
· ,.. '" . . .*THE.LANGUAGE OF THE SIGIRI POEMS
No serious scholar, who i.s. conversant with modern lin-

guistics or theories of communication, would .now consider'
language as only a medium that conveys messages. As Marsq-
all Mc:Luhan has ably argued, 'mcdi.um is the message' itself.1
This is especially true w{tt regard to literature, i ..e.
creative literature, :for in a literary .crear Lon there is no
other reality except the language that is used the r-e in , When;
we talk of 'l~nguage' in literature, it is conventionally
taken as something other than the •content' or 'meaning'.
The Indian theory of poetics treats eabda (language) and
aY'tha (meaning) as the most important components of poetry.

While this may be acceptable for commonsense purposes,
it becomes a farfetched notion when sab6:.:, or language, is
treated a~!farliY'a, the 'body', and meaning, or airtba, the
'souli(;tma) of poetry. Even Vamana, the famous Indian e.xpo-
nentof the rit~i-vada (theory of style), who regards rZti
as the very soul. of poetry bases his arguments on the ~abda-
aY'tha dichotomy. Other important features that go to make
a poem, such as prosody, rhyme and alliteration are treated
as extraneous to lan.:;uage. However, a moment's reflection
shows that all such features have to be identified in the
language and not outside it. This idea of 'wholeness',
according to Piaget2 is a basic tenet of structuralism, where
structure is understood as something different from aggregate.

--------_._--
* I wish to thank Dr. Senaka Bandaranayake, for encoura-

ging me to expand and revise the original seminar ver-,
sion of this paper, The section II of ~he paper is
freshly added here. I also wish to thank my friend,
Charles Hallisey who read through the original paper
and made, numerous suggestions. The term 'metaphoric
stateme~tt was suggested by him.

1. Marshall Mc Luhan, Understanding Me(Na, Signet, (1964)
p. 24-25.

2. Jean Piaget, St.ruetural-iem, London, (1971) p. 411.
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The constituent parts of a structure have no independent
existence outside the structure. Apart from 'wholeness',
Piaget also assigns two other dimensions to language, namely,
the capacity for transformation and self-regulation. In
order that a structure may not remain static or passIve,
it should have the capacity for transformation. In language
n~w material is constantly transformed and processed through
structuring. The language is self-regulating in the sense
that it does not·appeal beyond itself in order to validate
its transformational procedures. According to Roland 8arthes,
"Language is literature's Being, its very world; the whole of
literature is contained in the act of writing, and not in
those of 'thinking', 'portraying', 'telling', or 'feeling,.3
According to Roman Jakobson, "The distinctive feature of
poetry lies in the fact that a word is perceived as a word
and not merely a proxy for the denoted object, or an outburst
of an emotion, that words and their arrangement, their meaning,
their outward and inward form acquire weight and value of
their form".4 Poetic language, according to Roman Jacobson
is a specially intensified language in which signifier's become
sigr.ifieds. "The repetition of sound and rhythmic structures
characteristic of poetry and embodied in conventionalized
formulae such as rhyme, alliteration and metre have therefore
no reference to a 'reality' beyond the poem, but derive from
conventions arising within the particular language involved".5

Tbe monumental work of the late Professor Senerat Parana-
vitana tbe Sigiri Graffiti,6. deals with practicaliy all aspec-
ts of the Sigiri poems. Although Paranavitana treats the sec-
tions on Granmar , Prosody, The Literar'Y Qu.ality of the Docu-
ments and Subject Matter' of the Documents as disti.nct topics
in his long introduction, the perspective adopted here makes
it possible to discern much that is covered by these topics
to be within the "language" of the poems .. Subsequent authors
who dealt with the Sigiri poeMS too have written about their

Roland 8arthes, Science Ver'sus Li.terature (1967) quoted in
Michael Lane, Str'uctur'aZism,a Reader', Jonathan Cape & Co.
(1970) p. 411.

4. Roman Jakobson, in Terence Hawks ed. structuralism and
Semiotics 2nd ed. (1978) Methuen & Co. Ltd., p. 64.

3.

5 . Jalkobson, ibid.
6. Senerath Paranavitana, Sigir'i Gr'aff,:ti, 2 vols. 1st ed.(1956)
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language. H9wever, Paranavitana's contribution remains the
only. serious study. The language corpus we are handling
here is that of poetry arid not of ordinary language. Altho-
ugh we could make a general study of the language on lin-
guistic lines and give its historical importance, etc., I
have subscribed myself to the structuralist. persuasion and

'wish to study the language of. the Sigiri poems from the
point of view of its aesthetic, synchronic and diachronic
aspects in an integrated way.

Apart trom this primary view of language in poetry,
three more considerations merit our attention in discussing
the language of the graffiti. These are, problems of inter-
pretation, structural grammar of the language, and its his-
torical and comparative significance.

In this section an attempt is made to focus our atten-
tion on ,the interpretation of the graffiti by Par-anavLt ana .
As'the tnt'roduction o~the Sigiri Graffiti indicates, Parana-
vitana was concerned about his own interpretations on. the
graffiti, and,was perturbed at the silence of the Sinhalese
schola:rs) who .did.not venture to offer their own views. There
aiLe. many.worcis that are found only in the graf!itl. and Parana-
vUana took great paixis'to 'explain them. As a result of Para-
navi tan'a's arduous labours we now have this gr-e at work the
SigiriGraffiti which cannot easily be superseded. The section
on Grarrmar in its introduction provides for the first time a
serious grammar for the language of any historical stage of
Sinhalese; the section on the Literary Quality of the Documents
provides, though in an ad hoc manner, criteria for appreciating
the Sigiri poems on the basis of some of the best maxims of
both Indian and European theories of poetics. As Paranavitana
has been extremely careful about his interpretation of the Graf-
fiti) we rarely come across lapses. However, as our task now
is that of re-discovering Sigiriya, I have included comments on
some poems which could be interpreted differently.

These verses have been published in Sinha~ese, ~ith short
notes, and rendered into m0gern Sinhalese by Nandasena Mudiyanse,
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(Sigiri Gi, 2 volumes)7 but he rarely tried to give fresh inter-
pretations. Professor P.E.E. Fernando has re-interpreted some
verses. He, in his evaluation of Paranavitana's work, was keen
on palaeographic problems as well as interpretation of the mean-
ings of the verses.8

When we work ~hrough the Sigiri Graffiti a question that
repeatedly comes to our mind is whether the verses are properly
re~d and interpreted. Paranavitana himself has substantially
changed his own earlier readings (comBare verses found in his
article 'Sigiri Graffit'i' in the JRAS (CB) 34, 92, (1939)
p. 304 - 406 with those of the B.G.), so that we could expe6t
other such instances as we.ll. There are many instances where
he tried to till in the gaps. In dOing so he has resorted to
some forms and expressions that we usually come across in the
graffiti. This may be a proper procedure of restoration when
we treat inscriptional records dealing with legal documents or
royal decrees where conventionalized expressions are found in
abundance. However, if the same principle is adopted in regard
to creative writing, the result may not be fair by the writers.

As also noted by P.E.E. Fernando, the reading of the
graffiti was sometimes dependent on the meaning that could be
assigned to the verses.10 For example, Paranavitana takes
G. 366 to be identical with G. 185; however, in G. 185 the two
lengthy expressions. ... naqul.avana japaka qet.i. ... and ...
eabada apa nodi ... are restorations by the aut.hoz, I do not
deny the fact that there were 'thieves' among the writers of
the graffiti. As the writing of verses was a communal enter-
prise in those days, plagiarism was not such a sensitive issue
as it is now; in fact it was very much rampant; nevertheless,
in our restorations we should be more careful.

7. Nandasena Mudiyanse, Sigiri Gi, 2 vols. Gunasena, Colombo
(1963).
P.E.E. Fernando, Samskriti: Paranavitana Felicitation

r •

Number (1972) p. 63-67.
9. Senerath Paranavitana, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Soc'iety

(Ceylon Branch= vol. 34, no. 92, (1939) p , 304-406.

10. P.E.E. Fernando, ibid.

8.
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.' A.V .$uraweera interprets the word mahavan ; which occurs
several times in the graffiti, as 'dark co loured ladies' which
Par~navi1:ana tak~s to mean '!orgive'. Suraweera derives it
from Sanskrit lyamavarna > eamavanna > eamauan, (and by meta-
thesis)·mahavan; this is a plausible explanation.l1

Some verses could be differently interpreted. Take, for
example, the following:

Kinenasad-bada auunnahat no banata
Topaparci piya ma'ta no e'ma~a t;d La attayinat (G.10)

("0 faithless one, where.fore did your lover of
former times die (even) when you do not speak
to those who are come here? Did he not die
on account of those possessing hard hearts?")

