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Manuscript Editors’ Introduction 
 

At the time of his death in 1976, Sri Lankan poet, lyricist, and painter Mahagama Sekera was in 

the process of finalizing the revisions for his dissertation, “The Influence of Rhythm on Sinhala 

Prose and Verse,” the work translated and discussed here. The University of Sri 

Jayewardenepura awarded him the PhD posthumously in 1981 and in 2001 the dissertation was 

published as Sinhala Gadya Padya Nirmānayanhi Ridma Lakṣana (Rhythmic Qualities of 

Sinhala Prose and Verse) (fig. 1). 

 

 
Figure 1. Cover and back cover of Mahagama Sekera’s Sinhala Gadya Padya Nirmānayanhi 

Ridma Lakṣana (Rhythmic Qualities of Sinhala Prose and Verse), published by S. Godage & 

Brothers, 2007.  

 

 In this work, Sekera sought to expand the humanistic study of the Sinhala language and 

literary history—Sinhala philology—through the analysis of rhythmic qualities in speech, prose, 

folk song, and verse. The introduction identified three lacunae in existing studies of Sinhala: 

 

Scholars of Sinhala literature have authored many studies devoted to the critical 

analyses of modern and traditional poetry. Although scholars have shown a 

special interest in meter (vrtta) and sonic embellishment (shabdālankāra), 
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sufficient attention has not been paid to the rhythm of prose. They have devoted 

even less attention to rhythmic quality of speech and the manner in which speech 

rhythm impacts Sinhala prose and poetry.   

 

[Studies in Sinhala focused on rhythm per se] are rare and scarce. Scholarly work 

on poetry, dance, music, and the visual arts discusses rhythm within the confines 

of those arts, in a limited fashion and in a manner suitable for each art form. 

Rarely do studies discuss rhythm as a fundamental aspect of all art forms. (Sekera 

2007: ix)  

 

With regard to sung folk poetry, Sekera analyzed repetition, structure, rhyme, and tempo 

in Vedda songs, Sinhala lullabies, mantras, kamat kavi, pāru kavi, and päl kavi.1 The chapter on 

prose presented a history of rhythmic qualities in Sinhala prose, including pace, emphasis, 

alliteration, repetition, and internal rhythm. It also discussed the use of the spoken register in 

ancient Sinhala inscriptions and texts, such as Gurulugomi’s twelfth-century Amāvatura 

(Fountain of Dhamma), an early Sinhala narrative devoted to one of the Buddha’s nine virtues, 

the quality of purisa-damma-sārathi. The final chapter on poetry catalogued types of poetic meter 

in gī, Sinhala medieval blank verse. He analyzed topics in the history of rhythm in Sinhala verse 

between the eighth and twentieth centuries, such as the rhythmic features of gī verses that 

visitors wrote on the mirror wall of the Sigiriya rock fortress between the eighth and tenth 

centuries.2 

Sekera wrote his dissertation in Literary Sinhala, a diglossic language (Gair 1968). 

Diglossic languages possess separate registers for spoken and written languages (Fairbanks, 

Gair, & De Silva 1984; Fairbanks, Gair, & De Silva 1993; Gair and Karunatilaka, 1974), 

involving (in Sinhala) significant differences in syntax and vocabulary, and uses of cases and 

predication markers. 
 

Summary of Chapter 1  
 

Chapter 1 is a literature review in which Sekera compared Western and South Asian conceptions 

of rhythm and justified his use of the Sinhala term ridma, cognate with the English “rhythm.” 
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The cognate, he suggested, had a broader scope than such South Asian conceptions of rhythm as 

chhandas (poetic meter), vrttaya (poetic meter), tālaya (rhythmic cycle in Indian classical 

music), and laya (gait, tempo). In this chapter, Sekera explored Sanskrit conceptions of rhythm 

such as Vamana Acharya’s concept of rīti (style) in his Kāvyālaṃkāra sūtra vṛitti (Sutra on 

Poetic Ornamentation, 8th century). 

In the following sections, Sekera explored the perception of rhythm as well as rhythmic 

qualities in nature, human and animal activities, and art forms such as music and visual art. In the 

sections on nature, Sekera investigated writings of zoologists and biologists who described the 

rhythmicity of nature. Reflecting on an example of rhythm in Sri Lanka he wrote: 

 

The ocean wave generated from a fierce storm has a rapid rhythm but the gentle 

breeze that floats over water reservoirs [in the ancient irrigation tanks in Sri 

Lanka] has a completely different calm rhythm. It is similar to the rhythm of a 

flame of an oil lamp when it sways to a subtle breeze. In the [fourth line of the 

seventy-fourth quatrain of] poetry [in his poem Säḷalihiṇi Sandēśaya The 

Starling’s Message], Thotagamuve Sri Rahula Thero [1408–1491] used this 

rhythm in a metaphor “she dances like an oil lamp’s swaying flame” (sälena 

pahan siḷu väni raňgana liya sädī). (Sekera 2007: 10)  

 

A Note on the Dissertation’s Significance 
 

Sekera’s focus on rhythm was as uncommon then as today. The dissertation was recognized in 

2002 at the Sri Lankan State Literary Awards Festival. However, scholars of Sinhala literature 

rarely discuss the work in detail, perhaps because their scholarship tends to center attention on 

semantics, interpretation, and socio-cultural history.  

The significance of the work, in our view, is for scholars of Sekera’s multidisciplinary 

creative oeuvre. Sekera’s legacy includes novels, a film, musical theater productions, poetry, 

song lyrics, and visual art. His dissertation provides impetus for scholars to analytically approach 

his creative works through the lens of his scholarly work on rhythm.  

For example, in the realm of poetry, Sekera’s fascination with rhythm is evident even in 

his earliest work of poetry, Punchi Ayaṭa Kayi Katandara (Versified Tales for Children, 1958), a 
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book of children’s stories presented in verse. The rhythmic nature of the verses did not escape 

the attention of one reviewer of the book, who wrote in 1959: “This book has presented village 

tales and drawings for children in a language familiar to them, one they can easily read to the 

pulsating beat of poetic meters.”3  

Further, in chapter one of the dissertation Sekera made it clear that he was not only 

interested in rhythms of language but also in rhythms of nature and visual experiences. For 

example, he wrote the following passage about the rhythm of kites: 

 

When one watches kites floating in the sky at the Galle Face Green [an ocean-side 

urban park in Colombo] one can gain an understanding of the rhythms of wind. 

