefit the study of Amaradeva’s
music and illuminate its status, ideology and significance within Sri Lankan culture.

A more recent classification has emerged (R. Peiris & Jayaratne, 2016), but is
also incomplete. Compiled to test an automated genre-recognition program, the
classification consists of genres from the “Golden-age” (1960s—1990s). Recent genres
were omitted because it is difficult to classify them due to the high degree of cross-
fertilisation within them. As the authors put it, “all the music styles and categories have
been fused by Sri Lankan people and hence, there are no standards visible, like there are
in western music. . . . According to the music experts in Sri Lanka” (R. Peiris &
Jayaratne, 2016, p. 77). Thus, the genres they chose were Ragadhari, Classical,
Western, Baila and Calypso. Several issues are immediately apparent, such as the
inclusion of Ragadhari music (Ragadhari being the Sinhala name for Hindustani

classical music), which has not gone through the “Sinhalising” process. Further, the
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“Classical” and “Western” are ambiguous, though the authors’ background to Sinhalese
music suggests that they are in fact referring to sarala gee (also known as “light
classical”) and Sinhala pop respectively. Therefore, this classification also does not

present a clear snapshot of contemporary Sinhala music and a new one is warranted.
4.3 A Proposed New Classification of Sinhala Music

The classification scheme proposed in this section encompasses forms of
Sinhala music practiced throughout the twentieth century up to the present. It does not
include all forms practiced during this time but rather considers the most common
genres of music that are practiced, in varying degrees, to the present day.*® Because of
the magnitude of cross-fertilisation between many Sinhalese musical practices,
taxonomic classification is unsuitable. Rhizomatic method, by contrast, allows for
many, nonhierarchical associations between the data and its representation and
interpretation. Thus, my rhizomatic classification schematises the levels of cross-
fertilisation between the genres. This schematisation does not represent immutable
relationships but is intended to serve as a basis for further testing and research into these
genres. Levels of cross-fertilisation were estimated through the compilation of genre
descriptions detailing origins, musical characteristics, social aspects and evolution in
conjunction with close listening to songs from the genres as well as my own exposure to
Sri Lankan music over many years. The key features of each genre were extracted from
these genre descriptions. I then examined a sample set of fifty songs from each of the

eight genres and used a set of criteria to determine the approximate degree of cross-

48 Common genres were determined by consulting interview transcripts from my field trips,
academic research and online archives and playlists browsing the Nugegoda Torana Music Box
store’s CD collection, listening to various radio stations and watching footage of concerts,
musical programs, and music channels.
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fertilisation. The criteria and sample set of songs can be found in Appendix B. Below

are the genre descriptions.
4.3.1 The genres of Sinhala popular music

4.3.1.1  Nurthi gee (“nurthi songs”)

Songs of the nurthi theatre were the first to be recorded on gramophone in 1906,
marking the beginning of Sri Lanka’s commercial music recording industry
(Ariyarathna, 2014, p. 76). The genre originated from Bombay in the mid-nineteenth
century particularly within The Parsi Theatre (Rubin et al., 1998, p. 178).4° The
Hindustani Dramatic Company was the first that came to Sri Lanka, in 1877. Localised
productions emerged that same year, most notably Rolina by C. Don Bastian Jayaweera
Bandara (1852—-1921). Other playwrights including John de Silva (1857-1933) and
Charles Dias (1878-1944) took up the genre and named it nurthi after nritya the
Sanskrit word for drama (Field, 2017, p. 23; Rubin et al., 1998, p. 525). Nurthi plays
became the main form of entertainment for Colombo’s working classes, who retained
their village roots (Dharmadasa, 1992, pp. 128-129; Wickramasinghe, 2015, p. 86).%°
While the nurthi gee genre’s function was accompaniment for stage dramas, songs
retained in the popular music canon throughout the twentieth century hailed from
nationalist plays relating stories of precolonial history to project the glory of the ancient
Sinhala civilisation. Thus, nurthi gee can presently be defined as an atavistic nationalist

genre.

49 The Parsi Theatre was established and funded by Parsis (followers of the Zoroastrian
religion), though all actors and production staff were Hindu and Muslim (Rubin et al., 1998, p.
178).

50 John de Silva’s diary suggests that his beneficiaries were members of the upper working
class ranging from “Mudaliyars to advocates and proctors, jewellers and shopkeepers, timber
and plumbago merchants, arrack renters and newspaper editors, among others. Interestingly
they were not all Buddhists, Christians too supported de Silva’s productions” (Wickramasinghe,
2015, p. 86).
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Studies of the original music of Sinhala nurthi plays, or indeed the Parsi
Theatre, is scarce (Clayton & Zon, 2007, p. 330). In the nineteenth century, melodies of
the Parsi Theatre were plagiarised in nurthi plays (Field, 2017, p. 23). However, John de
Silva desired original melodies in the same style after the turn of the century and hired
North Indian musician Vishvanath Laugi to compose them.®! They collaborated from
1903 to 1909, and the majority of songs that remained popular were from this period
(Ariyarathna, 2008, p. 19; Field, 2017, p. 24). After 1909, he collaborated with Abdul
Aziz, Amir Khan, Mohamed Ghouse, K. D. George and Kaanji Maharag (Ariyarathna,
2008, p. 19). Parsi theatre productions “emphasized music and acting at the expense of
dialogue” (Arnold, 1991, p. 62) and it is evident that Sinhala nurthi dramas followed
this trend. Discographies and reports convey the following statistics:

Table 4.1
Number of Songs in Select Nurthi Plays (Boange, 2017; Tower Hall Theatre

Foundation, 2012)

Nurthi play Playwright No. of songs
Ramayana (1904) John de Silva 54
Sirisangabo (1903) John de Silva 48
Vidura (n.d.) Charles Dias 21
Wessanthara (1916) John de Silva 41

Table 4.1 suggests that nurthi plays likely spanned several hours and consisted of more
songs than dialogue. This length is short, however, compared to the nddagam or folk

play in vogue earlier in the nineteenth century. Common instrumentation in nurthi

51 John de Silva and Vishvanath Laugi first met at a Christmas party hosted by Sir Solomon
Dias Bandaranaike, father of the assassinated Prime Minister S. W. R. D. Bandaranaike
(Boange, 2017).
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songs included the violin, dhol and tablas (percussion instruments), and the harmonium,
known locally as the seraphina (Kulatillake, 1991, p. 76). Recent recordings of nurthi
songs also include other instruments such as the sitar, mandolin and flute. Though
original melodies were composed from 1903, the vocal and melodic style remained
similar to Parsi theatre music. Hindustani classical ragas and metrical cycles were used

(Ariyarathna, 2008, pp. 11-12; 2014, p. 75).%?

4.3.1.2 Sarala gee (“light songs”)

Sarala gee or “light songs” is a genre believed to be the first to represent a truly
Sinhala idiom because its composers drew from Sinhala folk music. Between 1906 and
1930, almost all Sinhala gramophone songs were nurthi gee. This changed after nurthi
plays declined in India and Sri Lanka following the advent of the Hindi “talkie” in 1931
(Manuel, 1988, p. 162). In the 1930s and 1940s, Sri Lankan gramophone companies
instructed musicians to dub Hindi and Tamil film songs with Sinhala lyrics. Field
discovered that this genre was termed aluth sindu meaning “new songs” (2017, p. 31),
though they are now often referred to as pdrani geetha (“old songs”). Like nurthi gee,
these songs catered to the middle class and their lyrics contained Buddhist, didactic and

patriotic themes (Field, 2014a, p. 14).53

52 Nurthi songs mostly begin with a short instrumental introduction, while some contain a
lengthier &/ap section played on the harmonium with rapid ornamentation. The singer rarely
joins in this section. The harmonium’s introductions and interludes are mainly monophonic, with
a sustained chord closing certain phrases. The structure is often as follows: introduction, chorus
(ABA form), interlude (often the same as the introduction unless an alap section was played),
verse, chorus (A section), interlude, verse, and full chorus. Melodies were fixed but singers
were permitted to improvise ornamentation (K. Dissanayaka, personal communication, August
20, 2018). Often, the harmonium is played in unison with the singer, though the type and
placement of ornamentation differs. Vocal lines are usually melodious, though some songs have
a recitative style. The original gramophone recordings of nurthi gee were performed by theatre
actors, who were not trained singers (Alawathukotuwa, 2015, p. 32). Old gramophone
recordings show that they sang with a lowered nasal cavity and small space in the throat and
thus had a raw tone, as did singers of the traditional naddagam plays. Modern singers that
perform nurthi gee use a very forward placement, though some use a slightly more rounded
tone characteristic of sarala gee.

53 Popular recording artists of plagiarised aluth sindu included Rukmani Devi, Jamuna Rani, H.
W. Rupasinghe (also a prominent arranger with a few original compositions), A. M. U. Raj, A. J.
Kareem, Hubert Rajapaksha and Kokila Devi.
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The name sarala gee was an adoption of the English term “light music” created
in 1953 by B. V. Keskar for All India Radio (AIR). This state-led radio station
implemented several nationalistic policies that greatly influenced Radio Ceylon (Field,
2015, p. 6; 2017, pp. 100—101; Sheeran, 1997, p. 182). Keskar’s “light music” label was
possibly derived from the BBC, as many of its members became directors at Radio
Ceylon and AIR before the 1950s (Karunanayake, 1990, p. 198; Sheeran, 1997, pp.
181-182; D. Ranatunga, personal communication, September 8, 2018).54 Though the
term sarala gee did not become widely used until the mid-1950s, the actual music style
was popular throughout the decade preceding this. Ananda Samarakoon (1911-1962),
who studied at Santiniketan in India, was the first Sinhalese musician to challenge the
practice of copying Indian tunes. He was also the first to incorporate romantic themes
into his songs, beginning with his first original Ennada Mdniké (1944). Samarakoon
was greatly influenced by Tagore’s genre of song Rabindra Sangit and he incorporated
folk music and themes with this style to give it a distinctive Sri Lankan flavour. The
next musician with a similar approach was Sunil Santha (1915-1981). Santha also had
an inclination towards Western music and was inspired by Christian hymns (K.
Dissanayaka, personal communication, August 19, 2018; Field, 2014a, pp. 8-19;
Sheeran, 1997, pp. 196-199). Unlike the musicians that preceded him, Sunil Santha
pronounced his lyrics very precisely (Sunil Ariyarathna, as cited in Field, 2014a, p. 19)
and set them to music using the system of laghu-guru (“long and short”) syllables
(Donaldson, 2001, p. 22; 2015). This was inspired by the Hela Havula pure Sinhala

language movement of Kumaratunga Munidasa. Santha was also the first to create a

54 Programming records of Radio Ceylon from the 1930s and 1940s found in the Times of
Ceylon newspapers illustrate that programs of Western music called “Light Variety (Records)”
were aired daily during the 1930s and a little less frequently throughout the 1940s. Sinhalese
songs were aired on programs called “Oriental Music” which most likely included Tamil music as
well, and from the late 1930s in “Sinhalese Music” programs.
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“Sinhala” form of music based on Western styles. It can be surmised that for the first
time, the elite class began to pay attention to Sinhalese music due to Sunil Santha’s
efforts.

