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T
here is a certain incompetence
that I can't help observing.  This
is a literary awards ceremony

that covers work in Sinhala, Tamil and
English.  I do not know Tamil.  I am not
a student of Sinhala literature. I don't
write Sinhala literature.  I wrote a regu-
lar column in Sinhala for the Divaina
(Irida Sangrahaya) but that was 7 years
ago.  The last time I wrote an article in
Sinhala was in January 2007.  

My association with Sinhala litera-
ture is minimal and amounts to little
more than infrequent conversations
with contemporary Sinhala writers of
around my age such as Udayasiri Wick-
ramaratne, Amarasiri Wickramaratne
and Liyanage Amarakeerthi.  I did
translate Martin Wickramasinghe's
'Upan Da Sita' but it remains unpub-
lished.  I translated Simon Navagath-
thegama's 'Sansaaraaranyaye
Dadayakkaraya' but Simon lost most of
the manuscript as well as the soft copy.
He liked the translation. I can't prove he
lost it or liked it because he is not
among us today.  

If I do write anything about literature
and Sinhala literature in particular it is
in English.  I write to English newspa-
pers. I write some poetry, but that's also
in English.  I maintain, however, that
Sinhala is embedded in all this, not as
peripheral element or allusion but as
core.  My work is all about Sinhala, Sin-
halaness, Sinhala culture, Sinhala histo-
ry, Sinhala heritage and Sinhala civiliza-
tional component.  

A few weeks ago I listened to a
recording of a concert.  It was a concert
held in Germany. The instruments were
Western.  West was stamped in dress
and ambience and overall musical struc-
ture. There were two incongruities; a
man in a North Indian suit and his
instrument, a sitar.  Pradeep Ratnayake
was accompanied not by a thablist but a
cellist.  I listened to this very 'Western'
musical arrangement.  I heard geta
bera, I heard yak bera, vannam and
music that was unmistakably Sri
Lankan. Ours. Mine.  It is in this same
manner that I believe it is possible for
someone to write 'Sinhala' in English as
I claim to do.  

We are here to celebrate literature
and language and so that's what I will
talk about.  In the vast library that is lit-
erature there is a section I prefer to
spend more time at.  Poetry.  So let me
begin with my preferences.  I will recite
3 poems.
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To whom do these poems belong?  To
Mirza Azadullah Khan Ghalib who
wrote in Urdu and to Nazim Hikmet
who wrote in Turkish?  Do they belong
to Ralph Russell (who translated Ghalib
into English) or to Randy Blasing and
Mutlu Ronuk (who translated Hikmet
into English)?  Can I who translated
them into Sinhala employing minimal
poetic skills and language-comprehen-
sion claim they are mine? Do they
belong to all of you who were forced to
suffer my recitation?  To all of us, per-
haps?

Are they Sinhala kavi?  English poet-
ry? Ghazals in Urdu or poetry in Turk-
ish?  How is a poem, a literature, an art
form, a vision, philosophy, civilization
developed? Who is the architect? Who
is the owner, the embracer and who
shares and with whom?  Are there relat-
ed conditions for usage, for abuse?  If
so, what are they?  

Literatures have pasts, presents and
futures. Like all other things.  Our liter-
ary history is rich and for this is enough
to ensure that it has a presence in the
here and now.  Still, if we cling to that
glorious literary past it will inhibit our
journey into the future, it will drag us
down. We have a long history.  Quality.
Volume. And yet, if we carried it on our
shoulder, it would make walking very
difficult. What one must do with this
kind of history is of course up to the
individual. It is upto the individual to
let this history be a wind that powers
flight or some dead weight that drags
him or her down.  That decision will
determine what kind of future Sinhala
Literature will have.  Or Tamil literature
for that matter; what I say  here I believe
would be relevant to those who write
and read Tamil but that's not something
I can say anything conclusively on.