This verse, which Paranavitana takes as a statement· by
a visitor, could also be rendered as a question and a retort.
If we take ... tad ~a attayinap e mata no ... as the proper
word order for the last part of the poem: it means "to those
who possess hard hearts he is dead". This appears as a retort
by the ladies to those who regard them as faithless ones.
Grammatically too .. :tad-Za-attayinat becomes more meaningful
with the latter interpretation. Also it provides a fitting
answer to the visitors who taunted the ladies as faithless; as
suggested in the poem the writer's lover is stiU alive for
her; at least she imagines' so.

G. 122, which is tentatively interpreted (see_G. 122.2,
note 5) may be rendered differently. The second· pada of the
poem, udayag'hi me sisi ras yah.a (pas) no t lau ) kahat ("To whom
do these beams of the moon on the Udaya mountain not bring
comfort"), if interpreted as "to whom does. the moon-light of
hers that appear in the morning not bring comfort?" contrasts
with the previous statement which says "to them of this manner,
what use is the moon-light?" Udayag'hi therefore need not be
taken as Udaya mountain, but simply as morning.

G. 238 is interpreted as "The golden coloured one on the
mountain side appears as if (she) is playing paja, and having
cGaxed them, touched the men on the rock, who are incessantly
maddened in their minds". If we re-construct ·the word order

11 A V S Vidyodaya Journal. of Arts. Science and. .. uraweera, I

Letters, vol v, nos. 1 & 2, p. 42-46.
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as ... gir'~ mat vu si tina e kuana pi.i-um.na na Laoaqa beyadahi
ranavana paja k.eJim-ina pahaea kalo: .. .',' it may be rendered as
"The golden co loured one on the mountain side I' who coaxed the
men (who are gathered) on the rock and who associate with her
mentally. insults them by being engaged in paja game".

In this rendering I have taken g'ire mat vu to mean "those
on the rock" and oahaea to mean 'insult'. Professor Paranavi-.. -
tana says that the paja game mentioned in the verse is not
clear and is not referred to in our classical literature. This
could actually be the same game referred to as renda, peda,
pandu or genda in literature. which is ball-playing. Accord-
ing to literary sources, it is pll1yed mainly by women. Actual-
ly some of the paintings depict women with open hands. as if

'they are throwing a ball. Paranavi tana takes ekvana sitina as
"incessantly maddened in their mind". which could simply be,
"to associate with by mind", which is suggestive of erotic asso-
ciations. The lady here insults the men by disregarding their
eager desire to associate with r~r by being engaged in ball-
playing.

In instances where we get the double negative as in
kenda novana niyanove .,. (G. 254), one has to carefully

decide whether to take it as a statement. an affirmative ques-
tion, or a simple question.

In G. 603 .., me kataEamalavan is explained by Paranavi-
tana as "copper-lipped damsel" and in a note says that this
may be explained also as "of the colour of tamala leaves".
However I if we take this expression as ... me kata t.ama Lavan.
nobini ... where the compound tamatavan is broken up as tama
lavan, its meaning becomes clear. What is actually meant is
that "this lady did not speak her lips", a metaphorical expres-
sion that she did not make even the slightest attempt to talk.
Other such expressions are ... to L no bi.ni. ... , which is same
as the above, and ... sit nobini .•. "did not speak the mind ~I

G. 595, which is considered as one of high poetic merit,
may be re-examined here to demonstrate the importance of the
re-interpretation of the graffiti. TQis quatrain runs,

Hamul: maX'u jahas suyuhassandalta _
turu' gal ko hal. hU mala-galhi JUiUa. .
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Gavanin mut kalab kaJa tamba-]a-palfa
po. raya digas ta dun hasun kum vana

("The wind blew. Thousands and hundreds of
thousands of trees, which had put forth buds,
fell down. The curlew uttered shrieks.
Torrents came forth in the Malaya mountain.
The night was made to be of the glow of tender
copper-(coloured) leaves by fire-flies beyond
count. 0 long-eyed one, the message given
by you - what sustenance does it afford?")

The scene depicted here is that of a night in the earlz
rainy season. Paranavitana takes ... Jaha.'3-suyuhassan-dal-a
in combination with turu gaJ, which, according to him means
"thousands and hundreds of thousands of trees which had put
forth buds fell down", It is diU'icult to comprehend why
only those trees that put forth buds fell down. Actually it
is not !!ecessary to connect the two expressions. Turu gal
koha? huL, if word order is built up in this manner and not as
ko hat hu, as Paranavitana has done, may mean, "In the forest
the jackal cried;" (turu vadula : Sanskrit ghapa as found in
vana ghapa_etc. I can give rise to gat here). Paranavitana
takesko hu ha? "the curlew shrieked". It is unlikely that
the curlew shrieked at night, and if at all we press for the
curlew's presence, we may render the expression as "the curlew
gave up (ha!> its cry". How~verJ we do not associate the. hu
cry with the curlew; but with the jackal. (Kohal: can be
derived from Sa~skrit kroqpu. Prakrit kothuyalk~IhQ; compare
also Hindi kohJa, Gujarati koh?u and Marathi ko!ha; metathesis
of hit in Prakrit and Marathi; Sinhalese, Gujarati and Hindi
retai~s the ht combination, but Sinhalese has the svarabhakti
v~wel 'a' to break the conjoint). Again, p~ raya of the last
pada Paranavitana connects with the third pada. If we take
only pa to combine with tamba-la-palla pa the expression would
be, qananir: mut kalob tamba la'paZZa pa kal.a; "count Less fir~-
flies made tender copper-co10ured buds shine". Finally, digas
raya ta dun haeun kum vaUa means "0 long eyed one, the message
given by you in the night - what sustenance does it afford?".
The reinterpreted meaning would be:

"The wind blew. Thousands and hundre4s of
thousands of buds burst forth. In the forest
the jackal cried. Torrents came forth from the
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mountain. Countless fireflies gave a glow to
the tender copper-hued leaves. 0 long eyed
one, the message given by you this night - what
sustenance does it afford"?

In a wider sense interpretation includes all explana-
tional and critical procedures, as well as grammatical analy-
sis at a lower level. After 'heuristic reading' an interpre-
t~r is engaged in 'retroactive' or 'hermeneutic reading' of a
literary discourse. In the semintics of poetry, language
expresses concepts by indirect~0n.12 True poetry, according
to the semiotic approach, do~s not make sense at the mimetic
level; it is at the level of semiosis that poetry makes sense.

NOW, if we turn back to the above poem, which we were
dealing with, even after the new interpretation it appears as
elusive as before. The final sentence of the poem functions
here as the climax and clicks, as it were, the sequence at
phrases and helps them to assume the capacity tor metaphoriza-
tion and symbolization. The message of the woman is not
defined here and has to be discovered by retroactive consider-
ation. The natural phenomena depicted are disturbinRas well
as creating hope for the writer. In the haunting night of
wind, rain, glowing fire-flies and cry of the jackal, the
message of the lady is one of hope and despair.

A careful examination would undoubtedly reveal more such
instances that need reinterpretation, in fact there are many
instances where slight changes are possible, which I do not
wish to include here. However, another type of interpretation
is possible on the basis of poems dealing with identical

12. For Semiotics of Poetry see:
Culler, Jonathan: The Semiotics of Poetry, in Semiotic

Themes ed. R.T. Lawrence de George, University of
Kansas (1981) p. 75-93.

John, K. Sheriff, Charles S. Pierce and the Semiotics
of Literature in Semiotic Themes ed. R.T. Lawrence
de George, University of Kansas Publications (1981)
p. 51-74.

Terrence Hawkes, Structuralism and Semiotics, 2nd ed.
Methuen & Company Ltd. (1978) p. 59-106.
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objects of reference. An object of curiosity and of mystery
is the mirror wall of Sigiriya. There are several verses
that refer to it. Poetical allusions to it may be helpful
to discover its location at this particular point. Some of
these verses suggest that the mirror wall was meant to ref-
lect the paintings, although Paranavitana's renderings do
-not bring this out. My curiosity over this was aroused when
reading through the G. 593, which has the expression, tubu se
no tama yenu bala ju no d1ika kdt-a b'ita: tibu eeua, which Para-
navitana renders as "even without having seen the manner in
which the mirror wall was there, is it after having seen
(Sihigiri) as. it is that you are going". However, 'klipa bitCi
tibu seyar could also mean "the_r~flection that is in the
mirror wall" (seya. Sanskrit chaya).