Pandith Amaradeva (1927-2016) followed the course of these two musicians,
but according to Sunil Ariyarathna (buzzniz, 2014) differed because he used Hindustani
classical music as the base of his compositions and Sinhala folk songs as a secondary
source. To a lesser degree, he also drew from Western and Carnatic music, as well as
other Sri Lankan music genres.®® This mixture of Hindustani classical music and folk
music became the adopted approach of the sarala gee musicians that followed
Amaradeva from the mid-twentieth century.® While it has been suggested that the turn
towards North Indian music in the early-twentieth century resulted from John de Silva’s
nurthi gee, linguistic and geopolitical influences also occurred. The Aryan theory
reinforced the might of the ancient Sinhalese civilisation and established that the
Sinhalese were descended from Bengal. Thus, the adoption of North Indian music
fostered a semiotic reinforcement of the Arya-Sinhala identity. While this most likely
did not consciously affect Amaradeva’s compositional approach, it is evident that the
Aryan theory contributed to the primacy of the Hindustani Gurukula and the surge of
North Indian musical practices after the 1930s.

As mentioned in Chapter 2.4, the Sinhala language became an integral
component of the collective Sinhala identity. This is also reflected in sarala gee. Like
the other two nationalist genres of nurthi gee and natya gee (stage drama songs), it does

not mix languages, excepting loan words from Pali and Sanskrit. A novel feature of

55 See Chapters 6 and 7 for more details.

56 Prominent sarala gee musicians include the singers Nanda Malini, Victor Ratnayake, Sanath
Nandasiri, Dayaratna and Amara Ranatunga, Edward Jayakody, Neela Wickramasinghe, Malini
Bulathsinhala, Gunadasa Kapuge, Lakshman Wijesekara, and the composer Rohana
Weerasinghe.
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Amaradeva’s compositions that took precedent in this genre was dense, highly
metaphorical and Sanskritised Sinhala lyrics. This allusion to the literary aesthetics of
the revered precolonial Sinhalese civilisation was an initiative of the state radio. The
station “quickly evolved into a medium of national character, which led to the “Radio
Service” being organized as a separate department of the government of Ceylon” (Sri
Lanka Broadcasting Corporation, 2016). At this time, “national character” was
exemplified by Sinhalese literature. The pivotal 1956 government elections that brought
forth the notion of a “Sinhala-only” linguistic policy heightened the importance of the
Sinhala language. Thus, Radio Ceylon hired highly skilled lyricists to write sarala gee
(Field, 2017, p. 100). Songs harbouring complex language are called subhavita gita (R.
Weerasinghe, personal communication, August 24, 2018).5” While romantic themes
became prevalent, Buddhism remained a key marker of the Sinhala identity due to the
Revival and therefore religious themes were also woven into many sarala gee. The
combination of North Indian classical music, patriotic themes, allusion to Sinhala
tradition and conventions from Sanskrit and classical Sinhalese literature gave sarala
gee a high status that was not attained by any other genre. It is often referred to as “light
classical” music or as “art songs,” for instance in the oratory preface to Amaradeva’s
CD Svarna Vimanaya (Amaradeva, ca. 1999).58 The Grove Dictionary of American
Music defines an art song as “A short vocal piece of serious artistic purpose” (Peter,
Hitchcock, & Keith, 2017). The same is true of sarala gee. They are songs of a serious

nature created to promote an aesthetic appreciation of music and poetry.

57 Prominent sarala gee lyricists include Madawala S. Ratnayake, Mahagama Sekara, Sri
Chandraratna Manawasinghe, Dolton Alwis, Ajantha Ranasinghe, Sunil Sarath Perera,
Kularatna Ariyawansa and Rathna Sri Wijesinghe.

58 The Sinhala version of the preface to the Svama Vimanaya (Swarna Wimanaya) CD uses the
term “Sinhala subhavita gita” for “art song.”
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Due to the lyrical density of Amaradeva’s songs (and most songs of the genre),
Sunil Ariyarathna (2014) suggested that the audience of sarala gee generally consisted
of the educated Buddhist elites who hailed from the rising upper-middle class (p. 77).
They likely studied at pirivenas and therefore possessed a comprehensive knowledge of
Sinhala and Sanskrit. This could not be gained from elementary education alone.
Listener preferences have changed, however. In her study of baila, Sheeran interviewed
several people regarding their musical tastes. Some people from lower socioeconomic
groups also listened to sarala gee. In an instance where a servant professed this
preference, Sheeran assumed it a gesture of “saving face” (Sheeran, 1997, p. 233). In
the case of two young garment factory workers however, listening to music with such a
high status appeared to provide the hope of social mobility and a sense of security not
afforded by their socioeconomic background (Sheeran, 1997, pp. 294-295).

Like the ideological connection between North Indian music and the Arya-
Sinhala identity, folk tradition was also a hallmark of the atavistic Sinhalese national
consciousness. Though it is not featured in all sarala gee, its presence in the genre is
significant because it came to represent Sinhalese nationalist expression. The music of
the peasantry was treated as something almost sacred. In my interview with the
Amaradeva family, Amaradeva’s son Ranjana commented on the compositional use of
folk music:

Folk music is separate. It doesn’t evolve — it stays as folk. . . . Folk

music is there, but it has its limitations. But you can’t compare it with

anything else also, because it's so genuine, conveying the feelings of
people, and it contains the sorrow and hardships and everything.

Someone needs to come with a structure and expand it into another

level. . . . It’s a very difficult operation. When you touch folk, it’s so
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sensitive. If you do something not right, you will destroy it. You have to

do it subtly, and it’s a fragile thing. (Personal communication, September

9, 2018)

If the early-twentieth century writings of Anagarika Dharmapala are anything to go by,
Colombo’s residents seemed relatively unaware of the hardships of agrarian life.
Though Dharmapala sought upliftment for Sinhalese “sons of the soil” during the early
twentieth century, this only began to occur after Sri Lankan nationalism took a turn to
favour the Sinhalese.%® The references to rural hardships in sarala gee written after
1956 brought wider attention to the exigencies of rural life. “Couplings of past and
present” became essential in promoting Sinhalese nationalist ideologies (Woost, 2002,
p. 178). Nationalists believed that their ancient civilisation’s legacy was carried down
throughout the centuries by the Sinhalese peasantry for whom the hydraulic system was
built during the early Anuradhapura period (377BC-1077AD) and the following
centuries. This accounts for the measures taken to ensure the welfare of the rural
community, and to educate Colombo’s urban population of the agrarian lifestyle
through forms of art such as sarala gee.

Sarala gee, imbued with the nationalist sentiments of the twentieth century,
received government patronage. In a sense, it became a product of the state and was
musically censored. It was suggested that the Hindustani Gurukula’s members, headed
by Lionel Edirisinghe, felt threatened by the success of Sunil Santha and other
musicians that followed his Western compositional style. They maintained that “Sri

Lankan” music should draw upon North Indian music only. They hegemonised

59 |nitial efforts to uplift the peasantry included rural adult education programs in the late 1930s
(Ceylon Department of Census and Statistics, 1951, p. 74), which coincided with Colombo
Radio’s first folk song recordings. After independence, the minister C. Sittampalam distributed
radio sets to villages (Brady, 2005, p. 8), and Radio Ceylon began airing rural programs. This
occurred sometime between 1947 and 1952 as illustrated by selections of radio programming
records found in Times of Ceylon newspapers.
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compositional practices by enforcing policies at Radio Ceylon to ban Western
instruments and techniques such as harmony and countermelodies. They legitimised
these policies by hiring Professor S. N. Ratanjankar of the Bhatkhande Music Institute
in Lucknow, India, to audition and grade the resident artists of Radio Ceylon. Enraged
by the decision to impose North Indian standards upon Sri Lankan music, Sunil Santha
refused to participate in the 1952 auditions and was forced to leave Radio Ceylon
(Abeysekara, 2007; Donaldson, 2015; Field, 2014a, pp. 20-21; 2017, pp. 54-55).%0
Santha’s early compositions remain in the popular music canon and he did return to
Radio Ceylon after its administration changed in 1967 (Donaldson, 2015). But without
the juncture in his musical career, he might have been as prolific and successful as
Amaradeva.

In the 1954 Administrative Report on Broadcasting, P. Dunston de Silva
claimed that “Since my appointment in June 1954 as Music Assistant and Head of
Music Unit, I started a campaign against artistes singing westernised music and
completely annihilated it” (Abeysekara, 2007). This “annihilation” had a profound
effect upon sarala gee instrumentation. Pianos, brass and guitars, used previously, were
banned throughout the 1950s (D. Ranatunga, personal communication, September 8§,
2018). The harmonium, described as “a cancerous growth in the body of Hindu music”
(Dane Rudhyar, as cited in Farrell, 1999, p. 54), was considered an ‘imperialist dictator’
of an instrument due to its lack of quarter tones. It was banned from All India Radio in

1940 and Radio Ceylon followed suit (Abels, 2010, p. 56; Alawathukotuwa, 2015, p.

