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When nations grow old
the arts grow cold
and commerce settles on every tree
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Coomaraswamy, Ananda
Medieval Sinhalese Art' Pantheon Books
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Sri Lanka's Musical Heritage

and Buddhist Thinking
C. D. S. Kulatillake

A certain professor from Colgate
University, America, came to me recently
and wanted to record some Bhakti songs.
When | told him that we don't have a
Bhakti tradition, he rejected my version
and argued that it should be impossible
for Sri Lanka to evade the strong Bhakti
tradition of India in the 14th and 15th
centuries. This move has given more than
13000 Bhakti songs to Indian music and
most of them are sung up to this day.
The Buddhists have no practice of taking
music into the shrine room. We cannot
go inside the shrine room and sing or
olay. Even the Gathas have only to be
recited and not sung. Yet we have only
one song, the Dalada Sinduwa that has
to be sung on Nanu-mura days at the
Temple of the Tooth in Kandy. In India,
music is a part of their religion, of Hin-
duism. In Hinduism, Bhakti means de-
voted dedication to a personal God, 1o
adore him and sing in praise of Him,
and finally to possess Him. Bhakti comes
from Bhajana to associate.

"Bhajana adoration is connected with
Bhakti, faith in a personal God, love
for him as for o human being, the
dedication of everything to his
service and attainment of Moksha
(emancipation) by this means rather
than by knowledge or sacrifice”

_ Fox Strangways. Music of

Hindostan. 1970. P 286
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Most of the Bhakti songs of the past,
for instance, of Andal of South India had
a flavour of sex, and finally possessing
the God. Andal had dreamt that he
was sleeping with God, which is
the ultimate goal of Bhajana. Most of
these songs sung in Bharata Natya
Varnams today contain the element of
Viraha, i.e. Separation from God. It is
always the female who is the victim of
Viraha, and Viraha songs are meant for
the females.

Professor Sambamurti, in his South
Indian Music Book V mentions that Bhakti
Rasa has been glorified as Ujjvala Rasa
(supreme emotion). It is well and good
that we do not understand the meaning
of these Varnam songs. If we notice this
element of Adhika Sringara in Sinhala
songs they will be censored by the Board.
Yet it has o be noted that in Sri Lanka
there is a collection of Bhakti literature,
such as Anuruddha Sataka, Bhakthi
Sataka, Pratiharya Sataka, Butsarana,
Buduguna Alankaraya etc. But this lit-
erature is confined to the book. They
are not taken in the practical style.
No folk singer has practised them in
his repertoire. For Bhakti the Buddha
has to be first considered as a God and
adored and praised as for a God. In
Theravada Buddhism, this type of




worship has been rejected. The famous
writer Martin Wickramasinghe says......

"Theravada Buddhism exterminated
all type of phallic worship from religious
practices of the Sinhalese, whereas in
India the cult of wine and women was
turned into a fine art under the guise of
secret religion. Knowledge of ultimate
reality cannot be attained except by drink-
ing wine.....Brahma is the nectar of Gods,
but wine is the nectar of mortals. Wine is
called Sura because it cinfers divinity
(suratva)." p. 54 Landmark of Sinhala
Literature. 1963

Geetha Govinda of Jayadeva is one
of the most illustrious Sanskrit works of
India. Mullapitiye K. H. De Silva
Muhandiram has translated Geetha
Govinda into Sinhala, because of its
scholarly value. As a poem it is supreme.
But can these verse, if they are in Sinhala,
be sung or recited in homes by our
children. Githa Govinda, in a very intri-
cate way emphasises Sringara and Viraha
to the extremes, but at the same time it
takes immorality to the extremes. But
Geetha Govinda is sung in Hindu tem-
ples as Bhajanas. It describes the Viraha
suffering of Radha for Krishna, the In-
dian God of Love. These songs are sung
in Hindu Kovils and in weddings.

Here is another translation of a Tamil
Varnam sung today in Bharata Natya. It
is a portion of the song 'Anname
Aravabharana' taken from the collection
in Tamalinggei varnangal'.
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Bhakti songs are meant for the God
but to be sung by females, because it is
the female who is most capable of
creating the highest Sringara. Thus the
Devadasis attached to the Hindu Tem-
ple played a main role in presenting
these songs to the God. Devadasis were
concubines of the God married to the God.

