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Introduction 

 

Religion and literature are two areas that had a mutual connection from the past. Religious 

concepts were expressed through various genres of literature.  

 

At the most primitive levels of human life religion, art and ethics cannot 

be distinguished, and science has hardly appeared at all. While, however, 

religion can never be wholly distinguished from ethics, aesthetics, politics 

and the pursuit of truth in general, the distinction between these spheres or 

aspects of life tends to become clearer with the advance of culture.
1
 

 

According to scholars, roots of particular genres of literature such as poetry and drama can be 

identified in religious rituals.
2
 Thus, there may be a connection between those rituals and the 

origin of literature. "Religion is then simply understood to be literature, literature to be religion. 

But in such an indiscriminate blending, the clear perception of the distinctive orientation of each 

apart from the other has been lost."
3
 

 

When examining the history of the Sinhalese poetic literature, it is important to pay an attention 

to an instruction in Siyabaslakara. According to it, Sinhala poems should be based on the life of 

Lord Buddha.
4
 Due to this instruction, poems were composed mainly based on Jataka tales. 

                                                                 
1
 . Nathaniel Micklem, Religion (London: Oxford University Press, 1948), p. 10. 

2
 . Mircea Eliade (ed.), The Encyclopedia of Religion - Vol. 8 (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1987),  

s. v. "Literature and Religion".  

3
 . W. Richard Comstock, "Religion, Literature, and Religious Studies: A Sketch of Their Modal Connections", 

Jstor, http://www.jstor.org/stable/40062435 (Accessed 15 January, 2015). 

4
 . Alawu Isi Sebihela, Siyabaslakara Vivaruva (Colombo: M. D. Gunasena and Company Ltd., 1963), p. 4. 
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"Every early Sinhalese poem in effect dealt with the virtues of the Buddha, whether in this birth 

or one of the past ones, but it had some other main theme."
5
 On the other hand, there are some 

poems which represent Catholic and Christian Sinhalese literature.
6
 All these poems have been 

composed based on one religion with religious objectives. Contrastingly, in modern Sinhala 

literature, poems are being composed with the influence of multi-religious concepts with 

aesthetic and social objectives. 'Prabuddha', which is a work by Mahagama Sekara, can be 

identified as a great example for that. 

 

'Prabuddha' by Mahagama Sekara 

 

Mahagama Sekara is a prominent poet in the genre of modern Sinhalese poetry. Among his 

works including    v       (1962), Het   r   p y y (1963), Bodima(1970) and Nomiyemi(1973), 

Prabuddha(1977) has been considered as a great masterpiece with a social and political value. 

When it comes to the plot of 'Prabuddha', it is a poem on a person who seeks the truth. Though it 

seems to be a concept in Buddhism, poet uses multi-religious concepts to enrich the plot. He 

quotes not only from sacred books in Buddhist Thripitaka such as Dhammapada and Deegha 

Nikaya, but also from works based on Buddhism such as Amāwathura and Sandakinduru Dā 

Kava. When poet quotes from Pali, he sometimes uses Pali text without translating it to 

Sinhalese. Though he adds Pali text between the Sinhala text, it is not difficult to understand the 

meaning because the poet uses the quotes according to the flow of the poem. Sometimes he 

translates the Pali text into Sinhalese and includes the translation within the poem. On the other 

hand, he quotes from the sacred Bible and the Koran. When poet quotes from these books, he 

uses the translations of them instead of doing his own translations. Though the style of the 

language in these quotes is different from language style of the poem, the variety of styles makes 

the poem more meaningful. Furthermore, influence of the teachings in Bhagavat Gita and the 

Tibetan Book of the Dead can be identified in 'Prabuddha'. 

 

Quoting multi-religious concepts according to the theme 

                                                                 
5
 .  C. E. Godakumbura, Sinhalese Literature (Colombo: The Colombo Apothecaries' co., Ltd, 1955), p. 243. 

6
 . Punchibandara Sannasgala, Sinhala Sahithya Vanshaya, new edition (Colombo: S. Godage and Brothers, 

2013), p. 945-964. 
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When combining ideas, poet uses quotations from sacred books of various religions. He 

describes the competition in modern world and feels happy about the religious activities in Vesak 

full moon poya day. 'Sukho buddh     upp   ' has been quoted from Dhammapada
7
 when 

comparing normal life and special activities with religious beliefs. 

