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EDITORIAL

" Cultars and our March to the New Millanium

. In celebrating the 50th
Anniversary of Independence, we
fodssed our attention on proud
Cultural Heritage,

- "Culture and Heritage are two
distinet entities. Where does Culture
end and Heritage begin? The latter is
what we have inherited as a-nation from
our forefathers, the former is an ever-
changing blend of the dominant
aftitudes, aspirations and ideals of a
nation, The intricate diversities of the
Sri Lankan Cuylture is in itself an

‘example of the dynamic nature of the

entity called Culture. For had our
culwre been static throughout our
History, we would have never szen the
distinet trends ineach era of our history
the different architectural and art forms
of Anuradhapura, Polonnaruwa and
Kandy areas. Again let us focus how
divergent is our present Culture from
that of those eras heavily influenced by
foreign invasions. Culture céases to be
Culture if it does not move along with
the thinking of the people.

Many people today tend to
make Culture a barrier to progress and
harmony, instead of a catalyst. At the
threshold of the new millenium when
the world is moving closer together,
and becoming a Global Village, it is
imperative that we make our choice -
do we atay tied to history or do we-
forge ahead with our dynamic culture?

Culture is kike a River that is
fed with diverse channels of religions,
traditions and beliefs. A Culture
enriched by diversity can be easily
shared as a common bond in a multi
- ethnic society such as ours. Such a
Cuiture is the stepping stone to a shared
identity as a Sti Lankan nation, which
in turn will be the “only sustainable
solution to ethnic strife presently
prevailing in $1i Lanka, Let us make-a
dedicated effort to make our Culture a
vibrant and shgred one as we approach
the new millenium. ‘
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THE CANON OF SRI LANKAN LITERATURE IN ENGLISH

E. A. G. FONSEKA

In fulfilling an interesting task set
them by Routledge, the contributors to
the Encyclopaedla of Post Colonial Lit-
eratures in English have compiled a
canon of Sri Lankan Literatuye in Eng-
lish. T Being faithful to the. linguistic
and quantitative demands of their task
the contributors have selected the hand-
ful of Sri Lankan poets, novelists,
dramatists and short story writers who
have written their work in English.
Further, they have written sincere, pre-
cise comimentaries on the authors and

the works selected. These commentar-.

ies now stand as signposts for the
canon. The question that remains is
how objectively these authors or their
works provide insights into Sri Lankan
culture?

Writing in English began in Sri
Lanka after the advent of British coloni-

"alism. But even before colonization, Sri’

Lanka had a strong literary tradition in
her vernacular language. This is clear in
Sri Lanka's history: Sri Lanka's history
is thie history of the Sinhalese. The
history of the Sinhalese is inextricably
linked with the history of Buddhism.
Buddhism was introduced to Sri Lanka
in the 3rd century B.C. The ancient and

medieval rock temples full of r'eligiqus'
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statues carved in classical styles influ-
enced by Gandhara, Gupta, and Chola
art, bear evidence of the higher levels of
Sri Lankan atheistic taste influenced by
Buddhist intellectualism.- The literary
works belonging to these periods show
the gradual development of Sinhalese-
thinking and expression.?

The earliest event of literary
significance in the history of Sri Lanka
was the compilation and recording of
the canonical Buddhist texts in the 1st
century B.C. The Buddhist intellectual
tradition of writing chronicles also re-
sulted in several influential historical
records being written: Deepawamsa
was written in the 4th Century A.D.,
Mahawamsa, in the 5th century A.D.
and Chulawamsa, in the 13th century
A.D. and from then on several volumes
of Chulawamsa were written over. the
next few centuries. In addition some
large works in prose and verse ap-
peared during this era. The Welsh critic

"and historian, Rhys Davids describes.

these chronicles and literary works as
follows: "I believe that none of the
many vernacular literatures of India
can compare for a moment with the
Sinhalese, whether judged from the
point of view of literary excellence,



-variety of contents, age or historical
value."

However, Sri Lankans had an end-
less struggle to preserve their literary
treasures. What remains today is very
little compared with what has been
lost. Chulawamsa describes how a dis-
astrous situation was faced by the an-
cient Sinhalese:

"Deeply grieved in his heart that on
the island of Lanka so many books that
dealt with the true doctrine had been
destroyed by the alien foe (Magha), the
ruler called together laymen endowed
with good memory and with knowl-
edge, pious, well instructed, free from
indolence, and 'skilled in quick and fair
writing, and along with these many
writers of books, and made all these
write down in careful fashion the 84,000
divisions of the doctrine." (Translation
by Wilhelm Geiger [London: 1953] Sec.
81, p. 41.4.)*

From this historical background Sri
Lanka fell into an impoverished condi-
tion as a result of European invasions.
The Portuguese arrived in Sri Lanka in
1505 and captured the maritime regions
through enormous fighting and ruled
there until they were ousted by the
Dutch in 1658. The British defeated the
Dutch reign in 1796, subdued the whole
island in 1815, and ruled Sri Lanka
until 1948. The developments that took

place within this period, that ended

with British colonisation' are the origins
of the present social, cultural, economic
and political condition of Sri Lanka.®

Ananda K. Coomaraswamy de-
scribes the influence of British colonial-
ism on the the indigenous cultures of
her colonies in general, as a "withering
touch of our [British] civilization." On
April 13th 1942, he stated in a lecture at
the University of Yale, "White man's
burden is heavy indeed: his task has
been one of physical and cultural
murder.” Coomaraswamy was the son
of a Sri Lankan Tamil Knight of the
British Empire and an English woman.
He was brought up. and educated in
Britain until he obtained his doctorate
in geology from the University of Lon-
don.? He could claim. to be a Briton in
every sense, but he adhered to the
native culture of his Fatherland. Yet his
understanding of the destiny of Sri
Lankan civilization was not found in
many of his contemporaries. In fact, the
theme presented here has a close con-
nection with these statements by
Coomaraswamy, because they compe-
tently reveal the post-colonial cultural
situation of Sri Lanka.