60 Though several musicians such as Amaradeva, P. L. A. Somapala, Chithra Somapala, C. T.
Fernando and Susil Premarathna supported Sunil Santha in 1952 (Waidyasekera, 2007), they
did not participate in the boycott. In an interview, sarala gee singer and actor Lakshman
Wijesekara (personal communication, February 22, 2018) informed me that the most efficient
method of becoming a singer then was through Radio Ceylon. This explains the other
musicians’ reluctance to risk their careers.
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33; Sheeran, 1997, p. 160).°! This accounts for Radio Ceylon’s prohibition of the piano,
a common instrument in elite households. Curiously, violins, flutes, oboes and clarinets
were not prohibited. I asked the sarala gee singer Edward Jayakody about this
discrepancy. His response was as follows:
In the beginning, they wouldn’t let us play brass instruments. Those
people thought brass instruments were the Western instruments. Well
that was their level of understanding.
When you look at the violin it's also Western. Used for Eastern and
Western. And then they thought the double bass was a bigger version of
the violin. So they allowed the double bass. But they prohibited Western
musical instruments. But at a later time on they allowed trumpets,
saxophones, oboes. They allowed the oboe a little [before] because it
sounded like our horanéva.

When I interjected to mention I also heard the clarinet in old recordings, he explained:
Yes those people thought the clarinet wasn'’t part of Western music. They
allowed the clarinet. It's like this — the clarinet is quite soft. Now when
you play the trumpet, the whole studio is finished. Because of that they
say don’t bring Western instruments. But because the clarinet is played
softly they don'’t think it's Western.®? (E. Jayakody, personal

communication, August 19, 2018)

61 Intriguingly, All India Radio’s ban of the harmonium was enforced by the British Director of
the Western Music Department, John Foulds. Though he previously experimented with fusion
music, he feared the decline of Hindustani classical music due to cheap popular music. Thus,
he banned the harmonium, deeming it an “un-Indian and unmusical” instrument (Abels, 2010, p.
57; Sheeran, 1997, p. 160).

62 Another possible reason for the clarinet’'s acceptance at Radio Ceylon besides its soft
dynamics is its ability to produce microtonal inflections. Sri Lankan players likely used the Albert
system of keywork and fingering to achieve this (J. Napier, personal communication, January
17, 2020).
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The “level of understanding” of Radio Ceylon’s directors presumably stemmed from
prevalent Western music practices of that time. Advertisements in selected Ceylon
Times newspapers from 1926 to 1952 suggest the most frequent form of live musical
entertainment was open air performances of Western music by the Ceylon Police Band
("Moonlight music," 1928). Radio Ceylon occasionally aired these concerts (Times of
Ceylon, 1934) and also gave airtime to Latin-tinged swing bands during the 1930s and
1950s (de Mel, 2006, p. 8). Even though the majority of European music played on
Radio Ceylon was Western classical music, the stereotype of “Western music” was
influenced by the increasingly popular public performances by brass bands. Thus, brass
instruments were banned while reeds were not.

Aside from the violin, flute, clarinet and oboe, sarala gee orchestration is
comprised of Indian instruments including the sitar, svaramandal, tanpurd and esraj.
These instruments were introduced to Sri Lanka by Lionel Edirisinghe (R. Weerasinghe,
2010, p. 24). Sri Lankan percussion instruments were also used in conjunction with the
imported fabla and dholak. In the 1960s however, Radio Ceylon (now the Sri Lanka
Broadcasting Corporation or SLBC) lifted the restriction incrementally (D. Ranatunga,
personal communication, September 8, 2018).63 The structure of sarala gee is standard
across all forms of popular Sinhala music except nurthi gee and natya gee (“‘stage
drama songs”). Sarala gee usually contain a melodic introduction, chorus, instrumental
interlude (often identical to the introduction), verse, chorus, interlude, second verse, and
final chorus. An outro sometimes brings the song to a close. There are small melodic

figures between some vocal phrases.®*

63 After Radio Ceylon’s instrument ban was lifted, sarala gee musicians began to use the
acoustic and electric guitar, saxophone, keyboards, and sometimes the trumpet. While the tabla
and dholak remained the main percussion instruments, the Western drum kit was also added.
64 In sarala gee, an alap section preceding the introduction sometimes occurs where the
vocalist or violinist introduces the raga.
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Though sarala gee singers are trained in Hindustani classical music, the vocal
production involves a seamless combination of head voice and chest voice. Some songs
have a large range. This is reflexive of Hindustani vocal training, which encourages
pupils to expand their vocal range to encompass the middle octave or saptak (middle C
to C4), and half an octave above and below (Upasani, 2013). Another impact of the
Hindustani tradition is the performer’s stillness. They usually sing sitting down, move
their head slightly and trace the contours of the melody in the air. Their dress alludes to
the Arya-Sinhala identity — in fact the Sri Lankan male national dress is named the
“Arya-Sinhala” and consists of a long shirt and a cloth pleated around the waist. Though
the Kandyan osariya was the chosen national female dress (Wickramasinghe, 2003, p.
124; 2015, p. 98), female sarala gee singers wear Indian sarees, again alluding to the
Arya-Sinhala identity. Due to its elevated status, sarala gee performances are usually

staged in formal venues such as the BMICH or the Ran Pokuna Theatre.%®

4.3.1.3 Baila

Baila, meaning “dance” in Portuguese, is a traditionally derived dance genre that
became commercially successful in the late-twentieth century. But it did not enjoy the
elevated status of sarala gee because of its association with the consumption of alcohol,
bawdy lyrics, and the lower social status of its noncommercial performers. Moreover,
the hybridity evident in baila was scorned by European colonial elites and Arya-Sinhala
traditionalists alike. In essence, contemporary baila is a confluence of European,
African and Asian musical styles (de Mel, 2006, pp. 6, 100; Malm & Wallis, 1985, pp.
280, 284). Its traditional form originated during the Portuguese colonial era (1505—

1658). Portuguese settlers married Sri Lankan natives and created the Burgher ethnic

85 Sheeran observed that “Sarala gi also plays a generally muted role in the open air all night
musical shows that occur around the Colombo metropolitan area and throughout the country”
(Sheeran, 1997, p. 273). This trend has recently changed, with sarala gee artists being guests
at open air concerts organised by bands such as Flashback.
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group, and in the Dutch period African soldiers called Caffirs also mixed with other
ethnic groups and influenced Burgher culture and music. From these ethnic groups,
three forms of music were created: manja (of the Caffirs), kaffringha and chikothi.
Manja and kaffringha both have a 6/8 rhythm (de Mel, 2006, pp. 100-101, 104;
Fernando, 1894, pp. 184-186; Malm & Wallis, 1985, pp. 278-280; Surya Sena, 2008,
pp. 110-111). One of the main differences between the music of the Portuguese-
Burghers, also called the Mechanics, and the Caffirs is instrumentation. The Mechanics
played Iberian instruments such as the violin, viaule (a tenor violin), and the banderina
(mandolin). Percussion instruments include the rabana (a tambourine without jingles)
and triangle (de Mel, 2006, p. 6). In comparison, de Mel notes that the Caffirs mainly
used percussion instruments (de Mel, 2006, p. 105).%6

Eventually, a confluence of kaffringha, chikothi and manja styles resulted in
Sinhalese contemporary baila. Its first form was vade baila (“debate baila’) which later
evolved into chorus baila; a staple genre of the popular music canon. Debate baila was
performed amongst the Sinhalese lower and middle classes of maritime areas. Though
its date of origin is unknown (Malm & Wallis, 1985, p. 115), I was informed during an
interview that Amaradeva himself participated in baila performances during his youth
(circa 1930s) in the coastal region of Moratuwa (S. Amaradeva, personal
communication, August 21, 2018). As its name suggests, debate baila was performed in

a competitive setting.%” A major influence of the manja music on contemporary baila is

66 The term baila is not used to refer to chikothi, manja and kaffringha in the early
ethnomusicological study by Fernando (1894). In research conducted after the mid-twentieth
century, these musical categories are referred to as “traditional baila” as opposed to “baila,”
“contemporary baila” or “Sinhala baila” (de Mel, 2006; Malm & Wallis, 1985; Sheeran, 1997;
Surya Sena, 2008, pp. 113-114).

57 In vade baila (“debate baila”), participants employed their wit to argue for or against a topic
chosen by the competition’s judges. Topics were chosen from current events in the newspaper,
and often the baila was a means of communicating social injustices. As well as an acute
knowledge of current affairs, a certain level of theatricality was necessary in order to engage the
audience, who would either laugh or “roar with approval” (de Mel, 2006, p. 251).
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the hemiolas resulting from 3 against 2 cross-rhythms in 6/8 time (de Mel, 2006, p.
165). A song sung by a baila musician that is not in 6/8 time would thus be classified as
a Sinhala pop song. While the baila rhythm was derived from manja, early
instrumentation was similar to that of the Mechanics. This is evident in the original
recording of Irine Jospin Rosalin by the Burgher baila singer Wally Bastiansz (1913—
1985), a policeman of the Ceylon Police Band. He embraced the novel “chorus baila”
thought to have originated in 1936 (Sheeran, 1997, pp. 115-116) and popularised it
amongst the Sinhalese in the late 1940s (Veerasingam, 2014). It conformed to the
structural dictates of popular music of that period. Thus, unlike its predecessor (debate
baila) which was in strophic form, chorus baila consists of the chorus-verse-chorus-
verse-chorus structure (Fernandes, 2002, p. 9).