The kite vendors fly kites of various shapes. The crow-shaped kite does not reach 

high into the sky. It stops in a place and floats at a fast tempo to a periodic 

rhythm. Flying higher is the snake kite that floats to a different, slower rhythm. It 

can be observed that when a crow flies at the same level as the crow-shaped kite 

their wings flutter almost at a similar rhythm. (Sekera 2007: 10) 

 

Sekera also filmed the visual effects of a snake kite in his semi-autobiographical film Tun 

Man Handiya (Three-Way Junction, 1970) (fig. 2)4 in the well-known scene that leads to the 

theme song of the film. The song and scene depict the passage of time as the protagonist 

transforms from a child into a young adult. 
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Figure 2. Image of the snake kite floating in rhythm to the wind in Sekera’s film  

Tun Man Handiya (Three-Way Junction, 1970) 

 

It also seems important that in the dissertation Sekera began chapter 1 like this: 

 

Professor E.A. Sonnenschein, English scholar of Latin grammar and verse has 

sought to explain the meanings of “rhythm.” He has stated the following: “The 

[Greek] word ρυθμός [rhythmós] is derived from the [Greek] verb ρέω [réo] (‘I 

flow’), and is therefore akin to the English ‘stream’ (from the Indo-European root 

sreu). Thus “rhythm” must generally have denoted movement or some particular 

kind of movement, perhaps the regular movement of the waves of the sea or the 

flow of a river or mountain torrent.” (Sekera 2007: 1)  

 

One may thus ask: was Sekera emphasizing rhythm as the flow of a river when he penned the 

below lyrics for this aforementioned movie scene?  
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atītayen gaňga galā basī 

siňdī biňdī galpara atarē 

sināsīsī sudu peṇa pokurē 

galā basī gaňga galā basī 

Flowing from the past, the stream 

Shatters [at times] on the rockface 

Smiles [at times] in the flowering foam 

And keeps flowing on.  

 

Translation of Pages 39–515 

Figurative Language in Everyday Speech 
 

In the realm of literature, the litterateur expresses ideas with literal language as well as figurative 

language. Such figurative language is common in everyday speech too. For example, consider 

these statements: 

 

ēka ahapuvāma magē hita kīri gähuṇā. 

 My heart shredded when I heard that. 

Lit. Hearing that my mind splintered. 

 

ū dakina koṭa magē äňgē māḷu naṭanavā. 

 The sight of him makes me furious.  

Lit. When I see him my flesh wiggles. 

 

äňgē lē vatura vuṇā. 

[My] blood ran cold.  

Lit. [My] blood turned to water. 

 

umba nikan gonā venna epā. 

Now, don’t be a fool.  

Lit. You, don’t be a bull 
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ēkī umbava allē naṭavayi. 

She will manipulate you [as it pleases her].  

Lit. She will make you dance on her palm. 

 

Similes, Metaphors, and Symbols 
 

When litterateurs and common folk express ideas they employ similes, metaphors, and symbols. 

Consider for examples these common similes: 

 

ihē malak pipuṇā vagē.  

[I/she/he] was over the moon.  

Lit. Like a flower blossomed on [her] head.  
 

bäddaṭa haňda pǟvvā vagē. 

A futile outcome. 

Lit. Like the moon that has risen over the forest [because no one is there to appreciate the sight]. 

 

ähē kaṭu aninnā vagē. 

[That is] so irritating to see.  

Lit. [It is] like thorns piercing the eyes. 

 

kaṭa nikan katura vagē. 

[He/she] talks incessantly.  

Lit. Mouth is like a pair of scissors. 

 

Äs goraka mada vagē. 

 Blood-shot eyes.  

Lit. Eyes like the [ripe red] goraka (Garcinia) fruit. 
 

…. 
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Also, in speech we find creative uses of symbols in phrases like  

mama mokaṭada galaka oluva gahagena nahinnē? 

Why should I take it on [an opponent or a challenging task] if it will certainly lead to a 

disastrous defeat?  

Lit. Why should I bash my head on a rock and see to my own destruction. 
 

ū yakek. 

That guy is a tough nut.  

Lit. He is such a devil. 

 

otanin ahakaṭa palayan būruvō. 

Get out of here, you fool. 

Lit. Get out of here, dumbass. 
 

In these phrases, the speaker uses rock, rascal, and donkey as symbols for a difficult task, a tough 

(also bad or smart) person, and a fool.  

 

Creative Constructions in Poetry, Slang, and Compounds 
 

Poets create new dramatic sayings by combining words into original constructions. For example, 

in the second line of the third quatrain of Hansa Sandēśaya (The Message of the Swan) the poet 

wrote: 

 

 Äsei ḷamā vasu päṭiyan haňḍa duraṭa 

 [You] can hear the callings of child calves   

 

Here, the use of ḷamā (child) with vasu päṭiyan (calves) accentuates the childlike playfulness of 

calves, thereby producing a more intense expression.  

 

Consider this example from Vessantara Jātaka Kāva: 
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visituru suratal kiyamin detanē kiri bommā (v. 530)6 

“murmured endearing utterances when he nursed [himself,” lamented Queen Madri who 

was separated from her son Prince Jaliya] 

 

In this phrase, the author has combined visituru (varying, charming) and suratal (babyish, 

adorable) to connote the lovable quality of the sweet nothings uttered by the child.  

 

Likewise, in the song, “Ǟta kaňdukara himav aranē” I have composed the following line:  

saňdällē miṇi talāvē tārakā pipi velāvē7 

When the stars bloom on the [moonstone-paved] surfaces of the balcony.  

 

Here I have created a novel construction by describing the stars (tārakā) as blooming (pipi). 