Regarding the "withering touch” it
is convenient to relate an anecdote
about a Sri Lankan, who started his
occupational life as a cleaner, an assist-
ant to a lorry driver in the Sri Lankan
context, during the first decade of this
century. His superior, the driver, was a
alcoholic, and he always allowed his
assistant to handle the steering wheel.
Soon the latter picked up the art of
driving. Therefore, once the driver of
the lorry arranged for the latter to go
for a driving test. To both their sur-
prise, he failed the test. Thus he failed



on three consecutive occasions. Finally
the driver asked his assistant to change

his hair style. So he cropped his long

hair which he used to tie into a bun,
and appeared for the next driving test
in a European hair cut. On that occa-
sion he not only passed the driving test
‘but also received a special certificate for
excellent driving. Yet this Sri Lankan
considered it a great.calamity and a self
betrayal because in traditional Sri
Lankan culture, a man's hair was
cropped only if he were convicted of

some crime. It was part of a punish-

ment. So until his death, this man felt
that he was no more a free Sri Lankan.

The "withering touch" was not lim-
ited to such changes in people's fash-
ions alone. It really endangered the
ecosystem of the country. Sri Lankan
culture was symbolized by three ob-
jects: the pagoda, the reservoir of water
and the paddy field. The pagoda was
included in this triad as a replacement
of the mountain which had been a
symbol of worship in the pre-Buddhist
era. Considering that mountains were
already occupied by gods, the pre-
Buddhist Sri Lankans did not occupy
the high lands. The kings encouraged
this attitude although it was mythical,
because they knew its bearing on the
ecosystem. The Buddhists has a similar
attitude, and most mountains became

the hermitages of forest-dwelling

monks. The monks did not clear the
jungles, because they lived on alms
offered to them by the people. There-

fore the highlands were always pro-.
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tected. This- helped to preserve the
water resources which allowed the de-
velopment of farming. So the agricul-
tural civilization of Sri Lanka existed as
a cultural phenomenon influenced by a
strong combination of:theology and

‘ecology. But this changed in a disas-

trous manner as a result of coloniza-
tion. The plantation economy intro-

.duced by the British destroyed this

situation because all arable land even:in
the highlands, was converted to com-
metcial cultivation.” That damaged Sri
Lanka's -ecosystem. Today the main
crop, tea has become a very vulnerable
export in the world market. Yet Sri
Lanka has to' maintain her tea cultiva-
tion, as the infrastructure for tea has
devoured a great part of her natural
and other fesources.

The "withering touch" was also clear
in the difficulties that ordinary Sri
Lankans faced in terms of political and
social discrimination. -Karthigesu
Sivathamby, a Tamil scholar, reports
that in the educational system at least,
English was brought in originally a
part of Christianization- and
denativization® This is clear even.from
the reports presentéd by Tennakoon
Vimalananda. In 1833, the annual. sal-
ary of the Arch Deacon of; Colombo
was sterling' pounds 2000 and the an-
nual expenditure of the ecclesiatical
establishment was sterling pounds 5922,
but the annual salary expenditure of
the whole Christian mission school sys-
tem in the island was only sterling
pounds 1957. There was no system to



educate the non-Christians; the govern-
ment did not spend even one penny on
their education.® This shows that the
missionary schools were not purely
culture-oriented welfare institutions.
The system spread as a part of the
colonial power structure. These schools
always gave priority to the Christians.
Even a Buddhist had to be baptised in
order to seek admission to such a
school.

The injuries from the "withering
touch" could be healed to some extent,
thanks to a few western scholars such
as Colonel William Henry Olcott, Marie
Museaus Higgins, Madam Blavatsky
and Paul Dalke who came to Sri Lanka
as adherents of Buddhism. There. were
a few changes in the social atmosphere
after their coming. They formed the
Buddhist Theosophical Society and
started schools in ordet to educate the
non Christians. They promoted English
among the Sinhalese middle class but
without the Bible. Any middle class
person who took an interest in Sri
Lankan native religion and culture was
influenced by the Buddhist Theosophi-
cal Society. They were further assisted
by the London Pali Text Society formed
by a small group of eminent scholars
from Europe including Robert Max
Muller, Rhys Davids and Wilhelm Gei-
ger. In fact, whatever remains today for
the Sri Lankans as.their heritage is
there simply because of these scholars.
Only after the Westerners recognized
the value Sri Lankan culture, did the Sri
Lankan middle class start appreciating
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it. Until then they went by the etymo-
logical meaning of the word Vernacular
and pretended that they had nothing to
do with whatever was described by
that term. They simply thought that by
claiming to be a part of Sri Lankan
culture, they would be labelled as slaves
because the original Latin term,
vernaculus, signified the domestic slave
to these people, who learnt Latin as an
aristocratic pastime.

It is obvious that the current situa-
tion of Sri Lankan culture is a result of
this "withering touch". Today Sri Lan-
ka's population is composed of several
communities. The Sinhalese form
73.98%, the Sri Lankan Tamils, 12.6%,
the Indian Tamils, 6.56%, the Moors,
7.12% and the Burghers, 0.26%.10 The
majority of the Sinhalese are Buddhists,
while there are a few Christians. The
Tamils are mostly Hindus and a small
part of them are Christians. The Moors
are conventionally Muslims and the
Burghers are predominantly Christians.
This shows. that Sri Lanka has a com-
plex multi-racial, muilti-religious and
multi-cultural populace. All these reli-
gions and cultures are respected in Sri
Lanka. Therefore,. the average Sri
Lankan urban inhabitant is daily in
contact with almost every one of these
cultures. Quite interestingly, all these
communities attempt to manifest their
cultural identity in every way possible.
The Sri Lankan worker's calendar is full
of holidays designated for different
events important for all these cultures.
With all its complexities, Sri Lankan



society remains a stratified society di-

vided by the border line bétween the
city and the village. Sri Lankan culture
takes different. shapes in different geo-
graphical regions, according to the prob-
lems and circumstances that prevail in
these regions. If the literature of a
country is considered to function as a
mirror of its culture, Sri Lankan litera-
ture, whether in English, Sinhala or
Tamil has a vast area to cover. The
multi-cultural populace of Sri Lanka
has much to show in terms of its
complexity.