In ancient times in Sri Lanka, when
Buddhism flourished in prestine glory the
Buddhist clergy took great care not to
permit this Bhakti Marga Worship to
infiltrate into Buddhism. It was during
the reign of Parakkramabahu the Great
of Polonnaruwa that the struggle started.
The king gave state licence for the
practice of Hindu religious rites in the
Courts. He built a special Mandapa,
Dharanigara for this purpose.
Parakkramabahu's father, Manabharana
had a Hindu leneage. Parakkrama
nevertheless ruled the country as a
Buddhist King. He functioned as the
caretaker of the Tooth Relic and had the
largest number of Tooth Relic festivals to
his credit. Yet it was during his reign that
Brahamanism rose highest in the
country. Parakkrama got down two
hundred and forty Brahmin priests from
India to officiate the most sacred
instruments of the Hindus as despicable
and should not be even listened to by

the Bhikkhus.
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It was during the Polonnaruwa
period that Buddhist literature faced
much challenge. Gurulugomi, the
celebrated author of Amavatura cites
such an instance in translating the
Sakkapanha Sutta into Sinhala. Here is
an instance where the Buddha had to
lisien to Veena music played by his
favourite minstrel Pancasika. Pancasika
entered the Indasila cave where Buddha
was sojourning and started to play the
veena and sing the virtues of his consort.
The Buddha after listening to his music
uttere thus. "Pancasika your Veena mu-
sic doesn't override the voice, neither
does your voice surpass the Veena
music. They match each other smoothly".
In Amavatura there is an additional
portion to the main fext. "The Buddha
after listening to Pancasikas music made
an evaluation of the music, why should
He do it. Does He gets involed in
oassion (Raga), no, He has developed
no Passion to music, yet is capable of
evaluating the music without delving into

passion.”
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It is impossible to believe that ’rhe

Sinhala people had no taste for music.

Not that they could not practise music,
but that they did not. Qur students foday

studying in Music colleges in India score
highest in comparison 0 the Indian
students. Most of them top in classwork.
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The ancients were much more clever in
their arts and sciences. They constructed
irrigational marvels and built sky high
Sthupas and Palaces. Sigiriya is one good
example of their engineering feats. Yef
the ancients gave highest priority to
religion and very other thing as second-
ary. The Buddhist clergy guided their
path in life. They fought battles to safe-
guard Buddism, sacrified much of their
wealth to the welfare of Buddhism. They
believed much in the Jataka stories that
cleared their paths in life. Even the kings
feared and obeyed the temple.

Kasyapa of Sigiriya employed his
commander-in-chief to wall his father
Dhatusena alive. His brother the rightful
heir 1o the throne fled to India, but after
some fime came back with an army. He
defeated Kasyapa in battle and started
ruling the country. He summoned all
army commanders and other officers of
state that have served during the regime
of the previous king. He started killing
them one by one. The Mahavihara
warned him to stop this brutal act. Yet
the king went on his own and continued
the killings. Finally the Mahavihara is-
sued a proclamation that the Mahavihara

will exterminate.

There is hardly any truth in say-
ing that Buddhism should never be
responsible for the absence of a good
musical heritage in Sri Lanka. Other
countries of the Theravada school like
Thailand (old Siam) did not face this
situation. They have a form of devel-
oped music of their own, and not Indian




oriented. In Sri Lanka it is different. Here
Indian music functioned as a part of
Bhakti school. We can recollect how
Prince Siddhartha after renunciation went
in search of the truth. He went from one
hermitage to another and at Benares,
met the Five Brahmin priests, (Pasvaga
Mahanun). He farried in their company
for some time, but finally had to discard
their theories as they could not satisfy
him that will lead to final goal of Nirvana.

Bhakti as has been explained earlier
is associated with Bhajana. In almost all
Bhajan songs, the strong affiliation to
God is emphasised. This affiliation re-
sulted in Viraha, suffering caused by
separation of self from God. Viraha songs
yearn for the loved one. As one Varnam
ind®tes these songs are always ad-

dressed to God. .....

"Friend | Why don't you go and fetch
Him to me. He who resides in the fa-
mous Rajnagar with the right-spiralled
Shank in one hand. Fried with Mayura
features, the Cupid is chasing me with
his arrow. | am longing with passion,
and am mad with love."

It is a female addressing her friend,
Sakiye, to go and fetch him, the God.
The song is addressed to Vishnu.

In the folk poem Yasodaravata, the
unknown author accentuates the virtues
of Siddhartha's queen, Yasodhara. The
farm maids in the villages of Sri Lanka
select these verses from Yasodharavata
to be sung as Nelum songs. Yasodhara's
feelings towards her departed husband
are well portrayed in these
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...... ditermined He was to attain
Buddhahood, | have prayed in previous
births to marry you. Our son has now
strengthened the union, why did you go
without speaking a word to me......
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...... may all that the forest offers to
you be sweet, may your retinue increase
like bees in a flower, may the hot rays of
sun lessen its heat. May you blessed with
palacial buildings from Gavva to Gavva.
(mile to mile).

This is the ultimate desire and wish
of Yasodhara and not to win him back.
The whole Buddhist idealism in contained
in this second verse.

The Sinhala people have been very
proud of their religion, the Theravada
Buddhism. During middle, ages the whole
or the East treated Sri Lanka as the no-
ble centre of Buddhist Faith. It is this
aspect of Sinhala culture that the foreign
powers are planning to destroy now. It is
this prestine idealism that has caused
irritation among many outsiders. Now
these powers are using the television to
demoralise the youth. The country should
be aware of this unseen danger.
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