 These examples are from poetry and song, however, in speech such new usages are extremely 

common. Everyday speech is full of such poetic applications, which spice up the expressions and 

make them precise and also pleasing to hear. For example, take the Sinhala verb gahanavā. Its 

literal meaning is “punching, hitting, beating, striking.” Consider the examples below to get a 

sense as to how people have skillfully used this light verb, combining it with other unrelated 

words, to create new expressions: 

 

api geyak gahanavā  we’re building a house. 

apē väḍēta hossa gahanavā poking into our business. Being nosy. 

ayis gahanavā idling about. ayis means ice. 

boruvaṭa kǟ gahanavā shouting for no apparent reason. kǟ means loud. 

dahan gäṭa gahanavā being crafty to mislead others.8  

dän ū kalisan gahanavā that guy has switched to trousers [ditching the folk 

attire]  

eluvā beṭi gahanavā the goat is pooing. beṭi means manure.  

gullō gahanavā weevils infesting [grain or wood]. 

hanvaḍu gahanavā branding [someone] in an unfavorable light. hanvaḍu 

means branding on hide.  
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hulan gahanavā windy; inflating [a tire]. hulan means wind. 

kayivāru gahanavā boasting. kayivāru means exaggeration. 

kellaṭa äs gahanavā winking at the girl. äs means eyes. keeping an eye on 

a desirable girl.   

kella ravun gahanavā the girl roams about freely. 

lǟlla äda gahanavā the plank is warping. äda means bent or twisted out 

of shape.   

lōn ekak gahanavā borrowing money. lōn means loan. 

manamālakam ihaṭa gahanavā [his] head is filled with lascivious tendencies. 

ōkā maṭa maḍa gahanavā mud-slinging. he’s tarnishing my image. mada 

means mud. 

paraṇa rekōḍ gahanavā keep on repeating accounts (records) of past 

incidents.  

podi aḍiyak gahanavā taking a small shot of alcohol. 

pota pilli gahanavā stealing a book without leaving a trace.  

radala vādayaṭa mukku 

gahanavā. 

supporting elitism. mukku means support. 

saha gahanavā [having to face] unwelcome consequences. 

sakka gahanavā using linguistic fillers in speech.9  

sarama paṭṭa gahanavā  overusing [a sarong] until it is worn-out. 

sallivalaṭa daṇa gahanavā being bought over or surrendered. dana (gahanava) 

means knee(ling).  

thamusē bambu gahanavā   You, get lost. bambu means bamboo. 

ū passa gahanavā  That guy is backing off. passa means back. 

vibāgen kap gahanavā  passing the exam with flying colors. achieving 

victory. kap means trophy.  

 



Ethnomusicology Translations, no. 16 (2024) 13 

In the phrases below, one may not feel or see anything poetic or special in above phrases 

since they are very common in everyday use. Nevertheless, consider the poetic quality in the 

following compounds: 

 

äs vaṭṭiya A woven cane/bamboo/rattan 

basket with tiny gaps between 

strands 

lit. eye (äs) basket (vattiya) 

kiri bäbaḷena haňda brightly shining moon  lit. moon (haňda) shining 

(bäbaḷena) like milk (kiri)  

Taṇamalvila name of a town lit. lake (vila) filled with 

flowering (mal) grass (tana) 

titta karuvaḷa pitch-darkness lit. bitter (titta) darkness 

(karuvala) 

Nilvalā gaňga name of a river lit. blue (nil) cloud (valā) 

river (gaňga) 

pahan taruva morning star (Venus) lit. beaming (pahan) star 

(taruva) 

Muturājavela name of a marshland  lit. muturāja, an ancient 

variety of paddy. paddy field 

(vela) 

Ruvanvälla name of a town   lit. golden (ruvan) beds of 

sand (välla) 

sirimal etanā a female name from the olden 

days 

lit. early stage of flower buds 

(sirimal or hirimal). When 

used with etanā the 

compound takes the form of 

a female name 

 

The sections above were intended to introduce the reader to the poetics of everyday speech. I 

have hoped to reveal the rhythmic and poetic richness of figurative language in commonly used 

speech 
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…. 

 

Aperiodic Rhythms of Speech10 
 

Among the countless rhythms found in speech many are aperiodic….These aperiodic rhythms of 

speech are so complex that it is hard to precisely describe them in writing. Instead, they must be 

grasped by hearing alone and a listener has to employ his intellect as well as an acquired capacity 

to identify the subtleties in those rhythms. These rhythms can be divided into three types: natural 

rhythms of speech, context-specific utterances, and aperiodic poetic rhythms.  

 

Natural Rhythms in Speech 

 

There is no way to separate meaning from the prosodic rhythms that pervade everyday speech 

because these rhythms are so interlinked with semantics. That said, these prosodic rhythms will 

change according to each individual and each context. For example, [consider the rhythms of 

these extremely commonly used phrases:] āyubōwan (may you live long); kohomada säpa 

sanīpa (So, how are you doing?); varadak nǟ (all good); api gihin ennam (we’ll see you soon); 

mama gedara gihin ē väḍet karagena heṭa āpahu ennan (I’ll go home, sort out that work as well, 

and come back tomorrow). Notice how the final example consists of three tone groups, each of 

which has three words: 

 

/ mama gedara gihin /  I’ll go home / 

/ ē väḍet karagena / sort out that work as well / 

/ heṭa āpahu ennan / and come back tomorrow / 

 

What emerges from well-organized tone groups and complete intonational phrases is a 

prosodic rhythm. But in everyday speech there are not just individual sentences. In natural 

speech it is common for speakers to speak many sentences at a stretch. Such a large group of 

spoken sentences is somewhat like paragraphs in writing. The overall prosodic rhythm of these 

large groups of sentences is constructed out of coherently organized rhythms. For example, 
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consider this story narrated by an eight-year old boy. The story was tape recorded and then 

written down according to the tone groups. Tone groups are divided with a slash (/) and pauses 

are notated with groups of periods (…). 

 