However, the scars of the "wither-
ing touch" still prevail in the social
milieu within places like the plantation
sector of Sri Lanka. The residences
facilities built by the white planters to
look like the manor houses in Britain,
are now occupied by the native manag-

ers and superintendents appointed to.

the estates by the Ministiy of Plantation
and Industries. These posts are prima-
tily held by the products of a few
prestigious . private schools. The suc-
cessful candidates for these posts are
always connected to a rich family or a
powerful bureaucrat in the Mu'ustry
Although the estates are now owned by

the governmerit, and these bureaucrats

are paid a salary, most of them exploit
every possibility to maintain ‘class dis-
tinctions in their environment. The la-
boureys treat these bureaucrats with
reverence and call them, 'Hamu' a short
form of Hamuduru (Lord) as their
forefathers used to do to their white
masters, and these bureaucrats behave
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like caricatures of their white prede‘ces-'
sors. ‘A similar syndromie is found
among many professionals like medical
officers, ' lawyers, busmessmen, engl-
neers and chief executives in the public’
and private sector. Even today the ma-
jority of the Eriglish speakmg upper-
middle class of Sri’ Lanka. is consider-
ably influenced by British values mixed
with rootlessness and post-colonial
power hunger. They behave . like “an
alien cultural unit. ~ ~ Their attitudes
are seen in their objection to the nation-
alization of private schools in the early"
1960s and their ardent support for the:
establishment of a private medical col-
lege at Ragama in early 1980s. Their
thinking is not always in favour of the
majority of the people. Since the imme-
diate readmg pubhc for literatire pro-
duced in English in Sri Lanka is com-
posed of these people, it is evident that
this type of literature will suffer from
the saine cultural deficiencies as its
intended readers; Only a very few writ-
ers have taken the position of Lakdasa
chkrmasmgha 12

e

Lakdasandaamasmgha,theamnent
Sti Lanka poet in Erglish, wrote in the

preface to-his first-collection’ of poems

'] have come to realise that.} am
using the language. of the'most despica-
ble and loathsome 'people on earth;
L have no wish to éxtend its life-and
range, enrich its- tonality. To write in
Bnglish 15 a form:.of cyltural treason.
I have had for the futuré to:think of a
way ‘of circumventing this treason;
I' propose t6 do- this. by making my



writing entirely immoralist and destruc-
tive."13

He might have referred to the Brit-
ish colonialists and English-educated
middle class of Sri Lanka as the most
loathsome people. By immoralist he
might have meant the rejection of the
middleclass morality of the English
educated Sri Lankans, and by destruc-
tive, the violation of the norms ac-
cepted in the written form of English,
in other words "a deliberate attempt to
murder the Queen's language." When
the true behaviour of the language is
such, can we.claim that the literature
produced by a particularly small
number of English-educated authors,
who to a large extent represent an alien
cultural unit gives a true picture of Sri
Lankan culture?

In addition to the way English is
recognized, the way English is being
taught in Sri Lanka is responsible for
this present situation. Gunadasa
Amarasekera, a leading writer in
Sinhala, shows that English Literature
is taught to Sri Lankans not as a foreign
literature or as a product of an entirely
different socio-economic and cultural
background, but as something belong-
ing to their own heritage, to which they
are expected to be natural heirs. This
colonial attitude may, perhaps, while
generating a meaningless servile rever-
ence and awe; prevent them from
reacting to English Literature in a natu-
ral, genuine way.~4 This is why certain
culture-conscious English-educated peo-
ple of the country treat English as a
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positively bad influence harmful to the
natural growth of the people.

The Encyclopaedia of Post Colonial
Literatures in English is a reliable guide
to the present canon of Sri Lankan
Literature in English. It contains re-
views of the four major genres of litera-
ture: poetry, the novel, drama and the
short story. The reviewer Prof. D.C.R.A.
Gonetilleka, has given an exhaustive
account of all these genres, confining
himself to the linguistic and quantita-
tive demands of his assignment. What
follows is a summary of Goonetilleke's
survey, beginning with the work of
Lucien de Silva. The opinions presented
here are those of Goonetilleke. Lucien
de Zilva's novel,The Dice of the God
(1917), deals critically with the life of
the author's own class, the westernized
upper-middle class to whose pseudo
British values he subscribes, and his
Chandala Woman (1919) represents an
upper-middle class criticism of the cast
system which, though not as great a
problem as in India, is nevertheless a
bane in Sri Lanka. S. J. K. Crowther's
The Knight Errant (1928} is interesting
for its courageous, satiric exposure of
the corruption and hypocrisy in colo-
nial politics on the part of both the
coloniser and the colonized. Here we
experience how a bungalow keeper's
son becomes a Minister in the State
Council and later a Knight. According
to Goonetilleke, H. E, Weerasooriya's
Trousered Harijan (1946) is the only Sri
Lankan novel to take as its main sub-
ject, social mobility and the world of



the lower-middle class, conveying a
serise of the suffering of this class and
also implicitly criticizing the. 1mper1al
government that caused it."”