 

rcfha ksjdvq osk z.yldrl ÈÜfGdis 

isáfhda ish¨ rg jeisfhda      mqk f.yx k ldyisZ8 

;u ;uka f.;=<g ù         - Mahāvagga Pali 

idodf.k f.a fodr ;r.hg 

yd ;u ;ukg yels ;rug9 

 

Sekara quotes from Mahāvagga Pali to compare Sa sāra and  irvā a   s the phrase in Pali has 

a symbolic meaning, poet makes the Sinhala phrase symbolic. 

 

Sometimes, Sekara quotes from religious books in order to add a variety to his style.  

 

zh:d.drx iqÉPkakx 

 jqÜÀ k iu;súÊCO;s 

 tjx iqNdú;x Ñ;a;x 

 rdf.d k iu;súÊCO;sZ10 - Dhammapada 

 

has been quoted from Dhammapada, when expressing about the purity of thoughts. When 

describing the beauty of nature, poet quotes from Thera Gāthā  

 

jeis j,djla fia fmfkk 

u,a msmS jekS .sh jkfhys 

m¾j; w;r;=r 

                                                                 
7
 . Mahagama Sekara, Prabuddha, ninth edition (Pannipitiya: Stamford lake private limited, 2008), p.68. 

8
 . Ibid, 68. 

9
 . Ibid, 66. 

10
 . Ibid, 72. 



 

4 
 

;=re úgmhl fuka ie;fmñ 

ug th mq¨ka w;=< uDÿ hykls11 - Thālaputa Thera Gāthā 

 

In these situations, Sekara expresses his ideas with a creative style. These quotes not only add a 

variety to the style, but also they help to build-up the plot on a religious background. 

 

In 'Prabuddha', Sekara quotes from Hindu and Catholic teachings too. Phrases in sacred books 

such as Bible, Koran and Tibetan book of dead can be found in 'Prabuddha'. 

 

Nhxlr .kaOín wjêfhka uï 

ksremøs; j tf;r lrkq ,nïjd 

msysgjkq ,nïjdæ12    - The Tibetan Book of Dead 

is;ska os<skafoda wdYs¾jdo ,oafoda h 

ulaksido iaj¾. rdcHh Tjqkaf.a h 

fYdal jkafkda wdYs¾jdo ,oafoda h 

ulaksido Tjqyq ikikq ,nkafkda h'''13  -  The sacred Bible 

fhduq lrjkq uek wm Rcq ud¾.hg 

Tnf.a lreKdj ,nk 

Tnf.a Woyi fkd,nk 

fkdu. fkdhk 

uq<d fkdjQjkaf.a Rcq ud¾.hg14  - The Koran 

 

Though these are particular religious concepts, poet uses them with a meaning which is common 

to all. Thus, multi-religious influence improves the natural flow of the plot. 

 

wd;au .Kkdjla 

Ôú; .Kkdjla 

Ôj;a jQfhuq wms 

w¾cqkæ 
                                                                 
11

 . Sekara, 35-36. 

12
 . Ibid., p. 27-28. 

13
 . Ibid, p. 28-29. 

14
 . Ibid. p. 29. 
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Tn yd uu¦ 

ta yeu ug u;l h 

u;lla ke;;a Tng15    - Bhagavath Gīthā 

lrkak Tn i;= hq;=lu 

fkd is;d tys M, úmdl16   - Bhagavath Gīthā 

 

In above situations, Sekara can simpy express his ideas with his own words, but he tries to make 

Prabuddha, who is the main character of the plot, a representative of all human beings. Thus, 

quoting multi-religious concepts adds a social value to the poem. 

 

Expressing religious ideas in a creative way 

 

While quoting religious concepts directly from sacred books, Sekara sometimes expresses 

religious ideas in creative ways. 

 

mEoS fmfka kshu ;;= Tjqfkdjqka 

isák i`o fkdisysfhka 

;ek ;ek jeà ks`oñka 

î bjr l< ysia n`ÿka fuka17 

 

After the party, the situation was disgusting. Beauty was vanished and people were sleeping here 

and there. Influence of an incident in the life of Lord Buddha can be seen here. Poet questions 

the gorgeous life style according to Buddhist teachings. On the other hands, "empty cups" can be 

read as a symbol of  āgārjuna's doctrine of Sūnyatā  

 

W;=ï h fï fudfyd; 

Bfha ke;" fyg o ke; 

ld,h ke;" 

lhla ke;" is;l=ÿ ke; 

                                                                 
15

 . Sekara, 47. 