A similar expression is repeated in G, 511, which reads
as 'balumo ei.eiki.eni. ka~a bi.i: tubu Bey ara", which is rendered
as "we saw the manner in which the wall made of moon-stone was
existing there". This also could mean "we saw the reflections
that are on the moon-stone wall" (moon-stone wall obviously
refers to the mirror wall).

In G. 398 'baZwno kat bita pahiidul' is explained as "we
looked at the mirror wall", but Paranavitana says in note 3
to the verse that in the original there is an a matra which
he treats as extraneous. If the reading is kafbita we get the
meaning "in the mirror-wall". As Paranavitana has made some
crucial restorations in the text nothing further could be said
of this verse. However, it refers to something that was ref-
lected in the mirror wall.

In G, 556 which has 'balananata ramani. ahaea pokana kat;a-
biti', these words are rendered as "the sky, the pond and the
mirrorwall are delightful to look at", Paranavitana says, that
in the original there is 'a:' in pokuna; if so it should mean,
"in the pond". Again, kGpabit-i has 'i r suffix, which is not
explained, This clause in its original version could Qe ren-
dered as "the sky reflected in the pond of mirror wall is
delightful to look at", Here the mirror wall is compared to
a pond, for the reflections that reach from above appear in it
as though in a pond.
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In G. 680 the poet imagines that a lady in the paintings
appears as though coming towards a resplendent mirror, which
1s the wall. In G. 145, there is the expression sadakat pavra
meee di Lenu gena tiupa e-ir-ibara, which is rendered as "it is by
having borrowed the abundance of your splendour that the
shining of the wall of moonstone is like this". Paranavitana
says that the wall of moonstone may refer to the gallery wall.
However, it could be the mirror wall, for, there is no reason
why they should describe the gallery wall.

It is not my intention here to prove that the mirror wall
was there tO,reflect the paintings or other aspects of Sigiriya;
however, our examination, of the language ot some verses points
to such a fact, which is incidental. Similar study would be
useful as regards the other important aspects of Sigiriya.

III

In this section I mean to study the aesthetic aspect or
the poeticality of the language ot the graffiti. In the pre-
vious section we have already probed into some problems per-
taining to it. In a poetic creation what really matters is
"not the poet's or the reader's attitude to reality, but the
poet's attitude towards language, which when communicated
wakes up the reader, and makes him see the structure ot the
language. and so that of h'is world anew" .13 This remark of
Jakobson is based on the fact that we think and perceive
through language. This is more explicitly stated by Robert
Hall Jr. when he says, "Every artist's work is conditioned by
the limitation of the medium within Which he works, by the
cultural background in which he has grown up, and by the
demands which his culture makes on his art. Hence the litera-
ture written in any language is of course channelled in so far
as its possibilities of expression are concerned, by the
structure of the language. This latter determines what can
and cannot be sai.d in the language, and limits the means at

13. Jakobson, op.cit. p. 70.
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the literary artist's disposal, just as hts cultural back-
ground determines the semantic content of his work. This
influence is exerted at every level of linguistic structure,
from the phonological through the syntactic, and of course in
lexicon as well".14

The above remarks reveal the intimate relationship ot
language to a literary creation. Those who have studied the
graffiti claim that the Sigiri poets were masters of their
craft.15 Perhaps on the basis ot extreme dissimilarity of
the script used by our writers, Paranavitana refers to the
poems as scribblings, which unfortunately tends to make an
unfavourable impression Qf them in the minds of his readers.
However, a careful examination reveals that these poe~s were
not meant to be of ephemeral significance, for most of the
poets were keenly aware of what poetry is and displayed
discipline in writing them. Some writers claimed themselves
t2 be kairi. (poets) and many considered themselves as writing
gi or "kairi ' (poetry). As pointed czut by Paranavitana, the
poems were some forms of "aetstama' or knitting (G. 492).
Gettama involves systematic deviation trom the normal use of
the language to suit the rhyme, sound effects, emphasis etc.,
which the poet tries to create. For example, G. 239 consists
of 16 verbal units, which in the poem take the following order
(with the stroke used by us(!) indicating phrase division:

5 3 4 2 1 / 8 9 10 !16 14 15 / 13 11 12 /

As the poems were expected to be read by the visitors to
8igiri, we have to assume that the average reader was able to
reconstruct such intricate knittings in order to comprehend the

14. Robert Hall Jr. Int.roductoru Irinquiet-ice , ChB ton 8.
Company, New York (1964) p. 406.

15. Paranavitana 8, Sig-iri_Graffiti, Indroduction; A.S.
Kulasuriya. sinhala SahiUya) vo l.. I, Saman Press,
Maharagama (1962) p. 227-243.,
G.D. Wijayawardhane, Somekrt.i : Paranairi.tana Felicitation
Number (1972) p. 343-360 ..
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poems. Some tend to thlnk that, since all who visited Sigi-
riya were permitted to write on the mirror-wall, irrespective
of their social standing (Sigiri Graffiti, Introduction), the
language used by them must contain dialect variations as well
as spoken forms in abundance. However, apart from some ste-
reotyped poetical usages, language appears to be of a stand-
.ard form. The problem of regional variation has to be care-
fully studied in a context like this. It might be presumed
tpat, despite the regional and other variations that would
undoubtedly have existed, the literary medium had by that time
evolved a standard form of islandwide currency.

The remarks of Robert Hall quoted above show that the
efficacy of the language structure, the cultural background

'of the writer and the demands of society determine the nature
of literary creations. It is well known that the majority of
the writers on the mirror wall were inspired by the paintings
of the ladies. The poets reflected on them in intimate terms
and different human relationships were maintained. The lang-
uage positively helped to indicate these relationships, as
shown by the variety of terms employed. They are at t!mes
referred to in a neutral manner: tiri, gehe7}i/gahCb}i,l.i, aqan]
agana/kalata - all of which mean 'woman'. Sometimes they are
endearingly referred to as kal 'agreeable one', Kalan 'auspi-
cious one', kat/kata 'charming one' , piyabad/piyaband 'one
with enchanting body/loved one', yah~-basi 'one with sweet
words', yaha-dasna 'Charming one', yo van 'youthful one',
uaraqna 'noble lady', sikis'and/siki, yeheti 'friend'; a still
more intimate relationship is shown by abi/ambi 'wife', sepiya
'beloved wife', or kella 'girl'. Accepted cultural norms of
physical beauty are depicted by terms such as digasi/dignet
'long eyed one', Zenasi/miyulasi 'deer eyed one', heZilambi
'fair coloured one,' ranvan 'golden co loured one', eamauan i
eamvan 'dark co loured one', mahanel.uan , 'blue-lily hued one',
ni.l.upuldei. 'blue-lily eyed one', "!i4vaput-ana 'one with upturn-
ed breasts/firm breasts. RanamaZi 'one with a golden chain' ,
and tanaranmazi/tanarawnaz'i 'one who wears a golden chain on
her breast', which occurs several times, appear to be coina-
ges by the Sigiri poets to refer to particular paintings
where such details occur.
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The ladies are derogatorily reierred to as asad-badj
aeadbaiid 'faithless ones', maei.r-iuo 'disdainful ones'.
rrrUulibi/midibi/midirrrZ 'conceited one', .mukan 'dumb one',
vana-' lonely one, i.e. separated from lover', vandabu 'widow'
auieara 'prost Ltut e ", T'ijiya .washer-woman I, i.ei=t ad jealous
one', ukapal.i. •despondent one', bai=tiana r one with fallen
·breasts'. etc. Some of the compounds in these appellatives
are l1nguisticall~' significant. for they show -that the Lang-
uage was well adapted to form such compounds as tanarar~ali.
So also the terms reveal that there were sufficient alterna-
tive forms out of which the authors could select. The exact
connotations pertaining to some appellatives and especially
the alternative forms. (for example kaZ/ka7J/kalu) are not
clear to us.

One of the constraints which appears to be more or less
self-imp~sed by the writers was the preference to write a
single gi verse. The compressing ot a poetical expression
into a single couplet is known as muk.taka, A few writers
wrote either two verses, or quatrains. However, ~ingle coup-
lets are tar more preponderent than these. The gi metres
employed in the graffiti have between 37-42 syllables.

Now let us consider how the phonological and morphological
structure of the language facilitated these p~ets to express
themselves clearly within the confines of a g-[ verse.