Sri Lanka's art of ficton has been
given an anthropological value by R. A,
Spittel. His Savage Sanctuary (1941)
and Vanished Trails (1950} are unique
in being concerned with the Vedda, an
aboriginal community midway between
food gatherers and food producers.
Goonetilleke comments that Spittel's
knowledge is deep and intimate, his
writing semi-documentary, semi-
imagininitvie and pleasant. To-celebrate
the spirit of Sri Lanka's independence,
Rosalind Mendis wrote the historical
novel Nandimitta: A Story of Ancient
Ceylon (1952) and Lucien De Zoysa
wrote Self-Portrait of a King: A Ro-
mance (1954). These novel take pride in
Sri Lankan history, though not as suc-
cessfully as Colin de Silva's best sellers
published in America and the UK., The
Winds of Sinhala ( 1983),The Founts
of Sinhala (1985), The Fires of Sinhala
(1986), and The Lost Lions (1987). All
these books drew material from
Sinhalese history. 1

Although only in a limited way,
even the modern novel has been a stage
for dialogue on cultural problems. James
Goonewardena's novels, A Quiet Place
(1968) and Call of Kirala (1971) treat

the city-village dichotomy in a

simplisitic way. They deal with the
ugly realities of both the city and the
village people and the difficulty faced
by a person who wants to lead an
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undisturbed type of life. Punyakanthi
Wijenayake deals with rural life in The
Waiting Earth (1969). In Giraya (1971)
she is more successful because there the
theme is an aristoeratic situation drawn
from her own life. In The Rebel (1979),
she deals with a tol:'.uc that is of more
social value, the 1971 insurgency. Here
the exploitation of the lower class by
the upper class is depicted as a cause of
frustration among the youth. There is
no argument about her familiarity with
such a subject because she can see such
situations in her own environs.
Sarachchandra's Curfew and the Moon
(1978), James Goonewardena's Bomb

.Explosion (1978) and its revised versoin

An Asian’ Gambit (1981) and M.
Chandrasoma's Out "of Brief Cases
(1981) and Raja Proctor's Waiting for
Surabiel (1981) all deal with the 1971
insurgency and frustration among the
youth.”

According to Goonetilleke, Sri Lan~
ka's novel in English came of age in the
1980s with E. R. Sarachchandra's With
the Begging Bowl (1986). The main
theme of this novel is public concerns
but at the centre there is a theme of
tragic love, Later his novel, Foam upon
the Stream (1987), made Sarachchandra
the leading novelist in Sri Lanka. P. B.
Rambukwelle's The Basket Makers
(1985) is an original attempt to show
the Sinhalese sensibility. James
Gonewardena's One Mad bit of Free-
dom (1990) is a satirical commentary on
Sri Lanka's political atmosphere in the
1990s. In this respect Sri Lanka's novel



in English could be considered a young
form of art.®

If we consider that literature is a
form of social and cultural investiga-
tion, we can see that the majority of Sri
Lankan writers in English have been
confined to a very limited area.
Goonetilleke's survey shows that most
of their novels concentrate on such
themes as Sri Lankan middle class val-
ues influenced by colonialism, the up-
per middle class attitude to the cast
system, the corruption and hypocrisy
of colonial politics on the part of both
the colonizer and the colonized, the
imperial government, the city-village
dichotomy, the ugly realities of both
the~ city and the village people, the
world of the lower-middle class and
social mobility, the situation of aristo-
crats in rural surroundings, the exploi-
tation of the lower class by the upper
class, frustration among the youth, pub-
lic concerns and Sri Lanka's political
atmosphere in thel990s All these themes
keep the authors bound to the middle
class and control their works. Even on a
small scale, the indigenous culture of
Sri Lanka has been captured by only a
few writers such as R.- A, Spittel who
wrote, about the Vedda people, Roslind
Mendis and Collin de Silva in their
historical novels, and P. B. Rambukwella
with his novel about Sinhales sensibil-
ity. Thus Sri Lanka's novel in English is
a young art form still waiting to cap-
ture the numerous aspects of Sri Lankan
culture. -
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Concerning short fiction,
Goonatilleke states that, although the
Sri Lankan novel in English came of

-age only in the 1980s, Sri Lankan writ-

ers have excelled in the short story °
since the country's postindependence
(1948) cultural re-awakening.® The short
story writers have captured the day-to-
day life of the people in different parts
of the country, but they wrote rela-
tively little, most of it is similar in
theme. They have all probed into the
areas with which they are familiar i.e.
the middle class society and its interac-
tion with the lower class. Of them only
a few writers’like Chitra Fernando are
influenced by such major conventions
of modernism as stream of conscious-
ness or myth and irony, because of the
general lack of originality and inde-
pendence in the treatment of the Eng-
lish language, by Sri Lankan writers.

Regarding poetry, one receives a
similar impression. The preinde-
pendence poetry of Sri Lanka is very
much based on romantic themes.
Goonetilleke points out that George
Keyt's poems are influenced by Shelly
and Sanskrit poetry, Father Senor's Po-
etry is addressed to his fellow English
people in the colonial system, and the
poetry of Sunethra Wickramasingha,
Helen D'Alwis, Hector D'Alwis and
Earl Mendis tends to refiect their well-
to-do, alienated though well-meaning
existence in the Georgian past.?

Patric'k' Fernando, Yasmine
Gooneratne, Lakdasa Wickramasinga



and Anne Ranasingha have been cho-
sen as the most representative Sri
Lankan  poets in English. Patrick
Fernando, a Roman Catholic, worked
as a tax officer and a lecturer in tax law
at the. Institute of Chartered Account-
ants and the University of Colombo.
Goonetilleke shows that the framework
for his poetry is not Sri Lanka and his
poems were all published abroad, as he
had wrttten "A Ceylonese writing to be
read by anybody anywhere cannot
move in- a field that is exclusively
Ceylonese or .oriental.” However, he
* does in fact address his poetry to the
Sri Lankan educated public.? Yasmine
Gooneratne matches Patrick Fernando
in terms of the structure and symbol-
ism of her poetry. Both adhere to the
orthodox trends of classical English
poetry.. Unlike Patrick Fernando,
Yasmine Gooneratne's poems mostly
criticise the limitations of her own class,
satirically contemplating class conflict.
She is now a Professor of English in
Australia, and over the last nine years
she has published only a thin volume
of poetry. This may be because all her
poetry was based on Sri Lankan mate-
rial, and she is now cut off from that
source.”

