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Topics covered

• Evolution of Sinhala Language and its Script
• Special Reference to Pali, Sanskrit, and Tamil

• Influence of Buddhism on Sinhala Language and its role

• Script vs. Language

• Encoding of Sinhala Script in Unicode and Standardization of SLS 1134

• Encoding of Sinhala Numerals 

• DNA Research on Sinhala People

• Sinhala on the Internet-Social Media and Tools such as OCR, Speech to Text, 
Translator tool development

• Digitization and automation of Sinhala Dictionary Compilation Institute 



Landmark events of the Sinhala Language

• Evidence for writing, record keeping going back before Vijaya, founder of Sinhala Race –500 BC 
(Pottery Sherds Anuradhapura and Thissamaharma) Dr. Shiran Deraniyagala, Dr. Mahadeva, Prof. 
Raj Somadeva.

• 3rd Century BC, arrival of Arahant Mahinda and translation of commentaries to Elu-Sihala.

• 1st Century BC, writing down or recording of Tripitaka during the reign of Valagamba in Sri Lanka

• In 5th Century AD, Buddhagosha Thera from Bihar (a Brahmin) translating Sihala Atuwa or 
commentaries to Pali (Magadhi)

• Recording of Sri Lankan history –Dipavansa, Mahavamsa (Mahanama thera) 

• Sinhala Buddhist monks involvement in spreading Buddhism throughout East Asia.

• In mid 1700s AD, restoring of Upasamada through the assistance of Thailand (Asarana Sarana
Saranakara Sanaga Raja Thero and Upali Thero from Thailand)

• Establishment of Two Pirivenas Vidyodaya and Vidayalankara in the late 1800s 

• Encoding of Sinhala in Unicode in 1996 and Implementation of Sinhala on Computers between 
2002-to-date.       



Elu and Pali

• Quote from a paper written by the Sri Lankan Scholar Monk, Walpola
Rahula Thero on Pali “It is curious that the language which call Pali-
the Language of Theravada Buddhist Literature- is not found
anywhere in India either in ancient inscriptions or in any literary work.
The Language of some of the edicts of Asoka, though similar to it, is
not Pali. Pali was first found in Sri Lanka and from there it spread over
to other Theravada countries with the Tripitaka and commentaries.
Although it was found originally in Sri Lanka, nobody believes that
Pali originated in in the “Island of the Sinhala” (Sihaladipa).

(Humor in  Pali Literature and Other Essays by Walpola Rahula, 
published by Walpola Rahula Foundation Trust)



Buddhist influence …

• Rys Davids- Author of Buddhist India calls Elu – Prakrit of Ceylon

• Rys Davids pays great homage to Sinhala writers who recorded 
Theravada canon alluding to Sinhala people that they had treated 
Tripitaka as closed or closed canon.

• Rys Davids –”In Ceylon they had been much worked up, polished, 
elucidated, systematized. From Several works now accessible we 
know fairly well the tone and manner of these later---and, as they 
must have seemed to Ceylon scholars, clearer, fuller---statements of 
the old ideas. In no single instance yet discovered has this later tone 
and manner found its way into the canonical books” 



Sinhala 

• Sinhala belongs to Indo-European 
Language family and sub family of 
Indo- Arya.

• Closest Relatives of Sinhala 
Language are from North Indian 
family such as Hindi, Urdu, 
Bengali, Orya, etc.

• Europe has several of Indo-
European Sub-families such as  
German, Romanic, and East 

Slavic.

• English, German and Swedish 
belong to German Sub Family 
whereas French, Portuguese, 
Spanish and Italian belong to 
Romanic Languages.



Written Script vs. Language

• Many spoken Languages in the 
world and some without a written 
scripts.

• At present, world has about fifty 
written scripts. It is believed that 
scripts derived from Phoenicians 
who were northern part of 
Middle East or from present day 
Israel.

• It is believed that the modern 

Alphabet came into existence 
between 1800 -1900 BC.

• Modern Indian and East Asian 
scripts derive from Brahmi Scripts 
and they belong to Abugida 
Scripts.



Written Scripts

Dzongkha
Ethiopic

Thai Script

Malayalam



Brahmi

• All these Indian, East Asian Scripts 
derived from Brahmi.