mē… / onna ekamat eka raṭaka hiṭiyalu, ūru ammekuyi / ūru päṭav ṭikakuyi / ūru 

amma kivvalu, ūru päṭavṭa / umbala dän loku ḷamayi / ēka nisā, umbala geval 

hadāgena inḍa ōnǟ kivvalu / issara velāma, ūru päṭiyek giyālu / piduru kārayek 

gāvaṭa / piduru kārayek gāvaṭa giyahama / ā…, ähuvalu / maṭa piduru ṭikak 

denavada kiyala ähävvalu / etakoṭa okkōma ṭika dunnalu / dunnahama / ē ūru 

päṭiyā gihin hadā gattalu geyak / geyak hadā gattahama / a…, davasak dā āvalu / 

mē…. / vurkayek / vurkayā āpuvahama kivvalu / umba maṭa gē ätuḷaṭa ätuḷ venḍa 

denavada nädda kiyala ähuvalu / nǟ, nǟ / umbaṭa man ätul venḍa dennǟ kivvalu / 

ehenan umbē gē man kaḍala / dāla / umbava marāgena kanavayi kivva / etakoṭa / 

pimbalu, pimbalu / etakoṭa / a….gē käḍuṇālu / käḍichchahama / ēkava a…., / 

marāgena kǟvalu / marāgena kāla ivara velā / deveni ūru päṭiya gihin ähävvalu / 

lī kārayekgen / maṭa lī ṭikak denavada kiyala ähuvalu / etakoṭa dunnalu lī / lī 

dunnahama ū hadā gattalu lī geyak / lī geyak hadā gattahama / a…, anit davasē 

āvalu / mē… ara, vurkayā / vurkayā āpuvahama kivvalu / umba maṭa gē ätuḷaṭa 

ätul venḍa denavada nädda kiyala ähuvalu / nǟ, nǟ / umbaṭa man gē ätuḷaṭa ätul 

venḍa dennǟ kivvalu / etakoṭa / mēkā mokada keruvē / pimbalu, pimbalu / etakoṭa 

gē käḍuṇālu / käḍichchahama / ēkavat marāgena kǟvalu /  kǟvahama / tunveni 

ūru päṭiyā gihin / mē… / gaḍol kārayekgen ähuvalu / gaḍol ṭikak denavada kiyala 

ähuvalu / etakoṭa dunnalu gaḍol / gaḍol gē hadāgattu / ūru päṭiyā gāvaṭa āvalu / 

ē… davasē vurkayā / umba maṭa mē gē ätuḷaṭa ätul venḍa denavada nädda kiyala 

ähuvalu / etakoṭa / ara / a…, / iṇimaňgak tibila / ēka uḍin näňga gena näňga gena 

yana koṭa / mē…., chiminiyen, gini goḍak gähuvalu / gini goḍak gahala / a…. / 

mē… / uṇu vatura bājanēṭa yaṭin gini goḍa gähuvalu / gähuvahama / ara… / 

vurkayā väṭuṇalu ē uṇu vatura bājanēṭa / väṭichchahama kivvalu / umba, a… / 

mēkava märiyan,  märiyan,  märiyan, / märiyan kivvalu /  etakoṭa ū märuṇalu / 
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See here… / so once upon a time, there was a mommy pig / and some baby pigs / 

So mommy pig said, to the babies / you are big kids now / so, you need to go 

build your own houses / going ahead, one baby pig went / to the straw man / when 

he went to the straw man / um…, he asked / he asked can you give me some 

straw? / then the straw man gave it all away / after he gave it away / that baby 

piggy went and made a house / when he made the house / um…, one day came / 

um… / a wolf / when the wolf came it said / it asked, are you going to let me in 

your house or no? / no, no / I won’t let you in ... it said / then I’ll huff / and puff / 

bring down your house / and eat you all up, said the wolf / then / it huffed, and 

puffed  / then / um…,  the house came down / when the house came down / that 

one um… / he ate up the piggy / after that / the second baby pig went / and asked 

the woodcutter / he asked will you give me some wood / then the woodcutter gave 

some wood / after he gave the wood the second baby pig made a house of wood / 

after he made the wooden house / um…, the next day came / um…see there, it is 

the wolf / the wolf came and said / it asked, are you going to let me in your house 

or no? / no, no /  I won’t let you in the house ... it said/ so then / what did this one 

do? / it huffed and puffed / then the house came down / when the house came 

down / he ate up that piggy too / after the wolf ate up the piggy / the third piggy 

went / um… / and asked the brickmaker for some bricks / then he gave... some 

bricks / the piggy made a brick house / then it came near the third baby pig / 

um…, that day the wolf / asked, are you going to let me in this house or no? / then 

/ there / um…, / the wolf got a ladder / and when he climbed all the way up  /  

um…, [the third baby piggy] lit a big fire in the chimney / when he lit it up / uh… 

/ the wolf fell into the boiling pot / when he fell the baby piggy said / you, um… / 

you die, die, die / he said die / then the wolf died / 
 

The eight-year-old boy who narrated this story spoke at a medium tempo. The child 

raised and lowered his voice pitch to emphasize the meaning of the story. He also placed 

emphasis on the words he felt were important. For example, when he said, “so once upon a time 

there was a mommy pig / and some baby pigs” the child put relatively more stress on the words 

“mommy pig” and even more stress on the words “baby pigs.” 
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In the above analysis of speech, I have used a comma to represent a shorter prosodic 

pause and the slash to indicate a full prosodic pause. This reveals that sometimes the child would 

pause at an end of a tone group but at other times the child would utter an entire sentence in one 

breath. Notice how even when the child spoke one short word like dunnahama (after [he] gave it 

away), käḍichchahama (when [the house] came down) and kǟvahama (after [the wolf] ate up 

[the piggy]) the child ended these small tone groups comprising just a single word with a full 

prosodic pause.  

When the child was speaking he did not at once remember words like warm water, a 

ladder, brickmaker, chimney, or wolf. Thus, until those words came to his mind the child had to 

use linguistic fillers like “um” and “uh.” If the child did not use these fillers there would have 

been prolonged periods of silence. Then the prosodic rhythm in the flow of language would have 

been broken. The child seems to have used the linguistic fillers to avoid breaking up the prosodic 

rhythm in the story.  

What is fundamental in these tone groups is prosody that serves a semantic function. 

Each tone group, being an idea, fittingly connects and flows with the next to form a full prosodic 

paragraph. But it is not only the meanings of the words that enable the child to put together the 

tone groups and create a coherent prosodic paragraph. The phonological speech sounds also 

contribute to that totality. Almost all the sentences end with the particle -lu, which expresses the 

ideas like “apparently,” “so they say,” or “as the story goes.” Examples include kivvalu (he has 

said, apparently), giyālu (he has left, apparently), and pimbalu (has [huffed and] puffed, 

apparently). In addition to the particle -lu there is repetition of certain verbs as well as complete 

sentences in the child’s narration. For example, in several places the child completed an 

intonational unit with past tense verb plus the -lu particle and commenced the next intonational 

unit with the same past tense verb but with the -hama particle, which means “after/when.” Such 

repetitive uses contribute to the totality of the entire utterance by infusing phonological prosody 

with semantic prosody thus making it a far more powerful expression. 

 



Ethnomusicology Translations, no. 16 (2024) 18 

 
Figure 3: Translators’ visual representation of Sekera’s description  

 

Further, the child shifts the aperiodic rhythm to periodic when he repeated words like 

pimbalu pimbalu (huffed and puffed), and märiyan, märiyan, märiyan (die, die, die).  