Though debate baila performances continued throughout the twentieth century,
the popularity of chorus baila surpassed it rapidly with the opening of Radio Ceylon’s
commercial service and the burgeoning cassette industry (Malm & Wallis, 1985, p. 186;
Sheeran, 1997, pp. 130—-131). According to Sheeran, M. S. Fernando (1936—-1994) was
the first to attain true commercial success in the 1960s. His music has a slightly Western
cross-over style, with electronic instruments and multilingual lyrics of English,
Sinhalese and Tamil (Sheeran, 1997, p. 134). Others followed suit, for instance
Desmond de Silva in the song Ciida Maniké Baldla. Another prominent act was The
Gypsies. These brothers, headed by vocalist Sunil Perera (1952-), released the first
baila nonstop cassette (Candappa, 2012). This trend was thereafter followed by other

baila singers.%®

68 Other baila singers that produced nonstop cassettes included Desmond de Silva, Anton
Jones, Nihal Nelson, Paul Fernando, Mariazelle Gunathilaka, and Dalreen.
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Though lower socioeconomic groups favoured these nonstop cassettes, they
were reportedly played in middle- and upper-class parties upon rare occasions (Malm &
Wallis, 1985, p. 286). Baila was also played during impromptu comedic dances in
Vesak and New Years festivals (K. N. O. Dharmadasa, personal communication,
November 26, 2020).%° Yet, baila was marginalised throughout the twentieth century.
Members of “Western Rock/Pop ‘beat groups’” as de Mel calls them, felt threatened by
the unequivocal popularity of baila musicians in the 1970s—1980s and ridiculed them.
Connoisseurs of sarala gee also despised baila, believing it vilified traditionalist Arya-
Sinhala values because of the perceived frivolity, debasement, immodesty of clothing,
and vulgar language associated with the genre (de Mel, 2006, pp. 288-291). Thus, it is
often disdainfully called thuppahi music, thuppahi meaning “rootless, low and
degenerate Western ways” (Roberts, Ismeth Raheem, & Colin-Thome, 1989, p. 17).
Therefore, baila was barred from the national service until 1981, when the SLBC was
forced to change their broadcasting policies due to public demand. They maintained
stringent censorship policies however, and rejected songs deemed unfit for broadcasting
(Malm & Wallis, 1985, p. 288). Currently, it appears that a wider acceptance of baila
has occurred both amongst the State and the people.”®

The purpose of baila is not just to provide syncopated dance music, it is also a
communicative form. It has been used by artists such as Anton Jones to deliver news

(Weerakkody, n.d.). Like kaffringha and chikothi, contemporary baila remained cynical

69 These comedic dancers were called olu bakko, as they wore large masks covering their
heads (Y. Jayasuriya, personal communication, December 8, 2020; A. Jayasuriya, personal
communication, December 10, 2020).

0 For example, a baila tune was played at a Buddhist perahara (“parade”) | witnessed in Sri
Lanka in 2016. Further, the 2010 annual administrative report of the SLBC stated that “Efforts
have been made to revive ‘Baila’ music, a genre that has been distanced gradually from
society” (Samarasinghe, 2011, p. 112). The distancing of baila from society, however, remains
to be seen. By the mid-2000s, chorus baila became the staple repertoire of papara bands
(“brass bands”) that play at Sri Lankan national and international sporting events. Today, no
Sinhalese party or wedding is complete without a climactic “baila session” to end the night, with
guests often belting out lyrics as they dance.
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and satirical (de Mel, 2006, p. 295) and reflects colloquial speech. This, in part, also
contributed to its popularity. Malm and Wallis (1985) state that “the improvisation and
up-to-dateness in lyrics are traditional properties of baila, the creators and performers of
baila are capable of producing new songs at a high rate” (p. 287). An example of “up-
to-dateness” is present not only in lyrics, but in the way bailas are reinterpreted to suit
different occurrences. This is exemplified in the two music videos of Singore by The
Gypsies released in 1998 and 2014.7" This video projects a satirical enactment of the
exaggerated self-praise of the previous government by resuscitating a musical hit
released two decades previously to communicate current political criticisms. In this
respect too, baila differs significantly from sarala gee, which is firmly rooted in the
past.

4.3.1.4 Natya gee (“drama songs”)

Natya gee or songs of stage dramas, is another form of Sinhalese music
grounded in the past. There is barely any academic research of music in early
contemporary Sinhalese dramas, and it is unclear whether they had songs or not.
Theatrical productions that followed the nurthi era (1877-1930) lacked originality, as
renowned playwright Ediriweera Sarachchandra (1914—1996) insinuates in his
recollection that no original Sinhalese plays were produced following Independence,
and,

there was practically nothing that could be called a Sinhala theater, in the

sense of an urban theater, and all there was were some sporadic

"1 In the first version of Singore (1998) Sunil Perera acts as a corrupt politician who complains
after losing the poll (Samath, 1998). The second video succeeded the 2015 election wherein
Mahinda Rajapaksha lost the presidency. Perera acts as Rajapaksha and tells a foreign
ambassador that he was responsible for several national achievements such as the creation of
the natural Sigiriya rock fortress once inhabited by ancient kings.
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productions here and there of adaptations of western plays.”? (1987, p.

69)
Ediriweera Sarachchandra created a new Sinhalese theatrical idiom in the 1950s that
prevails today and was the first playwright to cut across class barriers. His
“experimental” dramas combined aspects of traditional folk dramas and rituals with
Western theatre techniques (R. Obeyesekere, 1992b, p. 129). Like sarala gee, these
plays had a very high literary standard, with an integrity of linguistic style lacking in
John de Silva’s nurthi plays (A. J. Gunawardana, n.d.). Sarachchandra’s first play
Maname (1956) was a stylistic reproduction of the nadagam folk-opera imported from
South India in the seventeenth century. After a repertoire of nadagam melodies was
built up in Sri Lanka, new lyrics were fitted to them and they soon grew “threadbare by
recurrent use,” leading to the decline of nadagam (W. D. Amaradeva, as cited in
Ranatunga, 2013b, p. 77). For Maname, Sarachchandra carefully selected songs from
this repertoire and Jayantha Aravinda arranged music for them (A. de Silva, 2000;
Sachitra Mahendra, 2015).73 Sinhabahu (1961) was the second play produced in this
style, and Sarachchandra commissioned new melodies in addition to those chosen from

the existing repertoire (A. J. Gunawardana, n.d.). Afterwards, he collaborated with other

2 The Ranga Sabba was the first innovative drama company, established in 1945 under the
patronage of students and affiliates of the Colombo University College. They produced amateur
dramas and collaborated with foreign playwrights in the 1950s (E. Sarachchandra, 1987, pp.
69-70). Sarachchandra describes one such play called Veda Hatana and states that the
producer Newman Jubal “made the scene changes take place in full view of the audience to the
accompaniment of Indian instrumental music” (E. Sarachchandra, 1987, p. 70). Unfortunately,
the music is not described further. If conventions of nurthi dramas continued however,
Hindustani ragas were presumably used.

73 Sarachchandra was assisted in the collection of melodies by an ex-nddagam actor, Charles
de Silva Gurunanse of Ampe (A. de Silva, 2000). A novel feature of the instrumentation of his
debut play Maname was the featuring of the maddala or damila beraya (“Tamil drum”)
previously used in nadagam plays. The success of Maname led to the drum’s usage in other
stage plays and sarala gee. Perhaps due to his openness and eclecticism, Sarachchandra was
highly regarded by the Tamil artistic community and was conferred the honorary Doctor of
Letters awardfrom the University of Jaffna. He was the only Sinhalese person to receive such
an honour (K. N. O. Dharmadasa, personal communication, November 26, 2020).
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musicians and experimented with dramatic styles such as nurthi, folk dramas, and
rituals such as sokari and thovil (N. Gamage, personal communication, August 23,
2018; A. J. Gunawardana, n.d.). These musicians included Edwin Samaradivakara,
Dayananda Silva, H. H. Bandara and Pandith Amaradeva (A. de Silva, 2000). Other
playwrights also adopted this method, but the limitations of folk theatre caused them to
favour an eclectic style with elements from various traditional sources. This eclectic
folk idiom is still present in theatre music today (A. J. Gunawardana, n.d.). The natya
gee that grew popular through digital reproduction mostly originate from the 1960s to
1980s.74

The ethnomusicologist W. B. Makulloluwa also advanced natya gee. His
training programs and amended school syllabus nurtured talented musicians that were
able to impart their knowledge of folk music and dance onto the theatre stage.” Due to
his rejection of external musical forms, however, controversy continued throughout his
career (S. L. Rupavahini, 2016). Unlike Sarachchandra’s natya gee which were
preserved through commercial recordings, Makulloluwa’s songs have faded into

obscurity, though some of his disciples were more fortunate. Lionel Ranwala (1939—

4 The vocal style used on the stage has been retained, and varies due to the eclectic nature of
the genre. In an interview, composer Navarathna Gamage (personal communication, August
23, 2018) demonstrated some of these styles; high notes with Western vibrato, low notes in the
Hindustani style, and an ornamental style of nddagams called urutfuva in Sinhala. In Carnatic
music, it is called kampitha gamaka (Appreciating Carnatic Music, 2015). Some singers also
assume the timbre of Sinhala folk songs; a nasal tone produced by lowering the soft palette.
Nawarathna Gamage stated that a small orchestra is generally used, with instruments such as
traditional percussion, flute, violin, tanpura, mandolin, and oboe. However, the orchestration has
been altered in commercial recordings to meet popular tastes. Bass guitar and synthesised
drums were the first to be introduced. Some songs of the appropriate metrical convention have
also been fitted with the 6/8 baila rhythm and additional brass. Within these new arrangements,
the folk-singing vocal style and ornamentation has been retained. Thus, natya gee is an
intriguing genre as it evolved continually, absorbing elements from traditional and current
musical styles.

5 Makulloluwa produced his own dramas, such as Sakhaya Ditti and Depaano. He also
produced a ballet called Pahanen Pahanata for the opening ceremony of the Bandaranaike
International Memorial Hall (BMICH) in 1973. The BMICH is currently one of Colombo’s most
prestigious performance venues. Though Makulloluwa’s musical approach was identical to
Ediriweera Sarachchandra’s, he was heavily criticised for this production (S. L. Rupavahini,
2016).
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2002) and Rohana Baddage (1935-) were two of the most prominent musicians from
the Makulloluwa Gurukula (Gunaratne, 2008). Both musicians in turn inspired
Sinhalese youth to continue collecting folk songs in the field, and to reintroduce them to
urban audiences through stage dramas and variety shows (Handunnetti, 2002;

Thilakarathna, 2015).

4.3.1.5 Calypso

The next genre that evolved was influenced by Latin-American songs sung in
Spanish, but was named “Calypso.” De Mel suggests that Hispanic culture and music
was introduced to Sri Lanka through Latin-themed films and comics from the 1940s
onwards. Inspired by these media, several musical acts sprung up in Sri Lanka. They
performed covers of songs in Spanish and English. The first of these bands was the
Fernando Trio formed in the late 1950s. They were familiar with the use of vocal
harmony through the church choir and also added this into their renditions. They did not
have visual aids to learn the techniques used in Paraguayan and Mariachi repertoire, but
listened to this music repetitively through LP recordings and imitated its sounds. Their
instruments consisted of acoustic guitar, accordion, castanets, and a homemade cabasa
constructed from rosaries wrapped around a dried gourd, called a labu gediya in Sinhala
(de Mel, 2006, pp. 206-210). These vocal and instrumentation features became a
hallmark of Sri Lankan calypso.

