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Abstract 
The first colonial wave that washed over the shores of the Indian Ocean island of Sri Lanka - 
the Portuguese – has left a lasting cultural impression.   The subsequent presence of two other 
European colonial powers – the Dutch and the British – have not been able to erase these 
imprints.  I will demonstrate the Portuguese linguistic influences by considering contact 
between the Portuguese and the Sinhalese.  I will advance the hypothesis that the Mestiços 
(offspring of Portuguese unions with Sri Lankans whose descendants are now known as 
Portuguese Burghers) and Afro-Sri Lankans  were  responsible for the linguistic flows 
between the Portuguese and the Sri Lankans. Mestiços and Afro-Sri Lankans were crucial, not 
only for the vitality of the Indo-Portuguese of Ceylon (Sri Lanka Portuguese Creole) which 
was the lingua franca for almost 350 years, until it was replaced by English, but also for 
introducing Portuguese music and dance to Sri Lanka.  They were cultural brokers between 
Portugal and Sri Lanka.  Portuguese influences on language, music and dance have become 
interwoven into contemporary Sri Lankan culture. 
 
Introduction 

The Portuguese entered into commercial transactions with ancient cultures in the East.  
Historical works on Portugal and Sri Lanka (formerly Ceylon) have not emphasized  the 
outcome of cultural contact and cultural flows. In Sri Lanka, the indigenous languages at that 
time were Sinhala and Tamil.  The philosophies of Buddhism and Hinduism had moulded the 
mind set of the Lankans.  Yet, the Portuguese were able to make conversions and even today, 
despite the Portuguese presence having ended almost 350 years ago, there are about 6% 
devoted Roman Catholics in the island.  While the religious influence of the Portuguese is 
therefore relatively small, their influence on music and dance have been stronger [18]. 

Contact between cultures and languages is reflected in borrowing.  It is of interest to 
anthropologists, historians and linguists.  Borrowing is a term used in comparative and 
historical linguistics to refer to linguistic forms of one language being taken up by another 
language or dialect.  According to Sebastião Rodolfo Dalgado, the Goan linguist who was the 
Vicar General in Sri Lanka at the end of the 19th century, and who became the Professor of 
Sanskrit at the University of Lisbon in Portugal, Sinhala (the Indic language spoken in Sri 
Lanka) is second only to Konkani (the Indic language spoken in Goa) in terms of Portuguese 
borrowings.  Portuguese presence in Goa lasted for some 450 years and the large number of 
Portuguese words in Konkani is not therefore surprising.  In Sri Lanka, Portuguese 
domination was only for about 60 years although the Portuguese era is generally taken to be 
from 1505-1658.  Moreover, two further European powers followed the Portuguese to Sri 
Lanka – the Dutch and the British.  Yet Indo-Portuguese continued to be the lingua franca 
throughout the Dutch Era and for part of the British Era.   Indo-Portuguese, a contact 
language with its distinct grammar, is still spoken in Sri Lanka though its demise was 
predicted more than a century ago.  Lexical exchange between Indo-Portuguese and Sinhala 
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resulted in widening the knowledge bases of the Sri Lankans and the Portuguese, whose diverse 
cultural systems established systemic links  ([7][16]).  Linguistic and other Portuguese cultural 
traits diffused into the Sri Lankan social fabric, not to be obliterated by the Dutch and the 
British and even to continue in independent Sri Lanka ([8][6][22]). 
 The Portuguese expansion overseas brought them into contact with peoples who had 
not had extensive contact with Europeans.  Although their first encounter with Sri Lanka in 
1505 was accidental, when a chance storm swept a Portuguese ship, heading for the Maldives, 
into Galle in the Southern Province, the Portuguese returned to establish feitorias (trading 
posts) and fortalezas (fortresses).  In Sri Lanka, they were able to breakoff the previously 
established trade with the Arabs.  Securing the monopoly for cinnamon, famed to be the best in 
the world at the time, the Portuguese began their liaison with Ceilão (from the Arabic word 
Selendip which is a borrowing of the Pāli word Sihaladīpa for ‘Island of the Sinhalese’).  
According to Charles Boxer [4] a typical ship sailing from Portugal to Asia carried 
approximately 800 men, and had only 10 or 15 women on board, and often these ships had 
none at all during the 16th and 17th centuries.  Therefore, miscegenation was inevitable, 
resulting in generations of mestiços and mestiças.  They became known as Burghers (from the 
Dutch word Vrijburgers). 