 

Rhythms in Context-Specific Utterances 

 
Aperiodic natural rhythms found in everyday speech are heard and used so often that one will 

fail to grasp at once anything unique or remarkable about them. It is only in special situations 

their uniqueness is noticeable. Linguist M. W. Sugathapala De Silva has written:  

 

In every language, certain sentences are spoken only in special situations. For 

example, [waiters at a restaurant say] “say when” [when they pour a drink for 

someone]. When we hear the Sinhala phrase, ekamat eka raṭaka [once upon a 

time] we instantly feel that it is storytelling time. Likewise, we are instantly 

reminded of the context and special occasions when we hear the following 

phrases: 

 

ǟ varayi dǟ varayi tun ǟ varayi   

 “going once, going twice, gone” [during auctions]  

 

atē digaṭa peḷa säden   

“make a line at your arm’s length” [when children at school are waiting in a line]  

 

eka deka, eka deka, eka deka  
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“one two, one two” [when marching in a parade]  

 

The way these phrases evoke contexts is not due to how the meanings of the 

words are put together. Or take another example:  

 

sabhāven avasarayi, sahōdara sahōdariyani  

I ask for permission of the assembly [to speak, dear] brothers and sisters. 

 

Without a doubt, one can gauge that it is a political rally when they hear a speaker 

commences his address with the above words: whether they were uttered with no 

emphasis whatsoever or with great gusto on the syllable hō in the words sahōdara 

sahōdariyani (“dear brothers and sisters”). In instances where the speaker 

intensely emphasizes the syllable hō in the words sahōdara sahōdariyani they 

will not introduce their speech with the words sabhāven avasarayi, pinvatuni (“I 

ask for permission of the assembly [to speak], O meritorious people!”). That is, 

this second saying is not the way to start a political gathering….11 
 

 Similarly, when people speak in distress, their prosodic rhythms take on a context-

specific form. For example, it is common to hear a woman at a funeral lament something like 

this: balanḍako budu ayiyē, apaṭa vechcha vipattiye häṭi (look here my brother at this misfortune 

that has fallen upon us!). She will say this in a slow tempo with intonation conveying the 

emotion of sadness.  

 

Aperiodic Poetic Rhythms in Proverbs 

 

The following proverbs demonstrate the way in which aperiodic poetic structures bring forth 

rhythmic qualities in some sentences used in speech.  

 

hevaṇällat ädayi at ärenā digē Everything about an undertaking appears to be flawed when the 

interest is gone. 
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Lit. When the break-up nears, even the shadow of the spouse 

seems to appear crooked. 

lūlā näti vaḷaṭa kaṇayā paṇḍitayā Even a simpleton can shine when the sage is gone.  

Lit. The “Kanayā” is the savant of the pit in the absence of 

“Lūlā.” 12 

upan geyi gatiya bali äriyat noyayi Innate qualities cannot be fixed even with extreme measures.  

Lit. One’s undesirable inborn  traits will not go away even by a 

“bali” (exorcist) ritual. 

taman hisaṭa tama atamaya 

sevaṇälla 

The only true support is within oneself. 

Lit. Your own hand is the shelter for your own head. 13 

data näti dā ukdaňḍu gini 

tapinnada 

Even pleasurable things are useless when one no longer 

possesses the means to indulge in them. 

Lit. When one turns toothless what is the use of sugarcane 

stalks, except as firewood? 

kaṇa kok suda penennē igiḷena 

viṭalu 

One’s true qualities are revealed through their actions. 

Lit. The white of a kana-kokā [pond heron] is seen only when it 

flies.14 

kāriya kerena turu kāget rävaṭilla They will flatter you until they achieve their objective.  

koṭṭa vuṇat tel aḍu näta pol geḍiyē Good qualities will remain intact even when one [or something] 

matures with age. 

Lit. The coconut offers no less oil despite having gone dry. 

päna yana muvan däka nodamavu 

neḷū palā 

Do not forgo what’s certain to seize more desirable but less 

certain opportunities. 

Lit. Throw not the plucked leaves at the sight of fleeing deer. 15 

häṭa piruṇat vaňdurā bima gaman 

näti 

Even in old age one does not abandon one’s innate tendencies.    

Lit. The monkey does not walk on the ground even though three 

score years of age.  

 

These proverbs follow the eighteen-syllable poetic meter used in Sinhala poetry known as 

samudraghōṣa. Similarly, there are proverbs which follow other poetic meters. That they exhibit 

a fusion of semantic and phonological prosody is evident in the examples below. 
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hita hoňda gäni nitara ma baḍin One who readily accommodates others will always carry 

burdens. 

Lit. The good-hearted woman [who never objects] is eternally 

pregnant. 

jara mara assē bara karatta A predicament on top of a chaotic situation. 

Lit. Bullock-carts amid a disorder. 

rājā hō mā hō gangā hō One of these must occur for me to escape being trapped in my 

own deceitful scheme. 

Lit. “The [death of] king, [death of] me, or [the flooding of] the 

river”  

rajakam kaḷat kaḷa kam pala dē Regardless of rank, one will invariably face the effects of their 

karma. 

Lit. Even royalty will not be spared the consequences of their 

deeds. 

sāsanet nǟ paňḍuhäḷiyat nǟ The presence of non-compliant Buddhist monks will lead to the 

destruction of the Buddhist order [śāsana]. 

Lit. Neither the [religious] order nor the pot of dye [used to 

stain the robes of monks] will survive. 

 

…. 

 

Yugala Pada (Paired Words)16 

 

In both Sinhala poetry and speech, rhythms are formed fundamentally through the repetition of a 

wide variety of compounds composed of moraic clusters: bi-moraic doublets, tri-moraic 

doublets, and also doublets created with a combination of bi-moraic, tri-moraic, and quadri-

moraic words. The examples below are commonly seen yugala pada created from the 

combination of these structures.  