Members of early cover bands generally wore Hispanic or cowboy outfits, as
displayed in Western films. De Mel believes this was an act of defiance against the
residual legacy of British colonials, who portrayed native males as effeminate beings
(de Mel, 2006, pp. 209, 211). A few acts sought to indigenise their dress. The pioneers

of this movement were the La Ceylonians headed by Noel Brian Ranasinghe. Initially,
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they were ill-received by their audiences. It was reported that the band was ridiculed
when they first took to the stage on May 9™ 1963:

Dressed in sarongs, waistbands, garlands, short sleeved batik shirts,

straw hats and barefoot, there were shouts of “ado Taxi Karayas,

Rasthiyadu Karayas, Malu Karayas”, [“Hey taxi drivers, rowdy fellows,

fishermen”] recalls Noel Brian Ranasinghe, founder and mentor of the

band.

“Yanda yanda gedara yanda,” [*Go, go, go home”] said Noel,
laughingly describing the catcalls that accompanied their first moments
on a public platform in what was seen as a ‘ridiculous’ outfit. (Samath,
2013)

Though traditional dress was adopted by several political leaders and members of the
working class after the mid-1930s (Wickramasinghe, 2015, pp. 100-101, 103, 106), the
above statement suggests that the colourful batik shirts and sarongs were still confined
to the villages. ’® Yet, the jeers and catcalls did not deter the La Ceylonians and they
continued to embrace this style. So too did other bands such as the La Bambas
according to band member Priya Peiris (Samath, 2013).

The style of music played by these bands did not resemble the Trinidadian genre
of calypso. De Mel discovered that calypso musicians were ashamed of it for this very
reason. Priya Peiris of the La Bambas retorted, “Now what will the other people
[tourists] think? People who know what real Calypsos are must be laughing their guts
out!” (de Mel, 2006, p. 225). The term was coined by a hotelier who evidently had very

little knowledge of music but required a means of differentiating the hitherto-called

76 Batik cloth is made by using a special dying technique to add colourful patterns to plain cloth.
It was introduced from Java during the Dutch era and was revived after Independence. It
became a popular attraction amongst tourists (S. Obeyesekere, 2016).
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“Spanish bands” from the “Western beat groups” (2006, pp. 223-225).”” A popular
Tamil version was also created in 1968 by Nithi Kanagaratnam, but is known as Tamil
Baila because of its 6/8 rhythms (Chaturvedi, 2017).

As in sarala gee, Sinhala calypso singers also sang of village life in addition to
the favoured theme of romantic love.”® They also adapted folk songs occasionally.”®
Yet, these bands were disliked by some members of Radio Ceylon. As with baila, some
branded calypso with the derogatory term thuppahi, meaning “low-brow, hybrid
Western/foreign [and] debased” (de Mel, 2006, p. 298). Though the prohibition of
Western musical instruments was gradually lifted in the 1960s, it is evident that a
tolerance towards Western music in general was not so forthcoming as groups who sang
harmonies were reportedly banned from the airwaves. The cousins Vijaya, Sangabo and
Vernon Corea were instrumental in introducing calypso, baila and Sinhala pop to Radio

Ceylon. The process began in 1968 when Vijaya allowed the Amigos Romanticas to

" The term “calypso” had already been introduced to Sri Lanka in a cricket match against the
West Indies and was popularly associated with island cultures by the West (de Mel, 2006, pp.
223-225). Today, “calypso” has a dual meaning, either referring to the style of music that was
influenced by Hispanic musicians, or acoustic bands that perform not only at hotel restaurants,
but also at weddings and private functions at homes. The latter play a range of songs across
multiple genres, mainly baila, Sinhala pop and New Age and generally use instruments such as
the acoustic guitar, accordion, and congo drums. The use of the term in this current
classification denotes the former definition.

8 An example of a calypso song with a rural theme is the La Ceylonians debut track Hoiya
Hoéiya which depicted the life of fishermen. The natural beauty of Sri Lanka was venerated in
songs such as Karidukaré (“Mountains,” Dharmaratne Brothers), Sigiri Komaliyé (“Sigiri Ladies,”
Los Flamencos) and Samudra Devi (Los Caballeros).

9 Examples of folk song adaptations in calypso include Erankaleya (“Clay Water Pot”) (Los
Flamencos) and Ambalamé Pinéa (“The Poor man from the Rest Area,” La Companeros).
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audition for the light music programs (C. Weerasinghe, 2003), and continued with the

inclusion of Sinhalese music in the English service (I. Corea, 2012; Samath, 2013).8°

4.3.1.6  Sinhala pop

The general consensus is that Clarence Wijewardena, a prolific composer,
guitarist and singer, created the Sinhala pop genre that dominated the 1970s music
scene. Wijewardena founded the first Sinhala pop group called the Moonstones in
Ratnapura in 1966 with lead vocalist Annesley Malawana (S. S. Corea, 2006). Their
first EP Musical Gems of Ceylon (1968, Phillips: JVPC 007) bears influences of
Calypso such as vocal harmonies, similar rhythms, and use of the piano. The crucial
difference, however, is that Wijewardena was the first to introduce electric musical
instruments, particularly the electric guitar, to Sinhala music, inspired by a performance
by The Beacons at a wedding (Soorya Records, 2016b). From that time on, catchy
melodies and countermelodies played on the electric guitar during introductions,

interludes and between vocal phrases became a hallmark of Sinhala pop.8! This trend

80 The majority of calypso songs that retained their popularity over the decades conform to a
standard idiom, while some compositions differ with nonmetric introductions and short
improvisatory guitar sections (for example Hbiya Hoiya by the la Ceylonians). The standardised
idiom is epitomised by the song Flor de Pilar by the Los Paraguayos, who inspired many Sri
Lankan calypso bands. In place of the rhythmic harp played by the Los Paraguayos, Sri Lankan
calypso bands used a piano. The 6/8 pattern with hemiolas heard in Flor de Pilar is
characteristic of most Sri Lankan calypso songs. It is very likely that this rhythmic pattern
resonated well with Sri Lankan musicians because it resembles baila, prevalent throughout the
maritime regions. 4/4 rhythms are also used in calypso, often with a 3+3+2 denomination.
These rhythms were played on strummed guitar and guiro. Other innovative percussion
instruments were also used, including maracas (powder tins filled with sand, mung beans or
madati seeds), castanets made of two spoons, and a tea chest (Samath, 2013). The
Dharmaratne Brothers also introduced the rabana (Soorya Records, 2017a). As with other
Sinhala music genres, original recordings of calypso demonstrate that instrumentation was
expanded gradually to include saxophone, clarinet, and strings. Though it is commonly
accepted that Sinhala calypso is exclusively acoustic, synthesizers were also used during the
1970s. Some later songs such as Véhidaka Gariganddaré (Dharmaratne Brothers) and Sudqu
Pata Gavume (Amigos Romanticas) are more similar to Sinhala pop than the original calypso
style. They are possibly classified under the Calypso label in accordance with previous
compositions of their performers. The separate classification of calypso musicians despite their
crossing over into the Sinhala pop style is demonstrated in advertisements of Sinhala pop
concerts ("Calypso carnival and Sinhala pop at Nelum Pokuna," 2013; Weerasuriya, 2016).

81 Since Clarence Wijewardana is said to be the first to have used electric instruments in
Sinhala music, The Beacons was likely one of the Western rock/pop cover bands de Mel calls
“Beat Groups” (de Mel, 20086, p. 270)
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was also adopted in other genres, especially sarala gee and baila. Thus, Clarence
Wijewardena and the Moonstones revolutionised Sinhala music and caused musicians
trained in South Asian music to be more open to Western musical aspects. The
confluence of South Asian and Western styles worked both ways, as evident in the
following excerpt from the first review of the Moonstones in the Ceylon Daily News:
The Moonstones are very much enamoured of the world of Latin
American rhythmic designs. The Samba, the Ramba, Conga, Cha Cha,
the Merengue, and the Bossa Nova have had a strong influence on their
rhythm work. On the oriental side they are keen and devoted admirers of
Amaradeva. More recently their lead singer came into close musical
contact with Devar Surya Sena, and the impact has undoubtedly
enchanced [sic] Annesly Malawana’s appreciation and musical sense.
The Shepherd’s Song or (Gopalu Geeya) — is a very good example of
their prowess in the oriental sphere. (V. Corea, 1967)
Vernon Corea noted that the Moonstones hired a sitarist for their first EP,®2 thus
establishing links with the “oriental sphere.”® The Moonstones released their second

EP in 1969 with the guest female singer Indrani Perera and the “Sinhalisation” of

82 “Ep” stands for “extended play” and refers to short albums which contain more songs than a
single, but fewer songs than an album. The term was originally used to refer to short vinyl
records, as opposed to LPs or “long plays.”

83 Though it would appear that The Moonstones’ decision to hire a sitarist was influenced by
sarala gee, it was reportedly inspired by The Beatles, who first used the instrument in the song
Norwegian Wood from the 1965 album Rubber Soul (Devapriya, 2016b; Shand, 2017).
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Sinhala pop occurred from this point onwards with slightly increased vocal
ornamentation.34

Ornamentation in Sinhala pop predated the Moonstones however, as did the
genesis of the Sinhala pop style itself. C. T. Fernando was one of the first musicians to
embrace a Western style, during the dawn of sarala gee. ® His first song Pinsiridu
Vanné became a hit (Devapriya, 2016a; Soorya Records, 2016a). In the 1940s and
1950s, his songs were similar to the early Western-inflected songs of Sunil Santha and
the composer B. S. Perera who arranged several songs for Fernando and Amaradeva.8®
Fernando’s accompaniment was more mellow than that of aluth sindu, but this did not
deter Radio Ceylon’s directors from banning all instruments they deemed “Western.”
For this reason perhaps, C. T. Fernando became a commercial artist from 1952, signing
with record labels such as HMV and Lewis Brown (Devapriya, 2016a; Soorya Records,
2016a).