The language of poetry at this stage was pure Sinhalese,
or E~u. E~u consisted mainly of derivative cognates from
Old and Middle Indo-Aryan languages. Phonological develop-
ments such as consonantal clusters being reduced to single
consonants and loss of. vowel length had made the canonical
structure of the'Sinhalese language extremely simple by about
the 1st century A.D. There were only a few words which had
over four syllables. Actually, even a casual glance through
the vocables of the graffiti shows that monosyllabies and
disyllabies predominate. It need not be emphasized that when
the lexical units themselves are short, it would be easy to
compose verses wi thin. a 1imited syllabic st.ruct.ure . By about
the latter part of the seventh century the cononical structure
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of (C) VCV type (C = consonant; V = vowel), where all the
words ended in a vowel, was gradually changing due to the
loss of medial consonants and medial and final vowels.
This gave rise to conjoint consonants and long vowels that
were absent in thelanguage for nearly eight centuries. The
Sigiri poets ha~ the advantage of using the earlier monoto-
nous evcv . . . type or the new phonological structures of
various combinations. Compare for example:

I . De atahi hoda La i-ana ranahaeu nabaka vana
Sanahi nruZa la may,,: beijadahi: »anananuna at.are

(G.201)

cv evcvev cvevev evev evevevev evcvev evevevevcv evev cv evev evevevev evevevevev vevcv
II. Sisasi.sa dudul. beuad eel. addarahi.

Nositiyu t-ipi ahaJ/ vahay (roi;.jni may vet vay
( .426)

- -cvev evcv cvcvc eveve eve veevevevevevevev evcv veve cveve veveev cve eve eve
It is obvious that the phonemic flexibility shown in

the second poem adds much colour to it. Compare also,

Kumund p1:r}i bind eand merejin jat 7)araJ nata
(G.177)

which in the original structure would have appeared as

Kumuda pi'l'}'i bi.da eada mere jina jata varaja nata.

The new developments spread almost unhindered so that
some of the restrictions that developed subsequently in the
language, such as the non-occurrence of cerebrals and 'r' in
the absolute final position were not restrictive for the
Sigiri poets:

I. Naratux: atur no di eabur mi.tu» vana (G. 386)
II. Konml ~nad led Zina si (G.I03)

III. Tanapat oel.aearanqmal- ei.hi.lae ko~ lu (G.327)
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Another phonological development which surfaced at this
time was what is known as spontaneous nasalization; this
feature is a pan-Indian phenomenon that appeared in associa-
tion with the voiced consonants. In Sinhalese it was reali-
zed in the form of a full nasal or a half nasal. Thus forms
like, eamuda 'sea' I aqana 'woman', beea-me eamunda/ eamuiida ,

-anganaiangana. There is no doubt that the Sigiri poets made
use of this development to enhance the sound effects in their
poems:

1. Ninabu euni.L kiyamb1-i hel.i.Lanbu Lambu sit may
- - (G. 380)

Sihil vinibindin ad sQvQnd va van gena mand
- - - ~ hamul.e (G. 249)

II.

It should be mentioned that the phonological losses as
well as gains that we have discussed so far did not affect
the number of syllables in a verse; but, as is evident, this
flexibility was an advantage for the poets.

Morphologic structure also had certain distinctions in
the formation of the poetic diction of the graffiti. We have
already mentioned that the variety used was E~u. Some, in-
cluding Paranavitana, believe that during the time of the
graffiti the differentiation between Elu and Mixed-Sinhalese
was not there. (Misra-Sinhala: This v~riety which has tatsa-
mas or seml-tatsamas from parent languages was predominently
used in later prose). Thi's may be true for the earlier
period of the graffiti; but during the latter part the tenden-
cy was present but the poets were careful not to use tatsw~as.
For instance, poets used Sanskrit forms such as 8vasti, sri,
adhikari and dharmanvi to in the introductory statements to
some poems. Within poems too we have a few instances like
katara, madhura being used. It is strange how the Elu move-- .ment went unchal-lenged when Pali and Sanskrit learning was
thriving at this stage. The respect for t.he long standing
tradition as well as the preference for E~u by the learned
must have restrained the writers from deviating from the norm.

The linguistic experiment of restricting poetic diction
to pure E~u would have had both advantages and disadvantages.
As noted by the author of the S,:yahasZanka.ra, a 10th century
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work on poet!cs, one of the disadvantages was the absence of
the three pranas (poetical effects brought about by sound
combinations)~ sZista, sarna and sukumarata in Sinhalese in
comparison with Sa~~krit.16 Sli~ta is an effect brought about
by the preponderance_of non-aspirates as against the aspira-
tes in a poem; samata is an effect caused by the preponder-
ance of soft sounds in preference to hard sounds (consonants
such as voiced stops and cerebrals are regarded as hard or
gadha as against unvoiced stops, which are rnrdu); although
sukumara pra~a 1s not explained in the text~· it is the absence
of complex sound combinations. In fact, pra~as mentioned
above are indistinguishable in Sinhalese in the absence of
th~ opposing conditions, and hence one could argue that these
pra~as are ingrained in Sinhalese. However, it appears that
the author of SiyabasZakara took a standpoint similar to that
of the structuralists, according to which the existence of a
thing has to be distinguished on the basis of its polar
opposite.

Some morphological features pertaining to suffixation
indicate that this was a crucial stage of the language; the
synthetic morphological structure of the Old Indo-Aryan lang-
uage was undergoing gradual change and was transforming
itself into an analytical structure. However, we do not get
pseudo-suffixes and periphrastic uses in abundance as we find
in the subsequent period. It could be seen that the addition
of pseudo-suffixes and periphrastic forms made the later lang-
uage more prosaic. The most important feature as regards the
grammatical suffixation was that1 while it became simplified
to the maximum possible extent,l within each distinctive
feature, there were many alternative forms that the poets were
free to use. Stylistically this was important. for while
grammarians are usually interested in searching for prescrip-
tive norms and trying to channel the language through them,
creative writers need fewer grammatical constraints and more
latitude for using as many alternative forms as they wish.

16. Siyabas_Lakarq, ed. Ven Henpitagedara Gnanasiha Thero,
Svabhasa Prakasakayo (1964) vs. 62.

17. Sigiri Graffiti vol. It sec. 321.
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For example, the instrumental case form of ata has atani/
at ini Lat.ni iat.i.nfcti na, 'by hand' J of which pedants would
insist on the use of one or two, but the writers of poetry
would prefer to use anyone of them at their will.

e

The preponderance of alternative forms in the graffiti,
.and relative absence of some of them in the classical times
may not necessarily be due to their actual absence in the
~anguage but due to pedantry that hindered their use by the
later writers. This is clearly seen by the presence of forms
like genitive iaua 'your', r;::r;la 'my' in the graffiti and in
the modern Sinha.lese, but never in the classical literature.
Kiyavi 'you will say' which occurs as ::i!:ai)~ in modern Sinha-
lese is another example of this type; instead of this, the
periphrastic form kiyan~ ~ta is used in the classical Sinha-
lese.

As the morphological STructure in the graffiti was still
fairly strong, there was no necessity to maintain the syntac-
tic structure intact. Even the phrase and clause structures
were quite loose. There are some verses which more or less
follow the regular word order:

(G.362)

("We came to the mountain side. We saw for
ourselves the coquetishness which is there
in the smile of this damsel. We wrote down a
song. We also looked at the mountain side
according to our desire and came back".)

I,
Apart trom the metre there is nothing poetic in this

verse. In the verses. which are of high poetic quality,
phrase structure too is much complicated:

IJo ffan1.: me aehi. rneY'i: ei.t:
biahame (ya) ea"r}ci' (Dei/ini)

rn{ ])cti
pani.t.t.ak: paean

(G.244)

(tlThey say that this came to my sight now without
being perceived and together with (the arising of)
thought, just as the wind came in the height of
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the rainy season bringing light showers of
cooling rain".)

The above rendering by Paranavitana does not clearly
bring out the extreme suggestiveness of the poem. Restora-
tion of a 'ye' in mahameya in the second line is unnecessary.
The poem depicts a man who was brought adrift to Sigiriya.
Meyi nojani nu ma ashi a yeti is a succinct but forceful
expression which reveals that the poet was not aware of
coming across his own object of travel until the others told
him so. Ma a:9h:7.: a 'came to my eyes (the object struck my
eyes)' is an unusual expression used to convey subtly how the
poet was unaware of his own bearings. Mahame here should be
rendered as 'rain cloud' and not 'rainy season'. because the
former allows for a deeper meaning. Here is a travel worn
man who comes in search of his object (Sigiriya), like a rain
cloud being drifted aloft by the breeze. When his object is
reached (when the object strikes his eye) his thoughts begin
to pour out as when a rain cloud issues forth cool drops of
water after striking a mountain. The poet brings the three
words sihil 'cool' panittak 'water' and pavan 'breeze' toget-
her to heighten the effect of rain cloud meeting a mountain
or a travel worn persQn coming to Sigiriya. Incidentally, the
thoughts here are comparable to drops of rain. The precious-
ness of the thoughts or drops of rain is indicated by the
diminutive - hypocoristic suffix -tta added to panittak. In
poems like the above, wor ds or phrases are mere s'ymbols that
lead us from the mimetic level to the semiotic level.