 

Yugala Pada constructed from Bimoraic Clusters 
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⎼ ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 
aṭu koṭu    [grain] storage. Lit. grain storage in and outside house 
 
⎼ ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 
aḍi puḍi  shots of alcohol 
        
 ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 
ganu denu   dealings with others. Lit. receiving and giving 
 
⎼ ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 
pata     pota  written content. Lit. leaves and books  
 
⎼ ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 
vaṭa     piṭa  surroundings. Lit. immediate and adjacent [surroundings] 
 
 ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 
hara     bara  meaningful 

 

Yugala Pada Constructed from Trimoraic Clusters 

         
⎼ ⏑ ⎼ ⏑ 
kār bār  possessions of wealth 
 
   ⎼  ⏑     ⎼  ⏑      
gaman biman  regular travel 
 
  ⏑ ⎼   ⏑ ⎼ 
bāra      hāra  vows  

 
   ⎼ ⎼ ⎼    ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 
ḷamayi bamayi  children 
 
  ⏑ ⎼ ⏑ ⎼ 
vāda    bēda  disputes. Lit. debates and divisions 

 

 

Yugala Pada Constructed from Bi- and Trimoraic Clusters 

 

 ⎼ ⎼      ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 
aṇa     paṇat   regulations 
 
 ⎼ ⎼      ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 
käli      kasala  garbage 
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⎼ ⎼ ⎼      ⎼ ⎼ 
gedara dora   household [matters], dwellings. Lit. home and its doors 
 ⎼ ⎼      ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 

 maṭa    siluṭu  smooth, Lit. soft and polished 
 

  ⎼ ⎼      ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 
 väṭa kaḍulu  obstacles, Lit. fences and gates 
 

 ⎼ ⎼        ⎼ ⎼ ⎼ 
 sora  saturu  Lit. thieves and enemies  
 

 

Other Yugala Pada Constructed from Trimoraic and quadri-moraic clusters 

 

Rhythmic Clusters 

 

⏑ ⎼ ⎼      ⏑ ⎼  ⎼         
āralu būrulu  unnecessary elaborations [in conversations to avoid being direct] 
 
   ⎼ ⏑        ⎼  ⎼  ⏑    

 äňdum  pälaňdum  wearables, Lit. clothing and jewelry 
 

 ⎼  ⎼   ⎼   ⏑  ⎼  ⎼ 
 kayi katandara untrue or damaging remarks, versified tales.  
 

   ⎼ ⏑       ⏑  ⏑  
 pavul  pansal  settle down [often refers to settling down in a married life] 
 

  ⏑ ⎼       ⎼ ⎼ ⏑ ⎼ 
 mōḍa takatīru utterly stupid, Lit. stupid and unwise 
 

⏑ ⎼           ⎼ ⎼ ⏑ 
 ranḍu  saruval quarrels 
 

  ⏑ ⎼          ⏑ ⎼ ⎼ 
 veṭṭa   pittala  cunning, Lit. useless and brass  
 

 

These examples of yugala pada from everyday speech reveal their poetic qualities: they have 

rhythm, balance, rhyme, and alliteration.  
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Periodic rhythms in speech are created when the compounds of moraic clusters of 

varying lengths are repeated. This can be illustrated with the proverbs.  

 

Proverbs with bi-moraic clusters 

 

⎼ ⎼   ¦  ⎼ ⎼   ¦   ⏑   ¦  ⎼ ⎼   ¦   ⎼ ⎼    ¦  ⏑   ¦ 

kaḷa    kaḷa     dē    pala      pala     dē   

Deeds will lead to their own consequences. 

 

⎼ ⎼   ¦  ⎼ ⎼  ¦  ⎼ ⎼   ¦  ⎼ ⎼   ¦  ⎼ ⎼   ¦  ⏑ 

kala   duṭu    kala     vaḷa     iha    gan  

Grab the opportunity while it lasts. 

Lit. Drain the pit in time [to harvest the trapped fish]. 

 

The above proverbs can also be uttered by dividing the words into trimoraic rhythmic clusters.    

 

Proverbs with moraic clusters of three or six 

 

⎼ ⎼   ⎼ ⎼    ⎼ ⎼     ¦  ⎼ ⏑     ⎼ ⏑  ¦     

apa kana häṭi      ḷipā  danī   

Only we know how we manage our livelihood.  

Lit. The stove  [lipa personified as ḷipā] knows how we eat. 

 

⎼  ⎼  ⎼    ¦     ⎼  ⎼  ⎼    ¦  ⎼ ⏑    ¦  ⎼   ⎼   ⎼   ⎼   ⏑   ¦    ⎼   ⏑  ¦ 

aruma     puduma      raṭē     paṇamaṭa  pol      häṭē       

Such a marvelous country where five dozen coconuts only cost a panama [a coin of low 

value]. (Remarked when a situation is unimaginably surprising and favorable.) 
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⎼   ⏑  ⎼    ⎼  ⎼    ¦  ⎼  ⏑   ⎼  ⏑   ¦  

ävidda paya     dahas vaṭī     

Experiences gained from travels are worth a fortune. 

Lit. The trekked feet are worth thousands. 

 

⎼  ⎼     ⏑  ⏑    ¦   ⎼  ⎼   ⎼  ⏑    ,  ¦ 

uḍa pännot     bima väṭē          

Arrogance will have unwelcome consequences. 

Lit. If [you] jump too high, [you] will fall back down. 

 

  ⎼ ⏑  ¦ ⎼  ⎼  ⎼    ¦   ⎼ ⏑  ¦    ⎼  ⎼  ⎼    ¦ 

uḍin   hakuru      yaṭin    katuru       

Apparent friendliness masks the enmity underneath. 

Lit. Jaggery (sweet) on the surface but scissors underneath. 

 

 ⎼ ⏑    ¦   ⎼  ⎼  ⎼     ¦  ⎼ ⏑    ¦                                              

korē       piṭaṭa       marē         

Facing a greater predicament while being vulnerable. 

Lit. A deadly situation on top of being debilitated. 

 

⎼  ⎼    ⎼  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼    ¦    ⏑    ⏑   ⏑       ¦   ⎼  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼    ¦       ⎼  ⎼  ⏑ ⏑      ¦ 

giya hakuraṭa         nāňḍannē         tiyana hakura         räka gannē       

Regret not what you lost. Cherish what you have. 

Lit. Don’t lament over lost jaggery, guard what’s in hand.  

 

⎼  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼    ¦    ⏑ ⎼ , , ,     ¦ ⎼  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼    ¦   ⏑ ⎼    , , ,  ¦ 

gedaraṭa mara     gāte        piṭataṭa para     kāsē    

A nuisance to the family, yet puts on a show for the others.  