What is the 'today' of Sinhala litera-
ture?  I think there's nothing to be too
perturbed about.  Things are fine.  Take
the contemporary Sinhala poem, novel,
short story, screen play or theatre pro-
duction and it is abundantly clear that
things are quite healthy.  The best

works in each field are certainly worthy
of comparison with the best out there in
world literature and are far superior to
relevant works in English authored by
Sri Lankans, contrary to the view held
by the various literary cabals in Colom-
bo.  That these works are not recog-
nized as such is not an indication of
quality-lack.  It is just that our literature
is not translated into world languages.

Liyanage Amarakeerthi lamented
some years ago that English Depart-
ments churn out graduates by the dozen
every year but that they do not have
what it takes to translate Sinhala or
Tamil literature into English. He
observed that good as the works of peo-
ple like Shyam Selvadurai, Michael
Ondaatjie and Romesh Gunasekera are,
the contemporary Sinhal novel is far
superior. 

Amarakeerthi points out that the
graduates from English Departments
lack the compulsion to translate works
in Sinhala and Tamil into English.  This
is sad because I believe we have some-
thing unique to offer the world.  I doubt
that this situation would have changed
ten years from now. 

If the world is to ever get a taste of
Sinhala literature, it would be because
those of us who love the Sinhala lan-
guage, Sinhala literature, Sinhala cul-
ture and all things encompassed by 'Sin-
halaness' have taken the trouble to learn
those languages and translate our best
works into them.

That this has not happened is sad,
but it is certainly not a tragedy.  It is
after all not something that impoverish-
es Sinhala literature or us as a nation.
We don't get bragging rights, this is
true, but that's not something to worry
about too much.  We need to worry only
if our literature is weak, is poor, is stag-
nant and is not contributing to honing
the overall sensibilities of our society.
We are not anywhere close to that cliff-
edge.

Still, there is cause for lament when

we think of the larger canvass that is
world literature because it is possible
for us to expand our literary horizons.
English is key here because it is the
world language that we are most famil-
iar with.  English is a visa that gives us
access to vast swathes of world litera-
ture.  English Our Way, however, is a
fake visa that will not get us anywhere.
This too must be mentioned.  'English
Our Way' is but another 'Their Way
Dummy' as far as I can see.  It is we who
turn English into a monster. It is we
who allow others to make us believe it is
a monster.  It is we who must slay this
monster.  

As I said, not being conversant in
English literature will not impoverish us
or make us lesser human beings. Nei-
ther will it cause Sinhala literature to
decline.  On the other hand if we are
indeed fluent in Sinhala and have an
intimate enough association with its lit-
erature then we lose nothing by perus-
ing world literature.

World literature is not a literary
spring but a vast set of such springs.  It
is something that can be likened to a
vast reservoir or an ocean.  There
should be some mechanism that enables
us to harvest the vast resources therein.
The most convenient instrument with
which we can mine these waters is
English, as far as Sri Lankans are con-
cerned.  

There are miles to walk but we stop
after a few steps.  Martin Wickramas-
inghe's works did not suffer on account
of his extensive reading of other litera-
tures.  Other literary greats of his era
likewise read and thereby made their
own the literary traditions of other cul-
tures.  They gained. Always.  

Let me end with reference to poetry,
since that's how I began this.  I believe
that Nazim Hikmet is a Sri Lankan.  A
Sinhalese. A Tamil.  This doesn't harm
in any way his Turkishness.  Granting
him citizenship does not cost us our cit-
izenship.  Mirza Azadullah Khan Ghalib
is also a Sri Lanka. A Sinhalese. A

Tamil.  Garzia Marquez too. So too
Pablo Neruda, Federico Garcia Lorca,
Anton Chekov, Victor Hugo,
Rabindranath Tagore and others. All Sri
Lankans.  Sinhalese. Tamils.  How
many thousands more of our compatri-
ots are out there, whose existence we
have little knowledge of?  Would they or
we lose anything by meeting and catch-
ing up on each others' lives?  I think
not.  I believe the encounter would be
warm.  The embrace beautiful.

Here's the final poem:
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It is a translation. To whom does it
belong?  That's my question.  It is yours
to answer. 

Thank you. 

* This is an extract from the Guest
Lecture delivered at the 12th Godage
Literary Awards 2010.  
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The 'today' of Sinhala literature and
pathways to its 'tomorrow'