An important question that needs to be addressed is the existence of Portuguese 
cultural enclaves in Batticaloa and Trincomalee, where the largest groups of Indo-Portuguese 
speakers now live. The Portuguese gained control of the kingdoms of Kōtte and Jaffnapatam, 
but the kingdom of Kandy remained under the control of the Sri Lankan king.  The only 
exceptions in the Kandyan kingdom were Batticaloa and Trincomalee, where the Portuguese 
gained control and erected fortresses towards the end of their presence (Batticaloa in 1626 and 
Trincomalee in 1623).  These also  soon fell into the hands of the Dutch when the King of the 
Kandyan kingdom sought Dutch help to drive out the Portuguese. There was miscegenation 
between the Dutch and the Sri Lankans also.  The Dutch Governor, Rijkloff van Goens (1660-
1, 1663 and 1664-75) for example, endorsed marriages between Dutchmen and Sri Lankan 
women (Sinhalese, Tamil and mestiças).  He stipulated, however, that their daughters should 
marry Netherlanders, so that the Dutch race may degenerate as little as possible [3].  A bonus 
of two or three months pay was offered to Dutch soldiers and sailors who married Sri Lankan 
women. 

When the British took over the maritime provinces from the Dutch in 1796, they were 
forced to learn Indo-Portuguese.  Therefore, they compiled grammars and word lists of Indo-
Portuguese ([2][21][14]. Robert Newstead, a British missionary, printed six editions of the 
New Testament in the Indo-Portuguese of Ceylon, which he used for his work [29]. 
 
Linguistic Flows 

From the second part of the 15th century, the Portuguese language spread, mostly in 
pidginized or creolized forms, along the coasts of Africa and Asia, from the Cape Verde 
Islands to Canton in China and the Moluccas in Indonesia [30].  Pidgins and Creoles are 
contact languages.  A creole is the mother-tongue of a speech community while a Pidgin, on 
the other hand, is nobody’s mother-tongue.  Portuguese-based contact languages became the 
languages of international trade and communication in Portuguese Asia.  I have demonstrated 
through statistical methods and historical facts that a contact language could have originated 
in Cochin (South India) and then spread to other parts of Asia [9].  The contact languages of 
Malacca (Papia Kristang or Malacca Creole Portuguese) and of  Macao (Macao Portuguese 
Creole) share linguistic features with Indo-Portuguese varieties that once flourished in India 
and Sri Lanka [11]. 
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There are three aspects to borrowing:  lexical, phonological and syntactic.  When 
languages come into contact, generally words are borrowed; sounds and grammatical 
structures are less commonly borrowed.  Words are usually made to conform to the sound 
patterns of the borrowing language.  When two languages are typologically divergent and the 
speakers cannot understand each other, however, borrowing is unlikely [25].  Languages are 
typologized according to the order in which Subject, Object and Verb typically occur in 
simple sentences.  Sinhala is a verb final (SOV) language and Portuguese is a verb medial 
(SVO) language.  The paradox, therefore, is the large amount of words with Portuguese etyma 
that are found in Sinhala.  A few words are given below and these generally can be grouped 
into semantic categories which indicate areas of cultural contact. For a more comprehensive 
list see de Silva Jayasuriya [8]. 
 
Portuguese Borrowings in Sinhala 
 
Portuguese Sinhala  Meaning  Semantic Category 
Paga  Pagā(va)  Payment/Bribe  Civil administration 
Petição Petsam(a)  Petition  Judicial Administration 
Soldado Soldādu(va)     Soldier   Military Structure 
Tombo  Tōmbu(va)  Record   Land Administration 
Escola  Iskōla(ya)  School   Education 
Baptismo Bautisma(ya)  Baptism  Religion 
Pedro  Pēduru   Peter   Names 
Lenço  Lēnsu(va)  Handkerchief  Dress 
Pera  Pēra   Pear   Flora 
Biscoito Viskōtu(va)  Biscuit   Cuisine 
Banco  Banku(va)  Bench   Furniture 
Cano  Kānu(va)  Drain   Architecture 
Viola  Viyōle   Guitar   Music 

 
Linguistic loans are usually lexical items which have been incorporated into a 

language or dialect other than the one in which it originated.  For the historical linguist, 
borrowings often provide evidence of cultural contacts where words cannot be accounted for 
by other means. Mestiços/mestiças who were mother-tongue speakers of Indo-Portuguese 
would have been the principal medium through which linguistic transmission occurred.    
Borrowing results as a consequence of Code Switching and Code Mixing in bilinguals.  In 
Code Switching, speakers switch between two languages.  In Code Mixing, there is a base 
language. It is possible to detect monolingual chunks in an utterance which alternates with 
chunks calling upon the rules of both languages. They can be schematically represented as 
given below. 
 