Lit. A person is a burden to the family but a braggart to all others. 
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 ⎼  ⏑    ⎼  ⎼  ⎼     ¦    ⎼  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼    ¦   ⎼  ⎼ ⏑ ⎼  ,  ¦ 

taman hisaṭa        tama atamaya      sevaṇälla  

The only true support is within oneself. 

Lit. Your own hand is the shelter for your own head. 

 

  ⎼  ⏑    ⎼  ⏑    ¦    ⏑ ⎼  ⎼ ⏑  ¦ 

daval migel      rǟ danyel 

Double dealer.     

Lit. “Miguel” by day, “Daniel” by night.  

 

 ⏑ ⎼   ⎼ ⏑     ¦  ⎼ ⏑  ⎼ ⏑  ¦  

nāki visē     geṭat usē   

Height of lasciviousness in old age. 

Lit. Lasciviousness in old age is even taller than the house. 

  ⎼ ⏑   ⎼  ⎼  ⎼     ¦   ⎼  ⏑  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼  ¦ 

paninṭa pera       sitā balanu   

Look before you leap. 

Lit. Think before you jump.  

 

⎼ ⎼ ⎼   ¦   ⎼ ⏑   ¦  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼ ⏑   ¦ 

piruṇu  kaḷē.     diya nosälē  

A learned person never displays pride over his achievements. 

Lit. A pot filled to the brim spills no water.  

  

…. 
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Proverbs with moraic clusters of four or eight 

   ⏑ ⏑    ⏑ ⎼ ⎼   ¦   ⎼ ⎼ ⎼    ⎼  ⏑  ⏑    ¦  ⎼ ⏑  ⎼ ⏑   , ,   ¦ 

 atten   attaṭa.    panina kurullā      temī nasī  

 One who has no firm stance will see to his own downfall. 

 Lit. [When it rains,] the bird that leaps from branch to branch will get drenched and destroyed. 

 

   ⎼  ⏑  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼   ⏑   ¦   ⎼  ⏑  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼   ⏑   ¦    

  anunṭa  kaḷa dē     tamanṭa paḷa dē      

  You will face the consequences of what you do to others.  

   

  ⏑ ⏑    ⏑ ⎼ ⎼    ¦     ⎼ ⎼ ⏑   ⎼  ⎼  ⎼ ⎼     ¦ 

  viddē hāvaṭa    vädunē paňduraṭa   

  Action leading to an undesired outcome.   

  Lit. Shot at the hare but hit the bush.   

 

…. 

 

Proverbs with bi-moraic and tri-moraic clusters  

 

  ¦  ⏑ ⏑ ⎼    ¦  ⏑ ⎼  ⏑     ¦    ⎼ ⎼ ⎼  ⏑   ¦ 

    utsāha    vantayā     jayaganī   

          Those who try hard will achieve their purpose. 

 

…. 
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Proverbs with tri-moraic and quadri-moraic clusters of seven 

 

 ¦  ⎼ ⏑   ⎼  ⎼  ⏑   ¦       ⎼  ⏑    ⏑   ⏑      ¦   ⏑ ⎼   ⎼  ⎼  ⏑    ¦  ⏑ ⎼ ⏑ ⎼ ⎼   ¦  

  väṭat niyarat      goyam kā nam     kāṭa pavasam    ē amāruva  

  With whom can I raise my concerns when the safeguards themselves are causing the   

  destruction? 

  Lit. If both väṭa and niyara [i.e. fence and narrow passages across paddy fields put up to    

  serve purposes] eat the paddy then to whom can I complain about it? 

 
 

The Special Nature of Three- and Six-Mātra Clusters 

When one examines periodicity in Sinhala proverbs it becomes clear that many consist of 

consecutive rhythmic clusters of three moras. Of those, many proverbs have twelve moras 

comprised of four clusters of three (3, 3, 3, 3); an indication that suggests Sinhalese people have 

a particular preference for rhythmic clusters of 12 moras. This structure is also found in many 

genres of folk poetry such as raban pada;17 lullabies (daru näḷavili); riddles (tēravili); songs of 

the indigenous Vedda (vädi gī); chants and invocations (mantra); and political slogans (saṭan 

pāṭha). For example, consider the following poetic structures in political slogans from May Day 

rallies:  

 

¦ ⎼  ⎼  ⎼ ⎼  ⎼ ⎼     ¦  ⏑    ⎼  ⎼ ⎼  ⎼ ¦ 

danapatiyani    mē ahapiya  12 moras   

¦ ⎼  ⏑    ⎼  ⏑    ¦ ⎼ ⎼  ⏑  ⎼   ⎼ ¦ 

tope iḍam api gannava  12 moras 

¦ ⎼  ⏑    ⎼  ⏑    ¦ ⎼ ⎼  ⏑  ⎼   ⎼ ¦ 

tope geval    api gannava  12 moras 

¦ ⎼  ⎼     ⏑ ⏑    ¦ ⎼ ⎼    ⏑ ⎼  ⎼ ¦ 

loku hō ṭal     api gannava  12 moras 
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¦ ⎼  ⎼     ⏑ ⎼ ⎼    ¦ ⎼  ⎼    ⏑ ⎼ ⎼    ¦ 

loku pakṭari   api gannava  12 moras 

¦ ⎼  ⏑    ⎼  ⏑    ¦  ⎼  ⏑    ⎼  ⎼ ⎼  ¦ 

haras unot  väḍak denava  12 moras [May Day rally in 1971] 

 

[Capitalists, listen up: we will take over your land, we will take over your houses, we will 

take over your big hotels, we will take over your big factories. If you try to stop us, we 

will beat you up] 

 

¦ ⎼  ⎼  ⎼ ⎼  ⎼ ⎼      ¦  ⎼  ⎼ ⎼  ⎼ ⎼ ⎼  ¦ 
 mē sinhala       apage raṭayi  12 moras  

¦ ⎼  ⎼  ⎼ ⎼  ⎼ ⎼      ¦ ⎼  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼  ⎼ ⎼    ¦ 

 api ipadena märena raṭayi  12 moras 

¦ ⎼  ⎼  ⎼ ⎼  ⏑     ¦    ⏑ ⎼   ⎼ ⎼  ⎼    ¦ 

 raṭa beduṇot.  gōri goḍayi  12 moras [May Day rally in 1968] 

 

[This is Sinhala, our country. The country where we were born and will die. If the 

country gets divided, there will be clashes]18 

 

… 

 

Participants at the leftist rallies for [May Day] chant these slogans in six-beat clusters. 