Lakdasa Wickramasingha was the
most eminent bilingual poet in Sri
Lanka. He was descended from a rich
Sinhalese aristocratic family yet he wrote
with compassion for the underprivi-
leged. His poetry is very popular among
young Sri Lankans. He always ex-
pressed his. independent ideas in his
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poems, trying to unite Western and
Sinhalesc traditions in his poetry and to
express himself freely as a Sri Lankan.
This is-exemplified in his violent de-
nunciation of imperialist exploitation in
the guise of art in his 'Don't talk to me
about Matisse'? Anne Ranasingha is
cast from a different mold from the rest
of the Sri Lankan poets.’A Ggrrnan Jew,
born Anneliese Katz in Essen, Ger-
many, she studied in England. In 1949
she married a. Sinhalese post graduate
student, Dr. D. A, Ranasingha and
gince 1951 has lived in Sri Lanka. It is
interesting to see that her poetry is less
influenced by the Western traditions
than that of Gooneratne and Fernando,
and she writes in a freer and more
personal way. Unlike Wickramasingha,
she is not touched by indigenous tradi-
tions either. Nevertheless, she has been
accepted as an insider by the small
world of English lefters in Sri Lanka
Out of all :the poets, Lakdasa
Wickramasingha is the only one who
had a sincere understanding of Sri
Lankan culture, but unfortunately he
died at the age of thirty-seven.” .

Little comment is needed about Sri
Lankan drama in English, because Eng-
lish dramas are produced and pre-
sented on an extremely smiall scale. The
University English Drama Society per-
forms its annual productions to a small,.
fixed evidence composed primarily of
the same persons year after year. The
English the are in Sri Lanka on the
whole, can be compared to the Club-
entertainment of the British colonial



officers in Chandrapore in E. M.
Forster's A Passage to India. The audi-
ence is always composed of some inter-
ested members of the upper-middle
class and the British and American
expatriates working in the country. Sel-
dom do Sinhala or Tamil medium un-
dergraduates go to the playhouses to
see an English drama. Compared to the
Sinhala theatre, the English theatre holds
an insignificant position in Sri Lankan
culture. A popular Sinhala play may
have at least a hundred performances
while an English play of even the best
quality, does not go beyond one or two.
Shakespeare, Shaw, Painter, Albee,
Dario FO, Satre, Swartz, Brecht, Ibsen,
Gogol, Chekov, Lorca, and many other
dramatists in world literature could
contribute to the thinking of the Sri
Lankan people, not through the English
theatre but through the Sinhala theaire.
In this sense, the producers of English
theatre have very little to boast about.

These are the works that compose
the Canon of Sri Lankan Literature in
English. Now the question is how these
works provide insights into Sri Lankan
culture. According to the biographical
sketches provided in the Encyclopae-
dia, all the writers chosen represent the
English speaking elite of Sri lanka. The
critics who have produced the articles
have reiterated that the majority of the
authors look at the subjects they talk
about from a social distance or from a
middle-class point of view. The main
reason for this limitation is that most of
these writers have not found their ma-

36

terial through participatory observation
of the people or situations that they
depict in their works. They want to
exercise their energies, at the same time
they do not want to get close to the
situations that they deal with, for fear
of losing their class vlaue. So we can
see that most of the materials they
associate with while writing lack origi-
nality. Authors either collect the mate-
rials from their immediate circle, or
fabricate them in their ivory towers.

For example, if they deal with cast
system in Sri Lanka, they exaggerate its
gravity and give a reckless picture of it,
which does not apply to Sri Lanka at
all. Therefore, whenever they deal with
this sort of subject they sound either
condescending or fulsomely sympa-
thetic. Even the theme of poverty is
treated in this manner. They think that
the poor villager is a spineless wretch
who never strives to make a living out
of his energies. Yet in reality, the vil-
lager has more dignity and personality
than they can see. Sometimes the con-
flicts caused by poverty and lack of
influence are mistaken for problems
cropping deriving from the cast system,
innate characteristics and other compli-
cations. Today Sri Lankan society has
broken the cast barriers that prevailed
strongly before 1940s. Only in marriage
in certain families, and Buddhist ordi-
nation in the Siamese sect is the cast
system observed. This situation is
openly criticised and now marriages
between the so-called higher casts and
lower casts are common. Unfortunately



the writers in English have not realized
it. A tlassic example is Sita Kulatunga's
short story, 'High Chair' (1979).% Prema,
the heroine of this short story, despite
her academic excellence, seems to worry
more about the custom of offering low
chairs to her clan in the so-called high
cast people's houses, than her. poverty.
Ku.latunga tries to show that cast differ-
entiation is a strong hindrance to peo-
ple's progress, while ignoring their pov-
erty. Prema tremendously contrasts with
Kusumawathie who is the heroine of
"Parakrama -Kodituwakku's Sinhala
poem, ‘'Kusumawathie¢' (1979).%
Kusumawathie, being a poor village
girl makes every effort to overcome the
barriers in her way arid continue her
studies without resortmg to day-dream-
ing as Prema does in Kulathunga's
short story. In Kulatunga's short story,
this may be a defect caused by her
attitude to the medium she is writing
in. Most writers in English expect their
foreign audience is larger than their
local, Sri Lankan audience. Therefore,
they think that they should show some-
thing special or exotic to the foreign
reader. Many blunders may have hap-
pened because of the misunderstand-
.ings that some of these writers have
~propagated through their, works.