The emergence of electronic instruments impacted C. T. Fernando’s music and
coincided with his collaboration with the versatile composer and arranger Patrick

Denipitiya. Denipitiya initially studied music under Sunil Santha (Uvais, 2013) and has

also worked for sarala gee musicians, most notably Sunil Santha and Susil

84 The second EP by The Moonstones featuring Indrani Perera (1969) saw an increase in
ornamentation consisting of mordents (called khatkas in Indian classical music). They are
common in sarala gee, natya gee and to a lesser extent in nurthi gee, chithrapati gee and New
Age. The vocal style of The Moonstones (later the Golden Chimes and the Super Golden
Chimes) and other Sinhala pop acts such as Three Sisters (which included Indrani Perera),
Mariazelle Goonathilake, Anil Bharathi, Priya Sooriyasena, Milton Mallawarachchi, and Shyami
Fonseka further evolved, though ornamentation remained simple and less frequent than in other
genres. It mainly consists of mordents, minute trills, turns, grace notes, and short Western pop
style melismas.

85 After launching his career in the 1940s, C. T. Fernando soon joined the Grant Cabaret to
entertain WWII troops and joined Radio Ceylon in 1946 (Devapriya, 2016a; Soorya Records,
2016a).

86 Accompaniment to Fernando’s songs was mostly provided by Western instruments such as
the piano, saxophone, muted trumpet, and mandolin, also used in the aluth sindu genre that
preceded sarala gee.
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Premarathna.?” He was also efficient in both styles of composition, and the songs he
wrote for Sinhala pop musicians such as C. T. Fernando and Milton Mallawarachchi are
markedly different from Clarence Wijewardena’s compositions. Denipitiya tended to
use instruments found in sarala gee such as the sitar, violin and flute.®8 Another
prominent composer who produced music of a similar style was Stanley Peiris. Like
Denipitiya, Peiris also composed music for sarala gee singers, including Amaradeva,
and as such was able to maintain a combination of South Asian and Western idioms
within his Sinhala pop compositions. A critic described these songs as “the music of the
middle” (Devapriya, 2017b).8°

C. T. Fernando and Stanley Peiris influenced many Sinhala pop musicians such
as Rookantha Gunathilaka who emerged in the 1980s (Attygalle, 2011). Rookantha also
left a great impression upon the landscape of Sri Lankan music, drawing from the
idioms of Western disco, rock and pop.®® The pop and disco elements of this style were
adopted by other musicians in the 1980s and 1990s.%! The history of the Sinhala pop
genre, which was the first to have a Western name, illuminates its versatility. This

suggests that in Sri Lanka, contemporary categories are less stable than traditional ones.

87 patrick Denipitiya was the first Sri Lankan musician to use the electric Hawaiian slide guitar
and “is considered the fastest notation writer in Sri Lanka, having written music scores without
using an instrument in both Eastern and Western notation” (Soorya Records, 2016c).

88 Though Denipitiya did not incorporate much part singing into his arrangements, he did favour
the keyboards and electric guitar, and like C. T. Fernando his compositions featured brass
interludes, mostly played on the saxophone. He also favoured Latin rhythms, as evident in the
song Ane Dirigak Innaké by C. T. Fernando, based on a tango (de Mel, 2006, p. 269).

89 Other Sinhala pop musicians that sang songs of the middle were Sydney Attygalla, Greshan
Ananda and Keerthi Pasquel.

9 The stylistic features of Rookantha Gunathilaka’s music include drum loops emphasising
beats 2 and 4, as in rock and pop music (while some songs include introductions with the “four
to the floor” bass drum pattern of 1970s disco), repetitive bass notes played on quaver beats
(also characteristic of disco), muted, percussive riffs and solos on electric guitar and a heavy
use of synthesised sounds.

91 Sinhala pop musicians from the 1980s and 1990s include Athula Adikari, Piyal Perera
(formerly of the baila band the Gypsies), Samitha Mudunkotuwa, Mariazelle Gunathilake, and
Athma Liyanage. Their style involved a convergence of the disco and pop elements of
Rookantha Gunathilake, the Latin rhythms introduced by The Moonstones, and the brass of C.
T. Fernando and the composers Stanley Peiris and Patrick Denipitiya.
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43.1.7 “New Age”

Sinhala “New Age” music is the most recent and diverse category of popular
song. The quotation marks around the term here, indicates that unlike older genres,
there is a lack of consensus regarding its stylistic boundaries. In the first academic study
of this genre, the author gathered the following data from interviews and media sources
to gain and understanding of the terms used for its classification:

“New age Sinhalese pop music” (Chinthy Fernando: interview: 2009)

“ethnic fusion music” (BNS: website ) “Sinhala hip-hop” (Fill-T: interview:

22.12.08) “Sri Lankan contemporary hip-hop” (Santhush Weeraman of

BNS: interview: 9.02.09) “R&B, pop/ethnic, southern hip-hop, dirty south,

crunk, hip-hop soul, etc” (about Yashan: The Island Newspaper:

31.07.07) “ethnic R&B and Sri Lankan pop with a little bit of rap as well”

(Amila Paranamanage: interview: 2009) “pop, commercial hip-hop, its not

really hip-hop (Krishan Maheson: interview: 2009) “Asian Sri Lankan hip-

hop” (Iraj Weeraratne: interview: 2009) are some definitions assigned to

98+LSLPS by its artists. (Ekanayaka, 2011, pp. 49-50)

Many items listed above are “definitions” as opposed to categorical names. The most
common label is hip-hop, but this genre does not encompass all songs included in this
category of music, or even all songs by the artists that coined the term “hip-hop” in the
above quote. Ekanayake termed the genre with the acronym 98+LSLPS which refers to
“leading Sri Lankan popular songs” released in the idiom of the duo BnS from 1998 to
the present (Ekanayaka, 2011, p. 47). Many artists of this genre do not adhere to one of

these subcategories. Thus, to differentiate this genre from twentieth-century Sinhala pop
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and to employ a label befitting all styles, I have instead opted to adopt the label “New
Age.”%?

Though Sinhala pop was revolutionised by musicians such as Clarence
Wijewardena and Rookantha Gunathilaka, the aforementioned duo BnS brought about
greater changes that warranted the classification of this music within a separate genre.
BnS, a collaboration between Bathiya Jayakody (1976—) and Santhush Weeraman
(1977-), abandoned the structural dictates of Sinhala pop and produced multilingual
songs appealing to a wider Sri Lankan audience. This latter feature was not novel but
became common in New Age (Ekanayaka, 2011, p. 47).%3 Thus New Age was created
from local and international musical styles, with the intention of entering the global
music market.>* BnS were successful, being the first Sri Lankan artists to sign
international recording contracts with Sony BMG and Universal Music Publishing,
Hong Kong in 2002 (BNS Music, n.d.; Kadry, 2009). Some other artists were equally
successful.®> While some artists adhere to a specific genre such as rock or hip-hop,
many early New Age artists adopted the diverse stylistic palette of BnS. These artists,

including Randhir, Chinthy and Centigradz, produced songs ranging from RnB to rap to

92 At present, this latest genre is simply referred to as “Sinhala pop” by its listeners, and the
labels hip-pop, RnB and rap accompany specific songs (P. S. P. Punchi Hettiarachchige,
personal communication, August 1, 2018).

93 Though the term “New Age” is presently uncommon, it appeared in social media during the
2000s and is also present in Ekanayake’s list of definitions above.

% Bns experimented with a broad range of musical sources in their first album Vasantayé
(Vasanthaye, 1998). Bach’s Air from Suite No. 3 in D Major, BWV 1068 was appropriated in the
title track (Ekanayaka, 2011, p. 50), while the song Magé Diviya involved the styles of reggae
and Trinidadian steelpan. This song also featured the guttural style of Sinhala rap pioneered by
Bathiya Jayakody. In an interview (Aus News Lanka, 2014), Weeraman explained that they
continued to explore various musical realms in their subsequent albums, including Western pop
styles such as rap, hip-hop and RnB in Life (2000), Sinhala folk music in Tarunyayé
(Tharunyaye, 2002), and Indian songs and bhangra dance music in Néttara (Neththara, 2006),
though a general blend of Western and Sinhala pop prevails throughout.

95 Other artists that were successful in breaking into the international music market include
Ashanthi, first female singer signed with Sony BMG (C. Weerasinghe, 2006), Ranidu Lankage,
first artist aired on BBC Radio and TV channels such as MTV (FM Derana, 2017), and IRAJ,
rapper and composer who collaborated with Sean Kingston.
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mainstream pop but maintained their individuality. All New Age subgenres generally
have lyrics similar to Sinhala pop. Some songs, especially rap, use the spoken dialect.%
Like baila, New Age has received much criticism. Some Sinhala pop artists such
as Indrani Perera received negative feedback during their formative years, but this faded
as their popularity grew rapidly (Alawathukotuwa, 2015, p. 172). In comparison, the
duo BnS instantly grew popular with Sri Lankan youth, but local critics chided them
until they received international acclaim (Kurian, 2003). Regarding the criticism, the
two musicians stated in an interview that,
The biggest challenge we faced was the rejection we had at the start by
the traditional circuit and extremists who at that time had a widespread
influence over the common people. Constant attacks on print and visual
media were a norm during the early days. (Hopman, 2009)
Hopman claimed that the older generations started to appreciate the music of BnS after
some time, but it is evident that this acceptance is not shared by all critics. This casts
doubt over the widespread approval of older listeners. In Pandith Amaradeva’s recent
biography, the author assesses the state of current Sinhala music and thoroughly

chastises BnS and IRAJ for their introduction of rap (Kumara, 2015, p. 542). Yet, the

general distaste of New Age encompasses all subgenres, whether they involve rap or