These slogans are good examples of how people, when emotionally driven, make use of periodic 

rhythms to express their feelings. Ordinary people seem to have an inclination towards meters 

with clusters of three moras. This is quite evident when one analyzes the song of the Lanka Sama 

Samaja Party (Lit. Lanka Equal Society Party): 

 

¦ ⏑  ⎼ ⏑      ¦    ⎼ ⎼ ⎼    ⏑     ¦  ⏑  ⎼ ⏑      ¦    ⎼ ⎼ ⎼    ⏑  ¦    = ¦ 5 ¦  5 ¦  5 ¦  5 ¦       

 sā dukin   peḷana vun     dän itin     nägiṭiyav  

 [People suffering in hunger, it’s time you rise up.] 
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 One can observe the text of the song is based on a meter comprising clusters of five-

moras. Yet when ordinary people sing the song they shift the structure to three moras. This 

requires a distortion to the way the original words are uttered. Thus, when sung as a song, the 

fourth mora in each cluster is transformed from a laghu (⎼) to a guru (⏑):  

 ¦ ⏑   ⎼     ¦  ⏑ -       ¦  ⎼ ⎼ ⎼    ¦   ⏑ -     ¦  ⏑   ⎼    ¦  ⏑ -    ¦    ⎼ ⎼ ⎼    ¦  ⏑ ⎼ ¦ = ¦ 3 ¦  3 ¦  3 ¦  3 ¦  3 ¦  3 ¦  3 ¦  3 ¦           

  sā du-     kīn          peḷana     vūn      dän i-      tīn        nägiṭi-    yāv. 

 

 Why ordinary people prefer clusters of three moras is not clear. Generally, the two-mora 

rhythms are faster than the three-mora rhythms. The three-mora clusters tend to follow a more 

moderate tempo. …. Perhaps peoples’ inclination toward what is natural, and toward situations 

that are rather neutral, leads them to prefer three-mora clusters in the natural tempo. It is 

appropriate to note that most of the words a child utters are tri-moraic clusters like amma (mom), 

thaththa (dad), ayya (elder brother), akka (elder sister), nangi (younger sister), and malli 

(younger brother). 

 

The Categories of Utilitarian Rhythm 
Throughout this chapter I have discussed utilitarian rhythms found in expressions, the 

categorization of which can be illustrated as depicted below:  

 
Figure 4: Sekera’s visual portrayal of utilitarian rhythmic categories  
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Notes 
 
1 Kamat kavi is poetry sung at a threshing ring (kamata), where harvested paddy is pounded to 
separate the grain from straws. Pāru kavi is poetry sung by ferrymen ferrying goods and people 
over waterways, usually the rivers and canals. Päl kavi is poetry sung by farming peasants who 
keep watch over their cultivation in an elevated or ground-level hut (a päla) at night to protect it 
from wild animals. Päl kavi quatrains are sung to overcome the solitude in their watch and also 
sung in turn to keep company with other watchmen.  
 
2 Sigiriya is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. 

3 Lankadipa newspaper, August 22, 1959 (cited as the blurb on the back of Punci Ayaṭa Kayi 
Katandara): gama kathā ḷamayinṭa tērena huru purudu basin ovunṭa lehesiyen tālayaṭa äda päda 
kiyaviya häki virit anuva padyaṭa nagā ḷadaru manasaṭa goduru vana andamē citra valinda 
yuktava mē pota piḷiyela kara tibē. 

4 The film was based on his novel of the same name, Tun Man Handiya (Three-Way Junction, 
1967). 

5 We would like to thank the following individuals for helping us improve the quality of this 
translation: Krishantha Fedricks, Nayomi Gunasekara Field, Srinath Ganewatte, Bihesh Indika 
Sampath, Rohana Seneviratne, Chiran Windsor, and Richard K. Wolf. 

6 Translators’ note: this line is recited here: https://youtu.be/S_PnVQlxaDo?t=198 and here 
https://youtu.be/cn2u0B6rSmM?t=245 Here, the word visituru is replaced with pemmā. 

7 Translators’ note: the line of this song can be heard here: https://youtu.be/kB3TaB5hZwE?t=82  

8 Translators’ note: dahan gäṭa stems from daham gäṭa [Lit. dharma riddles]. Many of these 
phrases cannot be found in Sinhala-Sinhala or Sinhala-English dictionaries.  

9 Translators’ note: Sakka [gal] gahanavā refers to the practice in masonry where pieces of 
rocks/bricks smaller than those are usually used, i.e. sakka gal, are fitted to fill smaller gaps. 

10 Translators’ note: To denote “periodic” and “aperiodic” Sekera employed the Sinhala terms 
āghātātmaka and anāghātātmaka.  

11 Sugathapala De Silva, Bhāṣā Vimarśana [Linguistic Investigations] (Sīmāsahita Saman 
Prakāśkayō, 1963), pp. 50–51.  

12 Translators’ note: adapted from the translation by John M. Seneveratna, Dictionary of 
Proverbs of the Sinhalese Including Also Their Adages, Aphorisms, Apologues, Apothegms, 
Bywords, Dictums, Maxims, Mottoes, Precepts, Saws, and Sayings, Together with the Connected 
Myths, Legends, and Folk-tales (New Delhi: Asian Educational Services, 2005 [1936]), p. 119. 
Lūlā and Kanayā (freshwater fish) are both considered dim-witted, yet Lūlā is regarded the wiser 
of the two. 

https://youtu.be/S_PnVQlxaDo?t=198
https://youtu.be/cn2u0B6rSmM?t=245
https://youtu.be/kB3TaB5hZwE?t=82
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13 Translators’ note: adapted from Seneveratna, Dictionary of Proverbs, p. 67.  

14 Translators’ note: adapted from Seneveratna, Dictionary of Proverbs, p. 145.  

15 Translators’ note: adapted from Seneveratna, Dictionary of Proverbs, p. 34.  

16 Translator’s note: yugala pada (paired words) is often translated into English as “doublets.” 
They are words in speech that spice up language with their rhythms and phonological 
similarities.   

17 Raban pada is a form of folk poetry in which the drumming of the rabana drum imitates the 
rhythms of the quatrains. 

18 Translators’ note: It is possible that Sekera’s song lyrics for “Mē Sinhala Apage Raṭayi” 
(“This is Sinhala, Our Country”) in the film Sāraviṭa (1965) inspired this slogan three years later. 
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