It is typical of many of their works
to show interactions  between persons

from the upper-middle class and the

lower class. They dramatize such situa-
tions with a certain effectiveness. Vari-
ous types of Hamus, the new Sri Lanka
bureaucratic 'lords' spoken of above,
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come.onto the scene when these works
are translated into Sinhala. The Sinhala
translation  of Punyakanthy
Wijenayake's Giraya (1992) provides a
clear example for this.?® But the writers
in English never show most of the
important facts that the Sinhala or Tamil
medium writers deal with: How rela-
tionships develop among the members
of the lower class, how people try to
change their environment, what cus-

‘toms prevail in their society, what prob-

lems people have, how they react to the
market economy, how they react to
poverty, how their conflicts ongmate,
how they make use of their environ-
ment, whether members of the lower
class can initiate any relationship with
those of the upper middle class, whether
members of the lower ¢lass can over-
come ‘their environment, how the day
begins and ends in the life of an ordi-
nary citizen, what type .of ethnic’ ele-
ments are reflected in the life style of

these people, what sort of belief sys-.

tems, values, customs and etiquettes
prevail in their society, what type of
potentials and limitations they have in
their characters: these are some of the
questions the writers in English fail to
deal with. In fact they have to learn
many things from the vernacular litera-
tures of the country which deals with
all these complex:problems.

In depicting the rural environment
of Sri Lanka, there is no English work
as realistic as Leonard Woolf's The

_Village .in the Jungle (1913).® In this

novel, the writer seems to have been



under the skin of his characters. He has
produced his work based on first hand
experience of the environment where
his story is located. That is clear in his
diaries, t6o0. Even his idiom is closer to
the rural characters that he has intro-
duced in his work. The dialogues among
his characters sound like typical Sri
Lankan. The limitation of the Sri Lankan
writers in English is that most of them
do not closely associate with the rural
.or common people or study their char-
acteristics with sufficient attention.
Goonetilleka's opinion is that Jean
Arasanayagam's and Kamala Wijeratne's
poetry on the prevailing ethnic prob-
lems does not present the actual con-
flict in all its complexity. This can also
be applied to most English medium
writers' position on the average peo-
ple's social probelms.® There is always
a distance between the English-speak-
ing, bilingual upper-middle class and
the monolingual lower class. Therefore
a character full of typical Sri Lankanness,
like Silindu in Leonard Woolf's The
Village in The Jungle has never been
developed by any of these authors.

Interestingly enough, Sarachchandra
has won a position in the Canon. Cer-
tainly he deserves the honour of being
reviewed in the Encyclopaedia. He pub-
lished a large number of creative works
in Sinhala apart from his numerous
anthropological and literary studies. He
entered the field of creative writing in
English with his novel Curfew and the
Full Moon (1978). That is the English
translation of his Heta Echchara

Kalawara Ne. The other two novels,
With the Begging bowl and Foam
upon the Stream are also translations
of his works. With these works he
could become the leading Sri Lankan
novelist in English, leaving behind those
who have devoted their whole life to
writing in English.® The success of
Sarachchandra's work lies in his strong
contact with the ordinary people of Sri
Lanka: his works are originally ad-
dressed to the local people, whose criti-
cal abilities in their native language are
quite high. The first production of his
first play,Wellawehum (a Sri Lankan
delicacy), was carried out with a group.
of minor employees of the University.
It is something that one could hardly
expect from another academic in Sri
Lanka. Most of the stage assistants he
employed for the productions of his
plays were also ordinary people. His
anthropological research into Sri Lan-
ka's folk drama allowed him to associ-
ate with numerous villagers quite inti-
mately. So it is natural that he received
original ideas for his works from his
experiences with ordinary people.

Inspired by playwrights like
Sarachchandra, the Sinhala theatre now
has a strong tradition. Certain English-
educated dramatists also have given up
their middle class Britisk values, and
joined the Sinhala theatre. Through their
involvement, new interpretations of
Western dramas both classical and
modern have been presented in the
Sinhala theatre. Since 1972, Gamini
K. Hattotuwegama, a very energetic



university teacher, of English and Fine
Arts, a leading bilingual critic and
dramatist, has introduced many artists
to the Sinhala theatre through his Street
and Way51de Theatre Movement. It is
a movement based on a socialist princi-
ple - "showing plays free to the public
for enlightening them on the problems
they live with". It has a repertoire of
some thirty one-act plays. similar to
those of the "workers' theatre” in the
United States. Some of his work has

been translated into English, not for the

purpose of manipulating populanty or
publicity; but for the convenience “of
certain audiences. Yet unfort'unately, he
has no place in the ‘canon because he
has not produced his plays for the
legitimate theatre and all his plays have
been performed on the street. By being
ignored in the canon, such people do
not suffer at all, because their survival
is certain among the.ordinary people ir
whose language they have operated
throughout their caréer, and who are
their target audience and whose social
awareness is their sole expectation. Yet
the foreign readers miss®a chance: of
realizing the culture of the country
because they become indoctrinated by
an inefficient or incomplete canon..

Sinhala' authors such as Martin
Wickramasingha; A. V. Suraweera, K.
Jayatilleke, G. B. Senanayake,
Sugathamuni Gnanasiri, Gunadasa
Amarasekara, Madawala’S. Ratnayake,
Gunadasa Liyanage and. Mahagama
Sekara have selected their heroces from
the ordinary people who represent the
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majority of the country's populahon
They are close to "Silindu" in Leonard
Woolf's Village in the Jungle, and they
competently represent’ the unsophisti-
cated Sri Lankan folk -culture and its
virtues and limitations, very realisti-
cally. Even ordinary people in urban
culture ranging from factory hands to
clerks, from teachers to university lec--
turers, are flesh and blood human be-
ings in these works. The cerruption or
the spirituality that these people prac-
tice in their everyday life is realistically
depicted with vigour and force in works
carried out by writers who live with
similar people in reality. Characters
such as "Podisighayya" in A.V.
Suraweera's Pedi Diyata Bora Diya
(Muddy Water to Clear Water)
(1976)320r "Issa" in K. Jayatilleke's
Charitha Tunak (Three Charac-
ters)(1963)33 are not such weak ones
like "Prema" in Kulatunga'd High Chair.
It is impossible to form a complete
picture of the culture of a country if one
listens only to the mouthpieces of a
narrow, limited group of people who
do not associate with the average citi-
zens of that country.. Only a narrow
limited view of the culture will result,
and the sweeping landscape of the lives
of the majority of people will be lost.