We have so far tried to see how the language of the time
facilitated the writers to express themselves freely. However,
the muktaka model adopted by them was a severe constraint.
The muktaka is ideally suited to write lyrics; its brief space
provides better for suglestion rather than for long-drawn
description. The Mahakavya model that came into vogue after
the 10th century, on the contrary allowed or rather forced the
poets to write descriptions; poetic expression itself came to
be designated as vanvffi.a'description'. The language of the
graffiti never gave way to description; symbolization and
metaphorization were the chief characteristics of them. Consi-
der the following poem:
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MahaneZa bara varaZa geZa hur;a pihirala rasan
~:dini tama me bdluma eevataka vi apa nuyunaga ta

("The look of yours from a corner of your eye has
verily been recognized by us as that of a rival
of you whose hair laden with blue water lilies,
being combed in style, droops down on your neck".)

In this, mahaneLa barer varal.a qe la huna pihi.ral.a rasan
is a discontinuous compound. The normal language demands, in
such cases, tor grammatical markers; however, the proximity
ot the vocab~es impinges upon the reader to create a perfect
image of the lady in question. The words devoid of grammati-
cal markers float before the reader; nevertheless the writer
expects the reader to reconstruct the meaning, thus allowing
the reader to take part in the creative act himself.

If we take suggestion, as against description, as the
mark of genuine poetry, it appears that there are a considera-
ble number of the latter type of verses among the graffiti.
Some critics among the poets have critized such poetry as
his gi 'empty poems t .18 There are others that display a remark-
able lyrical quality. The poets were keen on arousing erotic
sentiment (~rngal'a »aea) in its different aspects. True lyrics
have suggestion (dhuani.) as their base. The linguistic process
whereby dhvani is effected, according to Indian aestheticians
in vyanjana by which ordinary meanings of words are restricted.
Not only meanings, but the very basis of language is sometimes
violated to bring about suggestion. Roman Jakobson refers to
this process as 'organized violence committed on ordinary
speech,19 On the basis of the best of the graffiti we could
refer to them as raga-dhvam: poems.

In the following verse, the beauty of a lady is suggested
by the effulgence of her eyes:

Tapa nuyun m'i1}i vipni. vdmhena rahJ..~diseyi
No kel.e taman tiemam eyin datim tapa SUl"Q baoa (G.50).

18. Sigiri Graffiti vol. I, Sec, 626.
19. Jakobson, op.cit.) p. 71.
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("Hail! In your eye (there appears the e:Uulgence
which shines forth from jewel lamps. (And)
stillness (01 the eye) has not been feigned by
you. Therefore, I know that you are celestial
beings".)

The sharpness of the imagery of "nuuun wZ7Ji vipni' and
'vamhena' could never be brought out in a translation. The
comparison of beauties to nymphs is frequently found in our
literature. However, nowhere in our literature is the cont-
rast between immovability and liveliness of eyes so forcefu~-
ly brought out, although there are many references to the
eyes of nymphs.

With the rhyme and proper emphasis the Sigiri poets were
able to express forcefully even a common-place idea:

("We saw at Sihigiri the king of lions, whose
fame and splendour remain spread in the whole
world, and the wonderful damsels with eyes like
blue lillies".)

The crucial words si ra.ju and ni.lupul. deun are found
at the beginning of the first and third lines, the points at
which emphasis is to be found in the recitation of the poem.
And rhyming at the end adds much colour to the verse.

Jakobson observes that a linguistic discourse may proceed
along two semantic lines: one topic may lead to another.
either through their similarity or their continuity. In t~e
first. the process at work is metaphoric and in the latter it
is metonymic.20 While metaphoric mode is well known, metonymy
reminds us of the lak~a~aprocess of language enunciated by

20. Roman Jak,obson and Morris Halle, Fundamential.e of Language,
Mouton & Co. (1956) ch. V, p. 76-82.
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Indian aestheticians, according to which ru~hi (tradition)
helps to assign some_meanings to words through their associa-
tion. (Example kunt.ah praoisant-i •the spears enter', means
that the spear bearers enter).

While both these functions are found in literary dis-
courses, the metaphoric mode is said to be fore-grounded in
poetry, while the metanymic mode is foregrounded in prose.21
In lyrical poetry the metaphoric mode generally predominates.
It may be clear from the examples cited from the graffiti
that this is in fact the case with our poems. In the Indian
poetry aZarrzkaras (figures of speech), constitute the essen-
tial feature of poetic expression. Although the manner in
which the poets utilize the figures of speech may be inex-
haustible, the metaphoric mode is the basis of all of them.
The 8'tyabaslakara discusses thirty-five aZaY[lko'{'Ga, and possibly
influenced by this text, the later Sinhalese poets tried to
use them to the maximum possible extent to heighten the poeti-
cal effect of their poems. In doing so, they appear to have
over-burdened their literary creations with alaTflkaras. How-
ever, the Sigiri eoets were not carried away by their skill
to conceive al~karaB: they used them sparingly, Paranavi-
tana has found some of the well known poetic figures, such- - - - - ~as upama, utprekea, art.hant arangasa, akeepa , atisayokti,
vakrokti among the graffiti.

!o demonstrate how the simplest poetic figure, the simile
(upama) is used by the Sigiri poets, let us take the following
often quoted verse:

NiZ katro'la mal.eka a~lUr;u vapkoZa mal.a sey
r" ddai '7' • hane l. hau i hDan aga SLfl1- vannein. ma .ane i-Vana ay1- »anuana tun

(G.334)

("Like a vii~kola flower entangled in a blue ka t r-o La
flower, the golden coloured one who stood together
with the lily co loured one will be remembered at
the advent of the evening".)

Here, the golden co loured lady and the Lily coloured lady,
who are sitting side by side are compared to a va~koZa flower

21. Terrence Hawkes, op i ci t , p . 80.
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(yellow) and the tltJc ':/,+T7&(; L,,",CI', ;{'J",vcve::, cz-i ti c s dis-
cerning the simile between words - between a flower and a
woman - have not considered the Lma ger y that exists at a
deeper level which one c~n bee when the whole poem is read as
a metaphor-ical. st a t.emerrt . I'he associations of the deeper
metaphor become clear when we consider the significance of

, scmdagci in the poem. Sandage;,' - T evening' - is the hour at
which day and n igh t , or the bright and dark forces meet. It
is also the hour when t~~ v~~kola and ka!rola flowers blossom.
Moreover, evening is associated with ease and rest, but most
important, with companiohship and erotic feelings.

At the 10,rc.1. or~he word - the dual simile between
flower and woman '" the as soc i at tons evoked by the simile
derive from thes-8"lo\,lers common in Sri Lanka villages.
Through the 5imil~, the casual and commonplace beauty of the
flowers is tr ans rer r-ed t c tho wcmen of the Sigiri paintings.
But this simple,:imile cr-n t r a.st Lng light and dark gives acce s s
to a deeper Leve 1, wlie rc t'le associ at ions are completely
different; 8BsociaTicns of encounter and love, associations
which have mor e :l.it"r:::LY ove r tcne s than the overt word-simile.

G.244. which we have a!ready analysed in the earlier
section, is another exampLe of this type. Like .sc£ndcig"i in
this verse, the mourrt ai rt . indirectly referred to as me 'this f

in it, functions af;:hE~ ,~:.ucial word; t ne travel worn visitor
as well as the rain cLoud car r i ed aloft by the breeze meet
there to unburdeu 'themselves of their weariness. The visitor
breaks into thougtrt s ace! t i;e c lend Lnt o rain: both get rid of
their burdens an,," the ~·es.ll t is pleasing fer both parties.

Somet i.mes only", par t of SUC,;l a ae t apbor is expr-e s se ;' in
the poem; the othe r part ci the:inguistic expr es s ton is left
unsaid. It is as t.Lough siLenoe also is an integral part of
linguistic expr e sst on , Compare for example the following poem:

CThe oce an (with its) wat or swelled by the be ans
of the aut umna), moon, having dasred itself against
the laud arid s t r-uc t at Is Lands , hills and banks,
hs.s its conce i.t bone. Of whom that is deluded
(dOBS it) no t hz.ppcn so?")
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The poem is written by a Buddhist monk and, as could be
eXlieaed, it ends in a noral tone. The rendering of x-iea as
'conceit' by Paranavitana is questionable; it means zest or
desire. What the poet suggests is that men are drawn towards
the beaut IfuL ladies but they fail to possess them; however,
in their struggle to possess them, they lose their zest and

'calm down , This universal fact has particular relevance to
the specific situation prevailing at Sigiriya. Humanity, like
unto the ocean, is drawn by the beauty of the damsels of Sigi-
riy~, who are like the autumnal moon. Human presence at the
toot' of the rock 1s like a tidal wave created by the splendour
of wOlllen,'which is the moon. The moon alone cannot cause the
tide to rise; it is the flexibility of the sea that is partial-
ly responsible. So also the attachment between men and women.
The poet then philosophizes the whole situation as an aspect
of the human predicame~t; in this case all this results from
delusion ----, the universal cause of all suffering and tribu-
lation~ according to Buddhism.