96 Rap songs generally relate gangster themes while rap lyrics in love songs are often sexual.
Songs of other subgenres are almost exclusively about love, and songs about broken love are
particularly popular according to Sinhala pop musician Athula Adhikari (Sri TV, 2015a). Songs
about broken or unrequited love are called viraha gita. This is not to be confused with the viraha
gee of the Kandyan courts, which were also love songs. While vocal styles of subgenres such
as RnB and rock remain fixed, the mainstream vocal style varies. It is either akin to
contemporary Western popular music, or similar in tone to previous Sinhala genres with varying
amounts of Western vocal inflections and melismas of both styles. Instrumentation generally
consists of mellow synthesised sounds and acoustic and electric guitar, piano, and flute and
violin often playing South Asian-style melismas. Percussion often includes a combination of
drum loops or drum kit with South Asian percussion such as the tabla. Select stylistic features
from a range of genres such as electronica, alternative rock, reggae, baila and Sinhala pop
often occur. Predominant mainstream artists include Kasun Kalhara, the sisters Umariya and
Umara Sinhawansa, Romesh Sugathapala, Raini and Sasika Nisansala. A few Sinhala pop
artists such as Athula Adikari, Samitha Mudunkotuwa and Namal Udugama also crossed over
into New Age in the new millennium.
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not. As affirmed in a statement by Annesley Malawana, this criticism partly stems from
the creation of overnight stars through television reality shows such as Sirasa Superstar
and Derana Dream Star (Sirimanna, 2016).%” The more pressing issue with New Age
according to Sinhala pop musicians Annesley Malawana and Mariazelle Gunathilaka, is
its overcommercialisation and the artists’ over-reliance on technology (Sirimanna,
2016; C. Weerasinghe, 2008).9 1t is generally perceived that artists who emerged prior
to the 1990s were more talented than contemporary artists.®® The debate continued, and
reached controversy when New Age musician Lahiru Perera (1984-) claimed that in
terms of vocal ability, “Nanda Malini can't sing as well as Umariya. . . Sanuka is more
proficient than Amaradeva” (Gossip Lanka, 2014). This remark not only outraged the
older generations but elicited scathing responses on social media from Sinhalese youth
who were ardent fans of New Age. This denotes the level of respect that is still afforded
to singers of the sarala gee genre and the significance of its compositions.

Though patriotism is relatively uncommon in New Age, allusions to patriotic
themes and uses of traditional music have occurred. For instance, BnS engaged in the
nationalist discourses threaded within works of the arts throughout the twentieth century

in their 2000 remix of the song Siri Sangabodhi Maligawedi, a nurthi gee from John de

97 While many reality contest winners do not remain in the spotlight for long, some mainstream
artists such as Shihan Mihiranga, Pradeep Rangana, Dasun Madushan and Sanka Dineth have
launched successful careers.

98 The effect of overcommercialisation is that artists with the greater financial resources have a
greater chance of success, regardless of their inherent talent. Funds are needed for studio
recordings, music videos and airtime. Some current artists rely heavily upon digital technology
by utilising loops and samples, possibly to cut back on the costs of hiring composers and
instrumentalists.

99 An interviewer stated the assumption that artists who emerged prior to the 1990s were more
talented than contemporary artists to the cross-over musician Athula Adhikari and he
interrupted, stating there were both talented and untalented musicians then and now (Sri TV,
2015b). Adikari’s response suggests that this is not a blanket assumption.
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Silva’s drama Siri Sangabo.'® Despite BnS’ efforts to reiterate this message to a
youthful audience, this song attracted outrage from critics, as well as some musicians.
For instance, a reporter claimed,
Veteran Musician Victor Ratnayake once said that two youngsters who
rapped the song ‘Siri Sanghabo’ had said that the people knew about
King Siri Sanghabo only after the song was rapped. In that case, Victor
quipped, if someone rapped ‘Danno Budunge’ by Pundit Amaradeva it
would be told that the people knew about Lord Buddha only after that
song was rapped. (Gunewardene, 2001)
Nevertheless, BnS remained unperturbed and continued to recreate old hits and
traditional music. In another successful remake called Denna Dena Na (2002), they
adopted the thovil exorcism ceremony chant. This song is often performed at their
concerts, accompanied by dancers wearing traditional devil masks. Another example of
the utilisation of traditional music in New Age is the 2006 song Sandawathiye (Tana
Tana) by Centigradz, which features the mnemonic syllables and first verse of a kulu
ndtum gee (“winnowing basket-dance song”) traditionally performed during the April
new year. The utilisation of traditional music has been rare in recent years, though some
lesser-known remakes have been created, such as Nana Vilé produced by Miran
Tharindu in 2014. The continual use of traditional musical sources in New Age
demonstrates that the precedent set by Ananda Samarakoon, Sunil Santha and Pandith
Amaradeva is a compositional technique that has remained current through its use in
contemporary genres. Borrowing from traditional music endorses the expression of the

Sinhalese identity, just as when this identity was first brought to life in sarala gee.

100 The BnS remake has voiceovers mocking British colonisers, some rock orchestration, RnB-
style backup vocals and an added English rap section. Also added was a verse in English,
advising people to keep sight of their history. This reflects the message John de Silva projected
during the colonial era.
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4.3.1.8 Chithrapati gee (“film songs”)

While New Age has some sense of unity owing to the period of time that
contains it and the use of Western vocal styles, no matter how subtle, the chithrapati
gee genre has no stylistic affinity whatsoever and the only shared characteristic of its
songs is their use in films. Stylistically, songs are commonly akin to sarala gee,
Bollywood music, and to the Sinhala pop and New Age genres to a lesser extent.
Chithrapati gee emerged in 1947 with the first Sinhalese talkie Kadavunu Poronduva
(Kadawunu Poronduwa / “Broken Promise”’) produced by South Indian entrepreneur S.
M. Nayagam.'?" Its songs lacked originality, plagiarised from Indian film songs
(Alawathukotuwa, 2015, p. 35). The plagiarism of Indian film melodies continued in the
Sinhala film industry long after it ceased in the composition of radio songs following
the advent of sarala gee. Kadavunu Poronduva was closely followed by Asokamala that
same year, with music direction by Mohamad Ghouse (1910-1953) and Pandith
Amaradeva (Ramon Magsaysay Foundation, 2001; Weragama, 2012, pp. 203, 209).
Though the film had original songs which became popular, they were more similar to
the aluth sindu genre of plagiarised songs than sarala gee.

Traditional music and the sarala gee style were first used in the landmark film
Reékava (“Line of Destiny,” 1956) directed by Lester James Peries. Unlike the first two
feature films which had 12 and 10 songs respectively, Rékava only had six songs,
composed by Sunil Santha (Info Lanka, n.d.-b; Jeyaraj, 2016; Ranatunga, 2013a,
2013b)."%2 The most popular of these songs was Olu Nelum Neriya Rarigdld sung by

Sisira Senarathna. Starting from his debut as music director in the first Sinhala colour

197 Though the first Sinhala language film Kadavunu Poronduva was based on a Sinhala play, it
was stylistically equivalent to the films of South India (Ranatunga, 2017) and was therefore
criticised heavily by the nationalist literati advocating the projection of a Sinhala identity within
all forms of art (Jeyaraj, 2017).

102 One of the songs in Rékava, Anurapura Polonnaruwa sung by Ivor Dennis, replicates a
traditional performance of viriridu (impromptu verse in 6/8 rhythm accompanied by the rabana).
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film Ranmutu Diiva (Ranmuthu Duwa / "Island of Treasures,” 1962), Pandith
Amaradeva’s film songs also drew from sarala gee and Sri Lankan traditional music. In
addition, he borrowed from other Sinhala popular music genres such as baila and
calypso. For this reason, he is revered for widening the creative scope of Sinhala film
songs and for inspiring later music directors to do the same (K. Dissanayaka, personal
communication, August 20, 2018). Another instrumental film composer was Premasiri
Khemadasa, who combined Indian ragas, Western classical music and Sinhala folk
music ("Premasiri Khemadasa," 2010).'%® He was greatly influenced by Western
classical music and also composed Sinhala operas, symphonies and Buddhist cantatas
(A. Weerasinghe, 2016). While his film songs are similar to sarala gee, he also
incorporates stylistic features that reflect Western classical music.'% Many film
composers have since emerged, each diversifying the genre.'%

The majority of dedicated playback singers also sang a few sarala gee songs but
were predominately playback singers. H. R. Jothipala was not associated with the
sarala gee genre however, all songs he sang independently of film were classified as

Sinhala pop. Jothipala was the most prolific playback singer, having lent his voice to

over a hundred Sinhala films. Though he was often criticised for singing plagiarised

103 Premasiri Khemadasa was raised in a poor, rural background and was self-taught in these
three forms ("Premasiri Khemadasa," 2010).

104 Khemadasa adopted techniques from Western classical music and his compositions
included features such as short melodies sung on vowels in an open voice and SATB voicing.
This latter feature is most prominent in the film Bambaru Avit (Bambaru Awith / “The Bees Have
Come,” 1978) directed by Dharmasena Pathiraja. He also used vocal registers to contrast
various timbres, as evident in the theme song of Jayantha Chandrasiri’'s Agnidahaya (“Fire,”
2007) where a folk chant is juxtaposed against baritone voices.

105 Other renowned twentieth-century film composers include R. Muttusamy, M. K. Rocksamy,
P. L. A. Somapala, P. V. Nandasiri, Sarath Dassanayake, Somadasa Elvitigala and Rohana
Weerasinghe, who is still active. Popular playback singers of the past century were Rukmani
Devi, Mohideen Baig, G. S. B. Rani Perera, Haroon Lanthra, Anjaline Gunathilake, Milton
Perera, Narada Dissasekara, Latha and Dharmadasa Walpola, Sujatha Athanayaka and H. R.
Jothipala. Some sarala gee singers such as Pandith Amaradeva, Nanda Malini, Sanath
Nandasiri, T. M. Jayarathna and Neela Wickramasinghe and Sinhala pop singers such as C. T.
Fernando and Milton Malawarachchi also engaged in playback singing.
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melodies, he was one of the most popular singers amongst lower socioeconomic groups
(Ariyarathna, 2014, p. 77; Soorya Records, 2017b). A reason for his immense
popularity may be the simplicity of the language in his songs which is similar to that of
calypso, Sinhala pop and New Age and is common throughout all chithrapati gee,
originals or not, except those written in the sarala gee idiom. It was speculated that
Jothipala was able to “eclipse” all other playback singers because they may have been
reluctant to record plagiarised songs while he was not (Akmeemana, 2015). The
plagiarism of Hindi film songs continued even after Rékava and was no less prevalent
within the popular music canon.'%® Jothipala was in fact not the only singer who
performed plagiarised songs, as most playback singers were required to do so.