16
 . Ibid., p. 76. 

17
 . Ibid., p. 21. 
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This is a concept in Sūnyatā   ccording to the concept of time in philosophy of Sūnyatā, if 

present and future expect the past, present and future should be in the past. If present and future 

are not in the past, how can they expect the past? On the other hand, present and future do not 

exist without expecting the past.
18* 

Though these concepts relate to a religious and philosophical 

background, Sekara tries to add a social value to this phrase with his creativity. Prabuddha, who 

is the main character of the story, gets alone and this phrase expresses his thoughts. It expresses 

the displeasure of an individual in this system.
 

 

ta i`oyd uu kj;sñ 

kej;Su u h .uk 

ixidrh h ksjk19 

 

Though Prabuddha was seeking the truth, he understood that people should be provided decent 

living conditions before telling them the truth. Therefore, he decided to work to provide a better 

life to the people. It does not mean that he stays away from seeking the truth. Firstly, he creates a 

background to seek the truth   ccording to  āgārjuna, there is no difference between Sa sāra 

and  irvā a.
20**

 "If views have contextual reference and pragmatic value, there is no reason to 

cling to any one of them as being absolute. Abandoning the grasping of any view as the ultimate 

                                                                 
18

 . Asanga Thilakarathna, Shū y t  v   ye   D rs    y     C  r   y  (Nugegoda: Thivira Prakashana, 2001), 

p. 131. 
19

 . Sekara, p. 115. 

20
 . Thilakarathna, p. 160. 

 

*   m%;Hq;amkafkdZkd.;Yap - hoH;S;x wfmlaIH ys 
 m%;Hq;amkafkdZkd.;Yap - ldf,dZ;Sf; NúIH;# 
 
 m%;Hq;amkafkdZkd.;Yap - kia;ia;;% mqk¾hÈ 
 m%;Hq;amkafkdZkd.;Yap - iHd;dx l:ufmlaIH ;ï 
 
 wkfmlaIH mqk# isoaê¾ - kd;S;x úoHf; ;fhd# 
 m%;Hq;amkafkdZkd.;Yap - ;iaud;a ldf,d k úoHf; 
 
** k ixidriH ks¾jdKd;a - ls[aÑoia;s úfYIKï 
 k ks¾jdKiH ixidrd;a - ls[aÑoia;s úfYIKï 
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one seems to be the inevitable way."
21

  ccording to  en teachings, there is no difference 

between  ord Buddha and others, Sa sāra and  irvā a and enlightenment and non-

enlightenment.
22

 Sekara applies this religious concept to his poem with a social and political 

meaning. 

 

ìu bkafkda ßh ;=<g k.skakhs 

ke. .;af;da wiqkla ,en .kakhs 

wiqkla ,oafoda fldkla fydhkakhs 

o`.,;a fmdrl;a 

,enqfKd;a ;=gq fj;a 

 

According to Buddhism, everyone has a lot of desires. After fulfilling a desire, one tries to fulfill 

another without enjoying the success. Poet symbolically expresses that idea. Although all of 

them are religious concepts, they have a social and political value in 'Prabuddha'. This is due to 

the creativity of Sekara. 

 

Questioning transcendental ideas with secular meanings 

 

Sometimes, Sekara questions and criticizes transcendental ideas.  

 

isoaOd¾:æ 

Tn fuka uu kQmkafkñ rc mjq,l 

b¾;=fjka b¾;=jg i;auy,a m%dido 

rc biqre wmg ke; 

tneúka Tng fuka .sysf.hska 

hd fkdyel myiqfjka23 

 

                                                                 
21

 .David J. Kalupahana, A History of Buddhist Philosophy (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers Private 

Limited, 1994), p. 169. 

22
 . W. M. Gunathilaka, Prabuddha Vimarshana (Colombo: S. Godage and Brothers, 2002), p. 54. 

23
 . Sekara, p. 40. 
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Though prince Siddhartha had the dedication to seek the truth, other people cannot work with 

that dedication because of social problems. They have to look after their families and think about 

the future of their children. Siddhartha did not have these problems because he was a prince and 

he had wealth. 'Seeking the truth' is a transcended idea and 'family problems' is a secular concept. 