A similar idea is found in G. 86, but it stresses a
different point.

No Ival nno da pul.udu gu,na.bajnovaraanan
No sifiya ve di J0da s~~nda kala pun$'2P~a udGye

(G.86)

("Just ,as the ocean ,does not remain with its water
drawn :"firi)Whenthe"~full moon has arisen, (in the
same manner) "dO t riose 'who love virtue not become'
enamoured of 'the noble women?")

In this, the poet does not find fault with the virtuous
for being enamoured by the ladies: that is the normal thing.
What is significant in the verse is how the poet, by his ex-
tremely careful use of language, succeeds in conveying the
innocense or indifference of the virtuous. This the poet does
by the expressiQ~ no sip-iya ve di hCida ("ocean'does not remain
with its water drawn"), which reflects the attitude of the
virtuous. The ocean is indifferent to the tidal pull; it
neither swells itself nor tries to stop the tidal pull by with-
drawing its water to itself. An extremely virtuous person
is compared to the ocean in the Buddhist tradition: the poet
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draws his inspiration from the idea that a person with deep
virtues, according to Buddhism, is not shaken by the human
conditions that assail him; he is indifferent to such con-
ditions.

The poetic tigures used by the writers of the graffiti,
as could be surmised by the very context, deal with women.
Some of the poetic figures found among the graffiti, which
d~al with the same topic, are: vani sisihi pcihii (inge "the
radiance of the body is like that of the moon" (G.ll); dasa"n
mini.tara "Lus tr-e of jewels which are the teeth" (G.52) tana-ha8j
"s~an-like breasts" .(G.90) komul. amad Zed l.ina. si "smile is
like the seeds of melon" ,(G.103); pu'l-ni"l ~uZ dsean "eyes like
full bloom lotuses" (0.124); abul.a Lapataka sey Zi me "damsel

'is like a fluttering tender bud" (G.187); vijZiya van varanqnan '
"da.sels like glittering lightening" (G .192) ; _nuyuna mahanela
"eyes like blue lilies" (G.215); varal. ni.lvala-eihi.; "hair
like the cool dark cloud" (G.331): banduuada tot. "lips like
banduvada flower" (G.332); sina kand "smile like white lily"
(G.332); niZmini nuvan "eyes like blue sapphire" (G.346);
vana nivdei. val. mi (ti) "you are like forest bee-honey" (G. 360) i
nel.i pal.a van Ziya bana "breasts of woman are like coconuts"
(G.379); lz,Cima nim patek "eye-brow is l!ke a nim leaf" (G. 394);
la palu na tal "lips are like tender na leaves" (ibid); kalan
basa majvit "speech as auspicious as a cup of wine" (G.627);
vahaea pasini "snare of the gentle smile" (G .628); daean mutu
pala "teeth like pearls" (6.648). A heart without feeling is
compared to a dried bottle-gourd, labu paZutaka ta sey (G.373).
A beautifully conceived simile is, sa~d pahanat ~uZag mana van
"like the advent of gentle breeze to the moonlight" (G.175),
where a visitor reminds the beauties of Sigiriya that his arri-
~al is of such effect.

For suggestion - the highest virtue of a'poetic expression
poetic figWes a~ categ~r~zed by a~amkCirikas are not particu-
larly necessary. The following verse, Wrt ttEm by a novice
(hera~a: a Buddhist monk who has not obtained his higher ordi-
nation and is obviously a teenager), clearly shows that poe't'ry
was an art that was very much practised by the people of Sri
Lanka at the time.

Veseyi jana e ki savanihi rakaney~ sihi Za
Mana maya biyi kara hd pulahaeu vijanina tatanu ya

• (G.88)
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("That person, who has been spoken about, resides
here; therefore, place the wakefulness of mind in
(the door) of hearing and guard it (thoroughly);
as her broad smile spreads, having caused me fright,
my mind trembles exceedingly".)

The impact made by the figure of a lady in a painting on
the mind of a tender monk is forcefully brought out in the

i .. . 1". .pOem. As the open ng sentence. oeeeut. ,Jana e ,.(7, Lnd Lca t es ,
the lady is a complete out sLde.r to him. The moment he sees
her, his mind is so agitated that he admonishes himself to
apply mindfulness to the ear. Sild, or eati , to be "mindful"
is of prime importance in the Buddhist way of life. All the
six senses are to be mindfully guarded at all times: this
however is not an easy task. Here, the novice is only talking
of guarding his door of hearing, or the ear. The reason is
that the lady has vanquiShed him and forced herself through
his door or seeing. This is indicated by her broad smile,
which has captivated him so completely as to cause fear in
him. The poem also suggests the often repeated complaint by
the other writers that the ladies in the paintings do not talk.

The graffiti also reveals that the poets were much concern-
ed about the mode of linguistic expression through which they
wished to convey themselves. There are statements which des-
cribe some aspect of Sigiriya (mainly ladies), or convey the
reactions of the writers. ,In some of these we get the (first
person) perspective. There are also requests and commands. In
some, the ladies in the paintings are imagined to be retorting
the visitors. There are controversies between poets. There
are also philosophic statements. All these add much colour to
the poetic expressions.

Every language has a repertoire of maxims consisting of
epigrams, aphorisms and gnomic sayings. Although they may
readily diffuse through language boundaries, within each lang-
uage they serve as part of the cultural code of the language
community. This code "manifests itself as a collective, anony-
mous and authoritative voice which speaks for and about what
it aims to establish as 'accepted' knowledge or wisdom".22
------------_. __._---------------------
22. Ronald Barthes in Terrence Hawkes, op.cit. p. 118.
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These are gnOmic in essence and are based on the realities
of lIfe. Classical Sinhalese literature is extremely rich
in such expressions, -which are mainly drawn from Buddhist
thought. They playa cardinal role in the literary diction
of the prose writers. A number of them are to be found among
the graffiti about which Paranavitana draws our attention
(S.G. Introduction Section 649 and 656).

According to the patriarchal attitude entertained by the
ancients, winning or losing the affection of women leads to
sorrow in the final analysis. The following epigrams contain
this view: Al?u minisun isiZu ku?a pinu seyini, "the support-
ing of ,!omen_by men is like leaping fro~ a rock" (G.23);
kat.ak' hi toena mini akueu hishi lay qanna , "being attached to
a beautiful woman is like applying on ones own head a jewelled
driving-hook: (G.306); Gehinina paeaeana minisa g-ini tapalay
usul.a gata vi 1'/.0, "the person who praises women is like one
who carries fire on his head after having warmed (himself at
it)". (G.672)

If a virtuoso in some art is imitated by a mediocre one,
it is like the cuckoo trying to imitate the golden peacock in
dancing; Rana monara vana bita ava napay giya e patu da kos
(G.336). The karmic forces work without making any discrimi-
nation about the status of persons Ratagurebu ran giniyam
nodath vi da kCi, "who does not realize that gold cast among
red hot charcoal melts?" (G.341). When an action leads to a
completely different effect: Ahaea gasi bara hi poio kattana
men, "a heavy thing that is thrown into the sky lalls down and
digs into the earth" (G.445). The knowledge that is circums-
cribed: At tapu kapalu siyotun bita lo ek ge yet, "in the mind
of a bird whose wings have been clipped off, the world is one
house". (G.500)

There are many ways of expressing that a thing is extremely
difficult of fulfilment: vi higufa kaku0aYu ka4 balannapa risi
"wish to see the crab's neck in the aperture of the yoke" (G.
482) Ukat.dld. muhuhd pihinanu vani anda pilu qe le qamana ; "swim-
ming in the sea of despondency is like a journey of the blind
man on the neck of a lame person" (G.596); Duvaya u<ja gala yana
men "going uphill running" (G.54); Sihineka ahaea l.ada ?..'ey,
"obtaining of sky in a dream" (G.609); Mahalu kaZa tapas kaZa
se, "performing ascetism in one's old age" (G.879).
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Freedom won by neglecting one's duty is like tbe bull
who runs away after dropping off the yoke and stands on the
road thinking, HI shall dan~~", qal.a duven maaa :~r..d'i (fona