Sri Lanka is a country with a rich
cultural heritage. Her literacy rate is
89% for men and 83% for women. This
compares favourably with the South
Asian average of 33%. For the vernacu-
lar writer in Sri Lanka, the colonial
experience has been significant only in



terms of new materials. Writers in the
vernacular languages are well provided
with concepts in their own environ-
ment. Most writers are not even edu-
cated in English and therefore, they
have not been imitators of Western
Literary forms. Their works represent
their true feelings in a special way. As
Gunadasa Amarasekara argues, Sinhala
fiction is not an imitation of the West-
ern novel or other literary genres.
Sinhala writing has taken new direc-
tions in the present social and cultural
atmosphere, as the result of a natural
social need. Therefore, even in terms of
originality the vemacular literature in
Sri Lanka is far superior to that has
been created in English. The conclusion
may be reached that these writers ‘in
English represent the middle class atti-
tude to the social and cultural problems
of Sri Lanka. Other than that they carry
out no significant function. They do not
lay bare the truth about Sri Lankan
society as competently as the writers in
both Sinhala and Tamil languages do.

For the English reader, there are
English translations of the vernacular
poetry and prose and even the drama
produced in Sri Lanka. The number of
translated works available in English
* may be much greater than the number
of works originally written in English
in Sri Lanka. Unfortunately, these trans-
lations find no place in the canon, ds
they are all from the Sinhala or Tamil
into English. As these works are ad-
dressed to the natives, they are more
original than the ones originally written
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in English. As Gunadasa Amarasekera
states the survive reverence to English
literature in general, is found in most of
the local creations in English, and there
are very few people who can criticise
the English works from an indigenous
point of view. The authors suffer from
the fact that their critics are also not
intimate with the culture of the people
they write about. This is the most
salient weakness of Sri Lankan litera-
ture in English. h

It is a pity that the editors of the
Encyclopedia have not realized the rel-
evance of translations in presenting the
literatures of a group of countries where
English is a-second or a foreign lan-
guage. As readers of Classics, how
many of us can boast about reading the
works of Homer, Herodotus, Dante,
Vishnusharman or Omar Kayam in their
original languages? If there had not
been traslations how would the aver-
age reader have come to know about
these authors? In university literature
departments all over the world, are the
works of authors like Franz Kafka, Leo
Tolstoy, Jean Paul Satre, Pable Neruda,
introduced in their original languages?
If not, why this red tape for these
peripheral literatures which are still
gaining shape after severe experiences
with colonialism? In defence of the case
that translations should have room in
the Canon many other sharp points can
be raised. Susan Bassnet and Andre
Lefevre have commented on the impor--
tant role that translation plays in the
evolution of a literature:



Translation is, of course, a rewriting
of an original text. All rewriting, what-
ever their intention, reflect a certain
ideology and a poetics and as such
manipulate literature to function in a
given society in a given way. Rewritmg
is manipulation, undertaken in the soci-
ety of power, and in its positive aspect
can help in the evolution of a literature
of a society. Remﬂ:mgs can introduce
new concepts, new genres, new de-
vices, and the history of translation is
the. history also of literary innovation,
‘of the shaping power of one culture
upon another. But rewriting can also
repress innovation, distort and contain,
and in an age of ever increasing ma-
nipulation of all kinds, the study of the
manipulative processes of literature as
exemplified by translation can help us
towards a greater awareness of the
world in which we live.

These ideas are quite useful in at-
tempting to understand the bulk of a
country's literature through the me-
dium of translation. :According to the
above, the translator has to work with
tremendous originality in order to make
his/her work relevant to the target
reading public. In the Sri Lankan con-
text, Chadrasena Dassanayake's Sinhala
translation of Bernard Shaw's Pygmalion
is a classic example of the translator's
originality in a non-English speaking
environment. He presented the teach-
ing of the Sinhala language instead of
that of the English language. The roles
of Professor Higgins and Colonel
Pickering were replaced by a teacher of
pure Sinhala and a scholar of Sanskrit-
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mixed Sinhala. The situation was trans-
formed into a typical Sinhala setting.
Therefore his production of Rankanda
(Sweetheart), the Sri Lankan Pygmalion
became a great theatrical success.

In fact, the compilers of the Canon
not responsible for its limitations. They
have just satisfied the requirements of
their assighment. Yet the Canon of a
nation’s literature produced in a foreign
language has to be re-defined so as to
develop room for research into the
ways of treating its culture in a compre-
hensive way. For that matter, the com-
pilers of the Canon should have a
proper grasp of both types of literature:
the literature produced in English and
the literature produced in the vernacu-
lar languages. Therefore my suggestion is
that the Canon catering to the English
reader has to take new shape by expanding
to make room for English translations of
the vernacular literature as well.

