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AND SRI LANKAN BUDDHIST CHANTS

Rev Fr. P.A. Cecil Joy Evangelist Perera

ABSTRACT
The genesis of this study is the consequence of a synopsis of two fields of study

which has urged analyses. The first is the precious treasure of the Catholic tradition

known as Gregorian Chant which actually mothers most of the music categorized as

Western music in addition to being the principal style of liturgical chant in Catholic

worship; and the other is Sinhala folk poetry. For well over two decades a hypothesis

intrigued the mind ofthe present writer, first at an embryonic stage of vagueness and later

displaying feasibility of being probed into.

Religious chants, be they Catholic, Buddhist or otherwise, for the present writer,

always looked to surface traits which show more affiliations than disparity. They seem to

possess many features in common within them like their simplicity of composition and

presentation, their objectives and their closeness to folk chants. The objective of this

exercise therefore is to investigate with more certitude, using academic methods of

research supported by field study, traits that are common to Gregorian Chant and

Buddhist chants of Sri Lanka. The point of convergence in this comparative study is

neither Gregorian Chant nor Buddhist chants, but folk poetry, which the present writer

holds as the basis of many religious chants if not of all. At the outset it must be stated

with emphasis that there is no intention whatsoever to prove that one form of religious

chant was the source for the other. One is not warranted to postulate such a far-fetched
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thesis. However, it is possible to see a common birth place of these in folk poetry as they

blossom and permeate the cultures which they shape and nourish.

The first chapter of this study concentrates only on Gregorian Chant; its birth,

development through the centuries, the language of the Neumes and the Modal system. In

Sri Lanka hardly any research has been carried out on this important source of religious

music. In fact, even erudite scholars have referred to Gregorian Chant in some academic

investigations without actually examining what it really is. It is noted with some regret

that a majority of church musicians themselves in the local church hardly have any

understanding about the system ofNeums and the Modes of the Gregorian repertory. This

is followed by a compilation and analyses of Buddhist religious chants and other Sinhala

occupational folk chants with a religious tinge. Much field research has gone into the

collection of religious chants related to five very popular gods worshipped by the

Buddhists in Sri Lanka; Sumana Saman, Suniyam, Pattini, Devol and Dadimunda.

In the final segment three areas are targeted for comparative analyses; historical context,

like-mindedness in the usage of lyrics in chants and possible areas of comparison of music in

religious chants. Surely, one does not expect a carbon copy of Gregorian Chant in Buddhist

religious chants. Effort is also made to demonstrate how these chants find a common base among

folk poetry. In brief, what is aimed at is a hermeneutic of affiliation between them. Rivers begin

often at the same spring; as they flow through hills and plains their shape begins to differ. One

needs to walk upstream in order to get to the spring of common origin. It is sincerely hoped that

this will begin a long journey of scientific investigation into this field of comparative study in

order to make a positive contribution to comparative religious studies in Sri Lanka. When

dissension and tension polarize people of different reIigions, like-rnindedness of religious chants

could indeed pave the way for convergence and mutual appreciation.
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