Many original chithrapati gee of varying styles are also present in the popular
music canon. Though film songs composed for sarala gee singers reflect their style,
those composed for playback singers, comprising the majority of this genre, are similar
to Bollywood songs in their vocal and instrumental style.’®” This similarity in style
accounts for the reason why Sinhalese listeners were oblivious to the unoriginality of
plagiarised chithrapati gee. Despite the demand for the Bollywood style, the influence

of traditional music remained present in some original chithrapati gee. Examples

106 Examples include O Ratriyé Mé Yamé (O Rathriye Me Yame, Ahirisaka Prayogaya, 1959)
based on the song O Raat Ke Musafir from the film Miss Mary (1957) and R4 Daval (Ra Dawal)
from Adare Hithenawa Dakkama (1972) based on Zindagi Ek Sawar Hai Suhana from the film
Andaz (1971). The plagiarism of Tamil songs was far less common but also led to a few Sinhala
classics such as Candra Mé R4 Paya Ava (Chandra Me Ra Paya Awa) from Sata Panaha
(Satha Panaha, 1965) based on Poopola Poopola from Naanum Oru Penn (1963). The first of
these songs was sung by Latha Walpola and Mohidieen Baig and the latter two were sung by
Jothipala with Anjaline Gunathilake and Sujatha.

107 Chitrapati gee written in the style of Bollywood songs have comparable arrangements with
similar percussion rhythms, rapid runs, strings and mandolin played in high registers, and the
use of the accordion and harmonica, not commonly heard in sarala gee. Examples of such
songs include M& Prartana (Ma Prarthana) composed by Khemadasa and sung by H. R.
Jothipala and Anjaline Gunathilaka in Lasanda (1974) and Ron Soya composed by Sarath
Dassanayake and sung by Latha Walpola in Ava Soya Adaré (Awa Soya Adare, 1975). It
appears that this trend has continued into the twenty-first century in songs such as Payana Ira
composed by Rohana Weerasinghe and sung by Uresha Ravihari in Anjalika (2006) and Sihina
Manamali composed by Madhuva Hawawasam and Lassana Jayasekara and sung by Suresh
Gamage in Sweet Angel (2011).
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include Vindda Venna (Winoda Wenna) composed by R. Muttusamy and sung by
Milton Perera and Malika Kahavita in the film Yatagiya Davasa (Y atagiya Dawasa,
1965), Savibala Yakada Vage (Sawibala Yakada Wage) composed by Somadasa
Elvitigala in Sudo Sudii (1965) and Ran Devolin Bédsa (Ran Dewolin Besa) composed
by Rohana Weerasinghe and sung by Sunil Edirisinghe, Ivor Dennis and Damayanthi
Jayasuriya in Adara Hasuna (1986).108
4.3.2 A classification

The descriptions above demonstrate that Sinhala popular music consists of a
heterogeneous multiplicity of genres; an assemblage of independent forms that trade
musical characteristics. None of these genres were derived solely from any other Sri
Lankan genre, nor is any genre devoid of characteristics from other genres. Therefore, a
linear taxonomy would not define their relationships adequately. In my field research, I
discovered that some musicians use a functional dichotomy to differentiate the genres.
The binary of “creative music” and “applied music” are used respectively to describe
autonomous music composed for the sake of creating music and compositions written to
complement another form of media such as a film, drama, or advertisement (R.
Weerasinghe, personal communication, August 24, 2018). A top-down taxonomic

classification according to these categories would be as follows:

108 Some emulations of the Sinhala pop style also occurred in films, for instance in Loké Jivat
Vannata (Loke Jeewath Wanata) composed by Khemadasa and sung by Clarence Wijewardena
and Latha Walpola in Jana Saha Manju (1978). Recently, the number of songs in films has
dwindled with a larger emphasis placed on background scores. Leading twenty-first century film
composers include Nawarathna Gamage, Dinesh Subasinghe, Lakshman Joseph de Saram
and Harsha Makalanda. Popular artists of the New Age genre such as BnS, Kasun Kalhara and
Centigradz have occasionally collaborated with film composers to further diversify the
chithrapati gee genre, which remains the most versatile.
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Figure 4.4

A Taxonomic Classification of the Genres of Popular Sinhala Song

Sinhala Popular Music

|

Applied Music

Nurthi Gee |
(Nurthi Songs)
_ Chithrapati Gee
Natya Gee . (Film Songs)
(Stage Drama<«—

Songs)

Creative Music

— Calypso
Sarala Gee
(Light Song) — Sinhala Pop
Baila «———> New Age

Key:
Nurthi Gee = Songs from nurthi plays

Natya Gee = Songs from modern stage plays
Chithrapati Gee = Film songs
Sarala Gee = “Light songs”; semi classical

Baila = Dance songs influenced by Portuguese, Caftir and

Sinhalese music

Sinhala “Calypso” = songs influenced by Spanish and Latin-

American music

Sinhala Pop = Mainstream popular music with brass,

keyboards and electric guitar

Sinhala “New Age” = Contemporary pop with RnB, hip-
hop/rap or mainstream style (Western and South Asian vocal

tone)

However, I could not identify the origin and prevalence of these terms. Further, these

dichotomies do not relate to the social perception of the genres or their lateral

interconnections. The descriptions in the previous section also illustrate a different

binarism that was for the most part upheld by critics and certain members of the state-

led radio station. These individuals labelled genres “Eastern” or “Western.” This

dichotomy was used to expel certain types of music from Radio Ceylon in the mid-

twentieth century. A classification of this calibre emits some sociopolitical meaning if a

bifold cluster of oppositional dichotomies are used, as in the below diagram.
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Figure 4.5
Classification of Sinhala Popular Music According to Musical Systems Used and

Affiliated Religion

Sinhala Popular Music

South Asian)|, Religious Western, Religious | Westgrr_n Non-
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__Nurthi Gee «—— Chithrapati Gee . Sinhala Calypso = | Baila
,,,,,,,, o e

Sarala Gee <« NatyaGee = Sinhalapop ___Sinhala New Age

Note. This classification was based on the lyric content of the sample set of
songs in Appendix B.

Figure 4.5 indicates that for Sinhala musicians, Eastern music and Buddhism are
inextricably linked. This is owing to the Arya-Sinhala ideology. However, it does not
account for the biographical backgrounds of certain musicians or the convergence of
musical styles. For instance, this classification is impractical when considering sarala
gee and Sunil Santha; a patriotic Christian musician who embraced a “Western” idiom
within an “Eastern” or authentically Sri Lankan genre. Though some genres were
created under a rigid stylistic formula, all genres evolved to encompass a synthesis of
elements from South Asian and Western musical systems, as illustrated in Table 4.2
below. The taxonomy in Figure 4.5 also ignores patriotism within opposing genres. As
seen in Chapters 1 and 2, Arya-Sinhala traditionalists believed that Christianity and

Western culture were destroying Buddhist social order and values. These anti-Western
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and anti-Christian sentiments affected the music industry. Any type of music associated
with Western culture was criticised, marginalised and denied patronage by the state-led
radio station. Radical nationalists discredited the thematic similarities between
“Western” and “Eastern” genres such as depictions of village life and praise for the
motherland. Evidence of such patriotism within all genres was demonstrated in the
previous section and a summary is given in Figure 4.6. This unifying attribute cannot be
conceived in a taxonomic classification based on opposition.

Table 4.2

Approximated Proportion of Elements from Three Main Musical Systems Used by

Sinhala Musicians

Genres and Nurthi Sarala Gee Baila Chithrapati  Natya Gee Sinhala Sinhala Sinhala
date of Gee (1944) (1940s) Gee (1947) (1956) Calypso Pop New Age
mediatisation (1906) (1963) (1968) 1998
North Indian High High High High Medium
Traditional Sri Medium Low Medium Low Low
Lankan
Western Low High Medium Low High High High
Music system (Date of genre’s mediatisation)

Note. Values were estimated according to field research, media articles and

sample set of songs in Appendix B.

Figure 4.6
Chart Showing Approximate Frequency of Patriotic Themes in the Eight Sinhala

Popular Music Genres

Frequency of patriotic themes

Always

Most often
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Often

Sometimes

Seldom

Never

Level Nurthi Gee Sarala Gee  ChitrapatiG Baila Natya Gee Sinhala Sinhala Pop Sinhala
ee Calypso New Age
Genre

Note. Estimations were based on the sample set of songs in Appendix B.

A rhizomatic model can, in contrast, be used to compare these genres as a totality. It can
simultaneously compare and contrast each musical entity without binary opposition,
thus accommodating the complexity of the subjects being classified. The rhizome
“always has multiple entryways” and “variation, expansion, conquest, capture, [and]
offshoots” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, pp. 12, 21). It can also have entities similar to
weeds which “fill the waste spaces left by cultivated areas” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987,
p. 19). It is therefore also applicable to Sri Lanka’s layered history which transitioned
from tribal leaders to shifting kingdoms (some of which coexisted) to three colonial
powers to modern governance, each with its own networks of trade that impacted Sri
Lankan culture and music. Rhizomes can be represented by a map or plane of
consistency, often with a “middle” from which other entities grow (Deleuze & Guattari,
1987, pp. 12, 21). In such a representation of Sinhala popular music, nurthi gee would
be placed in the middle because it triggered the commercial music industry. As the
rhizome has multiple entryways, nurthi gee need only be linked to the genres that share
its stylistic features. However, the stylistic interconnection between the genres is so
great, it is necessary to group genres with the most similarities together so that lines of
flow can be easily followed. This is represented below.

Figure 4.7

Rhizomatic Classification of Sinhala Popular Music Genres, Showing Levels of Cross-

Fertilisation
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Note. Estimated levels were based on the sample set of songs in Appendix B.
Like Deleuze and Guattari’s definition of the rhizomatic model, the above classification
has lines of connection that are mostly cyclic but also horizontal and vertical, as any
point in the rhizome can be connected to another (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, pp. 6-7).
Since the genres have been mapped out on a “flat” plane of consistency (Deleuze &
Guattari, 1987, p. 9), it is possible to chart all connections that occurred across time. A
good example of this is baila. Derived from a source external to the rhizome, its early
songs had instrumentation similar to kaffringha and chikothi, but also included
instruments from early sarala gee