• Although it was once believed 
that Emperor Asoka used Brahmi 
as his regal script, it has 
discovered that oldest Brahmi is 
found in Sri Lanka and Southern 
India.

• Brahmi is usually written from 
right to left. In Sri Lanka, eighteen 
(18) Rock inscriptions have 

discovered with Brahmi written 
from right to left dating to 3rd

century BC.

• In North Eastern part of Asoka’s 
Empire, his edicts were written in 
Prakrit using Kharoshthi Script. 
Kharoshthi was written from right 
to left.



Brahmi and Kharosthi

Brahmi



Brahmi Script
• It was earlier postulated that Brahmi derived from Aramaic.

• Another hypothesis is Brahmi derived from Indus Valley script.



Sinhala and other Indic Scripts

• Sinhala Script derived from 
Southern Brahmi Script.

• Subsequently, Sinhala Script was 
influenced by Pallava Grantha.

• Eastern Scripts such as Khmer, 
Myanmar, etc. influenced by 
Pallava Script.

• Sinhala has two Vowels ඇ and ඈ.

• These two vowels are found in   
East Asian Scripts.

•



Thai and Khmer



Unicode Version 13.1



Sinhala Archaic Numbers in Supplementary 
Multilingual Plane (SMP)



Sinhala Numerals

• Although five ways of writing 
numbers found, only two have 
been encoded.

• The Sinhala Illakkam and Lith
Illakkam have evolved from 
Brahimi numerals.

• Lith Illakkam has a zero but not 
the Sinhala Illakkam.



Language of Vedda (Aborigines of Sri Lanka)

• According to Sri Lankan history, Vaddas are descendants of the two 
children of King Vijaya, the North Indian Prince, and the local princes 
Quveni. 

• Some groups of Veddas still live as hunter-gathers on the remote parts of 
the island. 

• Many scholars who had studied their language conclude that it is a creole 
version of Sinhala. 

• It is most probable that Veddas descend from the original settlers who 
arrived in Sri Lanka many thousand years back and are living descendants 
of Balangoda Man, who lived thirty-five thousand years ago. 

• The language of Vedda, the creole version of Sinhala, comes under UNESCO 
classification as an endangered language in Asia. 



DNA Research on Sinhala people 

• Sinhala people are more closely 
related to Bengalis than other 
South  Asians

• Sinhala people carry R1a1a Indo 
European marker of Y 
choromsomal Haplo group

• A study in 2007 found similar 
frequencies of the allele HLA-
A*02 in Sinhala (7.4%) and North 
Indian subjects (6.7%). HLA-A*02 

is a rare allele which has a 
relatively high frequency in North 
Indian populations and is 
considered to be a novel allele 
among the North Indian 
population. This suggests possible 
North Indian origin of the Sinhala.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/HLA-A


DNA Sinhala cont.



Sinhala on the Social Media

• Although Sinhala is not classified as an endangered language yet, 
Sinhala could become extinct within the century, provided if people 
were reluctant to use Sinhala for day-to-day communication. 

• Digitally, Sinhala has become a very viable language. Therefore, the 
danger of the disappearance of the Sinhala Script as a living script and 
language from the world is minimal.

• The latest observation is that Sinhala is widely used on Social Media 
and a new genre of literature and a writing style seem to emerge 
through the new digital media. 



Sinhala on the Social Media cont … 

• The government must encourage new Translation tools from Sinhala 
to Tamil and English and vice versa using Speech to Text and Text to 
Speech. 

• If machine translation tools were to be available for English to 
Sinhala, students who are not well versed in English could learn using 
the content available on the Internet.



Digitization of SDCI

• Developing an effective Website for the SDCI with a payment Gateway

• Mobile Apps development to popularize Sinhala words, meanings, 
etc.

• Digitization and Automation of Dictionary Compilation process.

• Use of modern technology such as Book Scanners with Optical 
Character Recognition (OCR) Software, etc.

• Building Sinhala Corpus ---Research on Sinhala use.



• Thank you …

Any Questions?

Questions and Comments ---email wijayawardhana@gmail.com

Mobile No: 0777 872 642

mailto:wijayawardhana@gmail.com