- ~ ~ v

rangamiyi hanqna (G.681). Infatuation comes automatically:
Liana hi» kumbux: 'oGvin eeu in , "in the manner of itana and hir
grass coming out of fields and lakes (G.605). Desire increas-

-es when partially fulfilled: sa diyun ke "what is halt
eaten increases hunger" (G.517). What comes out incessantly:
D.iyavannekin hiidi. oahuna gi lma se?J1:n, "with the force of a
cascade that pours down from. the spillway of a reservoir"
(G.602) . A joyous confrontation: Haeun se'yin ui.l. dut: ...•
"like swans who have seen a lake" (G.484), Something precious
is obtained after much toil: Ganaqal. bi.nddra ei Laqa d~-<-tpan-it-
tak sey, "like unto a drop of water seen after a hard rock is
blasted away" (G .190)

Some of these are essentially Buddhistic: Zeta mul.a nuba
pu se rmtJ--ae'le, "when desire passes away ignorance als~ will
fall like what is thrown into the sky" (G.540). Suve nama
dukaia vade duk suva vindna bandu ue , "pleasure is the basis

~ ~ ~ r

of pain and pain is (therefore) like experiencing pleasure"
(G.525) ,

IV

The graffiti provide a remarkably well preserved corpus
for the structural study of the contemporary Sinhalese lang-
uage.Paranavitana's analysis of the language, contained in
his section on grarmnar) is an important contribution. Whilst
analysing the language of his corpus, he was interested in
substantiating the rules of grammar with examples from earlier
and later developments in the language. In fact, he provides
a historical grammar covering a long period 01 over fifteen
centuries. Unfortunately, this grammar is mainly useful for
experts in philology. The structuralist principle demands
that a given corpus of language be analysed independently so
that the grammatical structure of that particular corpus be
'clearly delineated; any historical comparison, whether it
pertains to the earlier period or the later period should accord-
ingly be done only after a thorough structural study. It is a
basic grammar that is required to explicate the grammatical
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structure·-o:la particular corpus; not a historical gr8DJJll&X.
Although J?aranavitana does try to analyse the language of
the SigiripoenlSin:t;~e minutest manner, his pre-occupat toa
wi th historical problems ,--noti.Q~. of grammar provided by the
classical Sinhalese grammar, the SidathsaXgarava, his extreme-
ly critical suance towards philologists like Geiger ,.·aJlCl his
long drawn polemics to prove his own theories On language
make it certainly difficult to understand the exact nature of
the Sigiri language through this grammar. It is true that
tracing the history of a form (whether phonological, morpholo-
gical or syntactic), partially explains it. However, its
function within a corpus should be the main concern of a gram-
marian. The undue importance attached to historical details
is the only grammatical treatment we find in sections like
nominal 4e~ivatives (section 408-410), absolutive (section 480),
past participles (se~tion 509.,..512)and Particles (section 519).

Paranavitana did away with some of the theoretical propo-
sitions of earlier philOlogists, like Geiger, as untenable.23
For example, he severely criticizes Geiger with regard to his
theory of Umlaut, whereby he tries to explain the origin of '0.',
in Sinhalese. Geiger's theory demands that early Sinhalese
inscriptions be read on the basis of Middle Indo-Aryan forms
with regard to vowel length and conjoint consonants; this he
does in order to facilitate his own theory of the origin of •a' .
Accordingly, words like naqa andyati in the early Sinhalese
inscriptions should be read ~s naga andpatti~24 .

Paranavitana rightly criticizes this view and devotes a
long portion (section 114-157) of his grammar to explain the
origin of 'a'. Rere he comes out with a theory that in cer-
tain contexts an indistinctly heard 'y' causes 'ar

• (He
exemplifies this by forms like desata, which becomes (da+y+
ata and dita) , He then extends this notion of indistinct
8o~nd8 to all consonants other than stops and nasals. Ris
tbeory of indistinct sounds is indeed unconvincing.

Strangely enough, after devoting a large section of his
grammar to prove the origin of tiP, and having established

23. S.L. Kekulawela, Seminar Paper on Sigiriya, (Unpub.)
(1983)

24. Wilhelm Geiger, A Grammarof the SinhaZese Language,
(1938) Introduction p. vi.
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its legitimacy (and also that of its long counterpart 'li')
in the graffiti, Par anav Ltana does not include it as a regular
letter in the alphabet. Here he tries to defend the esoteric
theory of the Sid{zthaan,qaT'CVG, according to which 'n t is only
a longer variant of I a I itself.

Both Par anavat.ana and Geiger were of Neogrammarian per-
suasion and in their treatment of phonological developments
they resorted to the Neogrammarian dictum that 'sound laws
have no except ion'. When there were excep t ions or par alle1
developments caused by either dialect inter-mixtures or con-
text-sensitive- situations, they tried to postulate fresh laws
to account for such devia{ions. Paranavitana's theory of
!Two Tendencies', namely 'progressive tendency' and 'retro-
gressive tendency" (aec taon 164-212), which he postulates to
explain certain deviant developments in the language, is
unconvincing. For example, he takes the development of
nauana > nuyun as retrogressive. and nauana > nuuan as pro-
gressive. He also asserts that certain semantic consideration
on the part of the speakers prevented them from allowing some
words to change: thus, p<;!r;.ayu 'love' did not undergo its regu-
lar development into parta because it would then be confused
with pana 'comQ', a confusion, according to him, that "would
have been detested by the youth of the day"! As linguistic
developments do not occur in a unilinear manner a multiplicity
ot torms may be expected. In this, historical survival is an
incidental matter. For example, alternative forms such as
avuja/ avuj / avuju/ auudu/ auud/ Ci1.J1.:;f-i/avida /a.v-idl avit/ avuj i.ni.]
avudin 'having come' • found in the graffiti, may not necessa-
rily be due to unilinear historical development.

In section V of the grammar, Paranavitana deals with the
phonological rules that operated in the language from the old
Indo-Aryan period to the time of the documents. Though the
derivative rules become clear by this treatment, the structural
phonology does not become apparent. Even within the strict
limits of historical grammar some observations that he makes
are contusing. For example, the appearance of long vowels and
conjoint consonants in the language in the seventh century
due to internal phonological developments is regarded by him
as que to the retrogressive tendency (section 311). It is as
though the Sinhalese who lived in the seventh century realized
that their giving up long vowels and conjoint consonants in the
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pre-Christian era was a mistake and tried to retrieve them
in their speech.

The section on sandhi (VI) consists of some examples
for traditionally recognized sandhis across the morpheme
boundary. But tbis analysis is not exhaustive.

Although the section on morphology (section 320-514) is
more successful than that on phonology, there are still un-
solved problems. For example, he says that Sinhalese never
had the plural form tor the neuter nouns (section 331). How-
ever, in the very next section he says that forms like h(iL'i
have to be taken as plural. In section 340 he says that the
setting up of categories like masculine and feminine should
be based on the patterns of suffixation and not on innate
conditions of masculinity etc. - which is a valid observation.
Then he says that all inanimate forms should be treated under
feminine nouns. Though he subscribes to the stand taken by
the SidathsangaY'ava on this point, we find that according to
the Sidathsangal'ava inanimate forms are found in both mascu-
line and feminine genders. After a lengthy discussion to
establish the two gender theory, in section 345 he sets up
a neuter gender for the pronouns. Pronominal substitution is
a universal characteristic for all other nouns and, if the
pronouns have a three way gender ~lstinction, it should be arpH
cable to the other nouns as well.

The best section of the grammar is that dealing with the
Sinhalese verb. The verbal forms are not found in abundance
in the sources anterior to this period. Paranavitana in his
own independent manner analyses the verbal forms of !he graf-
fiti in an exhaustive manner, His treatment of the atmane
pada, and its representation in the language of the graffiti
and in the subsequent language, in different functional capa-
cities, is an original contribution.

The syntactic aspect of the graffiti is described briefly.
At the time Paranavitana was working on the graffiti, new
developments in syntactic studies had not begun and hence we
cannot expect a detailed study of syntax in the graffiti.
This is a field which needs exhaustive treatment.
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The Sigiri poems are of great historical significance.
Literature is usually preserved in the form of textual or
oral traditions, and it is natural that minor changes, pur-
posely or inadvertantly introduced, will usually be found in
any textual tradition. The literary works or literature of
the oral tradition, if they are to be used as genuine original
material, can only be reconstructed on the basis of available
traditions .. The graffiti at Sigiriya are genuine autographs
of their writers. Apart· from what has become illegible due to
natural causes or human negligence, the documents are in
their pristine form. So far as we are aware, there is not a
similar corpus of poetical literature of such an early date
preserved elseWhere, with the original text intact.