In that case, the criterion should be
defined as "standard literature avail-
able in English" rather than “standard
literature originally produced in Eng-
lish." Otherwise as in every situation,
here also the consumer (the consumer
of literature in this case), in other words
the reader will be the loser. He has to
limit his exercise of building up opin-

‘ions about the respective culture to

some incomplete picture of it. If works
in English translations are also included
in the Canon, then perhaps the misun-
derstanding, as to where the Sri Lankan
authors stand in terms of perception of
culture, can also be cleared up. This



will further lead to a better understand-
ing on the part of the foreign reader as
to the reality of Sri Lankan culture and
society, by increasing the number of
works that open doors into this undis-
covered country.
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WESTERN MUSIC IN THE POST-INDEPENDENCE
PERIOD IN ‘SRI LANKA

_ PROF. V. BASNAYAKE

Place of western music. Western
music has a definite. and important
place in the culture of Sri Lanka
today. The colonial heritage. gave
western music a stamp -of authority.

The country has produced com-.

posers, perfonners, and academics in
western music. The composers in-
clude Lalanath de Silva and Premasiri
Khemadasa for symphony orchestra
and Harsha Markalanda for orches-
tra plus local instruments and
rhythms ; there are also experiments
in progress on fusion music. A Com-
posers' Guild of Sri Lanka was
formed on 10 October 1997. Kala
Suri Lylie Godridge presented in

November 1997 a Programme of the

music  of pre-1979 Sri Lankan vocal
compeosers, all of whom wrote serious
or popular songs in the standard
western  style, sometimes using
Sri Lankan sentiments (as Devar
Surya Sena did in his lullaby "Doi
Doi" and in the "Kelani Boatman's
Song" and especially in his Mass
with” Sinhalese words for the
Anglican Church.’

_Performers who have reached the
international stage include Druvi de
Saram (piano), Rohan de Saram (cello),
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Rohan Joseph de Saram (conductor),
Rohan de Silva (piano) and Malinee
Jayasinghe Peris (piano). Devar Sutya
Sena (tenor) sang as soloist with the
Glasgow Orpheus Choir in 1961, and
so did Mr. Lylie Godridge in 1981.
There are many - performers of
distinction who take partin public
concerts in Colombo and other cities.

Large numbers of students have
won scholarships to continue their
training in European centres, espe-
cially London.

.The academics in Sri Lanka
include Mr. C. de S. Kulatilleke who
has set up a musicology unit in the
Institute of Fine Arts, University of
Kelaniya, with Norwegian assistance.

There is a symphony orchestra,
dating from c 1940 and eventually
becoming ‘the Symphony Orchestra
of Sri Lanka, which gives at least
three concerts a year. Annual compe-
titions have - been held since 1996
and the winners become soloists at
the nekt concert of the orchestra. -

There is a national .youth orches-
tra organized in 1992 by the
Ministry of Education.



There are several choral groups
which give regular performances.
One of them, the Colombo Philhar-
monic Choir, had Benjamin Britten
(piano) and Peter Pears (tenor)
figuring in one of their perform-
ances. Children's choirs are training
grounds for the development of
taste in western music; apart from
church choirs and school choirs,
there are at present two . private
-Secular children’s choirs which present
each a public concert or two each
year. Western music is a favourite
way of gaining publicity; the more
elitist schools often stage a concert
to display their pupils polish.

Western music is taught in schools
up to GCE A Level. There are music
¢lubs and bands in schools, and
examinations in western music -are
conducted for thousands of candi-
dates annually by government and
by private local and foreign institu-
tions. Distance education facilities
are available for music teachers to
increase their practice.

Concerts are a regular feature in
Colombo. They number about five to
ten each month.

The annual National Honours
lists often include, in the section on
the arts, leading individuals in the
field of western music. These include
Kala Kirthi Earle de Fonseka for his
work with the Colombo Symphony
Orchestra and Kala Suri Lylie
Godridge for his work in the sphere
of solo and choral singing.
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The Arts Council of Sri Lanka
works through a set of 16 Panels,
one of which is the Western Music
Panel.

Cultural Centres, which are to be
established by government all round
the country, are to include western
music as an essential ingredient in
their activities.

Popular music is king in the
western music scene judging by the
numbers of votaries, by its penetra-
tion-into all parts of the country and
all strata of society, the success it
has in all the hotels, and the
weekend supplements that English
newspapers run. Western music, once
a symbol of Class, remains so for
art music, but it is not so for
popular music. This has seeped into
the people, especially through radio
and TV and through pop artistes.
Popular Sinhalese music is greatly
influenced by the rhythms, melodies,
harmonies and instruments of west-
ern music.

Growth. The growth of western
music during the last 50 years has
not always been unfalteringly for-
ward and comprehensive.

There have been expansions and
contractions, such as the expansion
of the numbers of students taking
local and foreign music examina-
tions, and the contraction of adult
music clubs for music appreciation
and performance.



There have been ups and downs,
as when a  second
orchestra (Sri Lanka Philharmoni¢
Orchestra) burst upon the scene in

1990 and went silent a few years.

later.

Some continuing influences upon
the use of western music remain on
an even keel, as. with Christian
church music. -

Tremendous changes came with
the ‘adoption of an" open economy"
in 1977: commercial music grew by
leaps and bounds in hotels, radio
and TV, often at the expense of art
music, and the spirit of voluntansm
began to fade somewhat and musi-
cians found that time is money.

' Future. Peering into the mext 50

years, one likes to have a vision of.

things which are not ‘yet in place.

symphony

One hopes that every individual will
have a chance to try all kinds of
music so that he/she may come to
know the possibilities that exist for
the enrichment of his/her life
through music, and that. there will
be a profusion of music clubs for
mutual sustenance of musical inter-
ests. One .hopes that there will be
university departments of western mu-
sic, which will engage in research as
will as. teaching and performance.
One hopes that there will be a fine
concert hall outside the hotels, and ‘a
grand piano on every concert stage,-
and a library where one can borrow
music books, records, and music
scores. One hopes that there will be
professional music critics for the
newspapers  and electronic media.
And one hopes that western music
will serve as a bond which unites.
the various groups of people in
Sri Lanka.
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