In a secular background, leaving wife and son alone with the ambition of seeking truth is not 

ethical. Thus, Sekara takes 'Seeking the truth' with a secular meaning and questions it creatively. 

If leaving the family to seek the truth is not ethical, there should be a solution for that. 

 

isoaOd¾:æ 

tneúka wo 

ksh; újrKh ug ÿk uekj' 

fï ,shk fïih <`. 

fï mqgqj u; ys`o 

fï ,sms f.dkq w;rueo 

ydk fmdare .dk ù jmqrk fj,a hdhl 

igka mdG 

jev j¾ck 

lïy,a oe;s frdao w;r 

.Ekq msßñ tl frd;a;g ysr ùf.k 

Wfoa iji jevg hfkk fldaÉÑhl 

fofkdaoyla fik`. w;r  

nqÿ ùug 

;kshu fkdj 

fofkda oyla fik`. tlal 

wms Tlafldu tlg nqÿ ùug24 

 

According to Prabuddha, this is the solution. If everybody can achieve the goal of 

enlightenment, there will not be a problem. He decides that working as a group for success is 

better than individual liberation. Although this concept is not practical when talking about 

transcendental ideas, this is an ideal concept in the secular society. Sekara tries to apply it when 

talking about enlightenment. Here, the word 'enlightenment' refers to getting rid of social, 

                                                                 
24

 . Sekara, p. 42. 
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political and economic problems. On the other hand, enlightenment is not limited to only one 

person according to Mahayana concepts.
25

 Sekara uses that idea to express a meaning regarding 

the society. 

 

nv.sks ksjd .ekqug 

.s,s;a l¿ .,a¦ 

ùÿre lgq len,s l;s¦ 

f., jgd i¾mhka T;df.k 

Tjqkaf.a ysi lfgys ,d .ks;a 

brd w;af.dn msys ;=äka 

fnfy;a .,ajd fmkaj;a 

fik. /ia jk ;ek 

.ia hg 

ì;lalkj, 

zwmf.a ojia m;d fNdackh 

wo wmg ÿk uekjæZ26 

 

Poverty is a main social problem. As the God is unable to solve it and it could not be solved by 

praying, people have to seek solutions for the problem. This quotation has an ironical meaning 

and it questions the ability of meta-physical beings to solve the social problems. Sekara criticizes 

that inability from the social point of view, not from the religious point of view. Thus, he 

emphasizes a question. To solve our social problems, should we have to rely on meta-physical 

concepts? Or should we have to struggle? 

 

Though this is a contrasting idea to the Buddhist concept, Buddhist concept is not ethical when 

taking it as a symbol. Prabuddha wants to get rid of this structure, but he does not want to do it 

alone. Thus he wants to invent a common solution to all. Here, 'enlightenment' does not have a 

religious meaning. As it means 'getting rid of all the troubles and problematic situations', it is a 

common concept to everyone and every religion. 

 

 

                                                                 
25

 . Mendis Rohanadheera, Mahagama Sekara Kavya Sevanaya (Maharagama: Tharanji Printers, 2000), p. 122. 
26

 . Sekara, 62. 
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Conclusion 

 

When examining 'Prabuddha', researcher has identified that Mahagama Sekara was able to enrich 

his poem with multi-religious concepts. Firstly, quotations in sacred books have been inserted. 

When selecting quotations, he uses concepts of several religions. Though they are religious 

concepts in particular religions, Sekara uses them to express common ideas to all. Secondly, 

Sekara expresses religious ideas in a creative way. When he does that, he tries to express those 

ideas symbolically. Due to the symbolic value, religious ideas can be understood not only by the 

readers of the particular religion, but also by the readers of other religions. Thirdly, poet 

questions transcendental ideas with secular meanings. Sekara takes an idea with a transcendental 

meaning and criticizes it while reading that idea with a secular meaning. Though those ideas are 

ethical in a religious background, there may be some problems when discussing them in a social 

and political background. Thus, Sekara creatively enriches his poem with these kinds of phrases. 

As a whole, multi-religious influence was a great help to make 'Prabuddha' an immortal work in 

modern Sinhalese poetic literature. The attempt of Mahagama Sekara was a success because he 

was able to express those multi-religious concepts with a social and political value. 
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