Paranavitana has indicated the significance of the graf-
fiti for reconstructing the history of the Sinhalese language.
Although we have inscriptional recor-ds dating from about the
third century B.C., language material contained therein is
limited. Due to paucity of material some ot the grammatical
forms cannot be traced in them. The graffiti provides for us,
for the first time in our language, a corpus that is rich in
detail, and more interestingly, a poetic language representa-
tive of region.al and social variations. Although the poets
use a kind of standard lit'erarymedium, there are differences
with regard to the diction of individual writers. There are
forms that could be recognized as belonging to colloquial
usage. If we take for example, the alternative forms as a
criterion, the corpus here is much richer than the literary
language of any subsequent period. In the graffiti some of
the extremely developed forms are found: the genetive forms
maya and taya, which are now restricted to the spoken language,
are found in the graffiti. There are also forms like kiyavi
'you may say' which is comparable to the spoken torm kiyavi;
these are not represented in the classical texts.

A historical problem that crops up when we deal with the
graffiti is whether the material there should be taken as homo-
geneous or whether we have to subdivide it into more than one
sub-set on the basis of chronological phases.' It is thought
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that these documents belong to the 8th and 9th centuries~
There may however be records belonging to 7th and 10th
centuries as well, even among those which Paranavitana has
included in his Sigiri Graffiti. If on linguistic grounds
we could distinguish different stages of the graffiti, the
results would be useful for

(i) the clear delineation of the synchronic
phases of the Sigiri language, and

(i1) the dating of the graffiti on the basis
of language.

Paranavitana, though not concerned about synchronic
systems, tried to utili.ze certain linguistic criteria for
dating the documents (S.G. section 547-550). However, this
was beset with difficulties and he concluded that, since these
documents were written by various hands at different times,
there is no uniformity in the language and that linguistic
evidence cannot be used for dating. He finds that there is
overlapping of criteria used for testing, when applied to
individual poems. This kind of confusion is to be expected,
because it is the ha~it of language-users to utilize both
old and new forms without any reference to their history.
Indeed it is a difficult task if we take the distinctive cha-
racteristics one by one and try to apply them. Instead, if
we take bundles of distinctive features that are' indicative
of different historical stages, selected from among thedocu-
ments, and test each poem for them, it would not be difficult
to arrange these documents according to some relative chrono-
logy.

Paranavitana, who did not use linguistic criteria for
dating, uses palaeographical evidence instead. Palaeographi-
cally Bell assigned the graffiti to the 10th and 11th centuries.
According to Paranavitana however, they belong to the 8th and
9th centuries. It is unfortunate that some of the earliest
graffiti and those of late times are not included in the Sigiri
Graffiti» for purposes of comparison. For this purpose, even
fragmentary records and incomplete ones would have been quite
useful. As Paranavitana himself says, even palaeographic evi-
dence is not fool-proof for'dating these documents. There are
overlappings and inconsistencies. For the latter 'a' alone he
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himself ha& given 50 different graphemic forms. There are
certain letters which have several graphemic shapes. Some
letters have features that belong to the 3rd century B.C.
According to Paranavitana, "the same document which shows a
very archaic form in one letter often exhibits much more
developed forms of letters" (S.C. xxx, p. 106). Actually,
it appears that the problems of palaeography are as complex
as those of the language. It might be a good idea if both
linguistic and pa1aeographic criteria are combined for the
dating of these documents.

The Sigiri poems represent the earliest literary records
in New Indo-Aryan languages. It is generally agreed that the
Sinhalese language, after its separation from the Middle Indo-
Aryan languages of India in pre-Christian times, became isola-
ted in Sri Lanka and developed on its own independent lines
much earlier than the New Indo-Aryan languages of India, which
were under the domination of various literary Prakrits until
about the 10th century. Sinhalese, once separated from the
parent languages, came to be used as a literary language, and
exhibits some insular characteristics right from the early
times. Thus, while the proto stage for most~ of the New Indo-
Aryan languages is about the tenth century, for Sinhalese it
is about the 7th century. The New Indo-Aryan literatures in
the Indian languages begin after the 10th century, but in most
cases actual literary works appeared only after the 12th cen-
tury.

This difference of time is not so important for compara-
tive purposes, Just as much as there exists inscriptional and
other fragmentary evidence to represent the Indian languages
prior to the 10th century, there are also subsequent literary
works in Siphalese that could be compared with the regular
literature of the other New Indo-Aryan languages. However, in
such a comparative study the graffiti would enjoy a very spe-
cial position.

From the point of view of comparative linguistics, the
graffiti are unique for the New Indo-Aryan languages. While
Sinhalese changed radicall.y, the New Indo-Aryan langu~ges,_
even those that belong to the outer groups, such as Kasmiri,
developed at a slower pace as could be seen from the following
verses of the LaUavakyam:, a Kasmiri work belonging to about
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14th century.25

Tanthap gaZi toy manthar motse
Manthar (JoZu toy motuy !:.seth_
Ts~th goly" toy ~eh-ti na kune
"h" h··· .•. h '''''.J.'o unee S .una . tm t.t.t n qau»

(Lal., II)

("Holy books will disappear, and then only
the mystic formula will remain, ~~en the
mystic formula departed, naugbt but mind
was left. ~~en the mind disappeared naught
was left anywhere. And a void became merged
within the void".)

Words like tanthar ('tantra), manthar (mantra),ts'eth
(cetas) shunah (sunya) are easily identifiable and have
evolved only slightly from the Old Indo-Aryan forms.

The Bengali Caryapadas are cryptic philosophical passages
meant to be sung. They belong to about the 10th century. They
could be compared to the graffiti for linguistic purposes.
They are like the Japanese Haiku poems and consist of more than
one meaning. Although the overt meanings of these are clear,
their covert meanings are mystical and are meant to be under-
stood only by the Yogins. We may quote one example:26

t~ka se _$ur:q.ini _dui gh£2·e sandhaa
Ciana bakaZaa baruni bandhaa
Sar~je thira kai-i ~Gruni sandhe
Je ajaramara hoi dirha- kGndh.e

("A wine woman ~nters two rooms
She brews her varuni wine with a thin bark
Take your wine in a state of composure, in the
'Sahaja' way; so that you can attain immortality".)

(Car. I)

25. DaUavakY(iJri: tr. and ad. by George A. Grierson., and
L.n. Barnett, The Royal Asiatic Society, London (1920).

26. Cary'Gpada: tr. and ed. by Atindra Majumdar, Gopal Press,
Calcutta (1961).
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In Gujarati literature of the earliest E,eriod the!:e are
so!e specia! l!terary types, of which, the Raeae , Kat;has ,
Phaqus , Bara-maei.e and Garbi.e contain romantic lyrics. 27 A
comparison of the graffiti with such genres would surely
broaden our views about, not only the graffiti but also the
matters for which the vernacular languages were used during
this medieval times, when ~he languages of religion like
Sanskrit, Pali and Ardha Magadhi were holding sway over them.

VI

In this paper I have tried to highlight not only the
poetic significance of the language of the graffiti but also
other relevant types of investigation that are necessary to
make the graffiti more meaningful to us. It may seem, how-
ever, that at some points this appears as a review of the
Sigiri Gl~affiti of Paranavitana; this was inevitable, though
unintentional. Despite our criticisms, anyone who wants to
study the graffiti will have to depend heavily upon his great
work. However, it is necessary that scholars should strive
to reinterpret this work so as to discover more and more of
the experiment of writing poetry by our ancients. Any genuine
work of literature, be it a lyric or a mahakavya, is inevita-
bly an experiment of the language in which it is written. At
this juncture, when we are drawn towards the world literatures,
especially Western literature, for inspiration to 'develop'
our modern literature, it is important not to lose completely
our interest in the experiments done by our own writers with
our own language. If we are convinced of this, the gap of
twelve odd centuries that separate us from the graffiti is not
such a wide gap as between us and any other foreign literature.
At the same time, the twelve centuries have not really made
us more advanced in our outlook or experiments on literature.
We might confess that the truth is actually the other way round.
There is much to be learnt from their experiments of the lang-
uage, although they may not have had the same 'advanced' edu-
cation that we enjoy now. However, the type of learning that

27. Suniti Kumar Chatterju, Lang-uages and Li.tex-at.uree of Modern
India, p. 236.
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they had, a learning that allowed for kings and commoners,
monks and laYlnen, males and females to be at liberty to
try their hands at poetry on a basis of equality, and the
discipline that they all display in handling the language,
are positive achievements of "their" culture that "we" could
envy now.

P •B. MEEGASKll1BllRA