A typical utterance of Code Switching: 
 
LIPC/LS/LIPC/LS/LIPC etc 
 
An utterance of Code Mixing: 
 
/LIPC/(LSLIPC)/LIPC/(LSLIPC)/LIPC/etc 
 
[L - language, IPC - Indo-Portuguese of Ceylon,  S - Sinhala] 
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Portuguese words found in the vocabulary of monolingual Sinhala-speakers are 

Portuguese borrowings.  It is widely acknowledged that lexical items are freely borrowed 
from the dominant language in a contact situation [28].  Appel & Muysken [1] draw attention 
to a variety of social and cultural contexts in which lexical borrowing occurs:  invasions, 
conquests and domination by a majority culture, limited immigration and economic 
dependence and coexistence in a colonial setting.  Weinreich [33] suggests cultural influence 
and intensive bilingualism as reasons for lexical borrowing.  Moravcik [26], on the other 
hand, asserts that “nothing can be borrowed from a language which is not regarded as 
prestigious by speakers of the borrowing language”.  Hockett [25] adds that the Need-Filling 
Motive accounts for words on new experiences, new objects and new practices being 
borrowed.  Nouns are usually borrowed and it is significant that several Portuguese verbs 
have been adopted into Sinhala [12].  Portuguese sounds were replaced by Sinhala phonemes. 
Hettiaratchi ([23], [24]) identified some phonological changes in Portuguese borrowings in 
Sinhala.   De Silva Jayasuriya & Wijetunge [19] identified 15 phonological rules that govern 
these borrowings. . 
 
Music and Dance 
 Sri Lankan traditional dance forms – Kandyan, Ruhuna, Sabaragamuwa – require 
considerable practice.  Folk dances such as Lee keli natum (stick dance) and Kala gedi natum 
(pot dance) are only performed on special occasions and they also require training.  They had 
been established for centuries and were danced on the island before the Portuguese arrived, and 
they are still danced. 
 The powerbase of the Sinhalese kings shifted throughout the centuries to Polonnaruwa, 
Anuradhapura, Yapahuwa, Dambadeniya, Sigiriya, Ruhuna, Kōtte and Kandy, The Sinhalese 
Kings ruled from Ruhuna (southern half of the island) from 1029 to 1070 AD.  The Ruhuna 
Dance is associated with the Ruhuna kingdom which was the administrative district adhered to 
by the Sri Lankan monarchs.  It is associated with the Western and Southern Provinces in Sri 
Lanka today.  It is also called the 'Low Country Dance' as the main schools of this dance are 
situated along the coastal belt from Colombo to Tangalle..  The Ruhuna Dances are known for 
their Mask Dances of which the two most popular masks are the Naga Raksa (the mythical King 
Cobra) and the Gurulu Raksa (the mythical King of Birds).  Then there are 18 Sannis depicting 
18 incurable illnesses.  Each Sanni has a typical mask, which is carved out in wood depicting the 
craftsman's artistic conception of each malady.  These are exorcist ritual performances.  The 
appearance of the Sanni dancer with the mask and the black painted body has a hypnotising 
effect on the sick person.  The traditional costumes associated with this dance, the wide and 
angular footwork, the swinging hand movement and the unmistakable quality of the drum 
rhythms are some of the distinguishing features of this dance.   
 Udarata Natuma (dance of the hill country better known as the Kandyan Dance), is now 
considered to be the national dance form.  It is named after Kandy, the seat of government of the 
last King.  The Kandyan kingdom survived Sri Lankan rule during Portuguese and Dutch 
occupation but was taken over by the British in 1815.  The Kandyan Dance flourished from the 
16th to the 19th centuries  surviving British rule perhaps due to its ritualistic nature.  The 
Kandyan Dance is typically performed by teams of five or six dancers, each of whom sings and 
dances.  The dance posture is similar to the South Indian dance form, Kathakali (from Kerala).  It 
is strenuous and danced with the knees bent outwards, widely separated and aligned with the 
torso.  Facial gesture and elaborate footwork are integral parts of the energetic choreography.  
The original subjects of the Kandyan Dance were the Hindu epics, particularly the crossing of 
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Rama to Lanka as depicted in the Ramayana.  The Kandyan Kings incorporated the Kandyan 
Dance into Sinhalese pageantry.  It is performed during the Kandy Perahera, an annual pageant 
which occurs in August, when the Buddha's tooth relic which is enshrined in the Temple of the 
Tooth, is taken in a street procession accompanied by costumed elephants, palanquins, 
drummers, singers, dancers, robed Buddhist monks and noblemen who undertake official duties 
at the Temple. The Kandyan Dance has four distinct styles:  panteru, udakki, ves and naiyadi.  In 
addition, to these basic styles, there are 18 vannam (dance enactments which are adaptations of 
the South Indian melodic formulae depicting animals -  the monkey (hanuma), the peacock 
(mayura) and the elephant (gajaga) – for example. The traditional Kandyan Dance has also been 
adapted into ballet in Sri Lanka. 
 The Sabaragamuwa Dance is named after the Sabaragamuwa Province which is 
subdivided into two regions, Ratnapura and Kegalla.  However, this dance is confined to 
Ratnapura ('the city of jewels'). This province is located between the Low Country and the Hill 
Country with its two characteristic dance forms.  The Sabaragamuwa Dance being a fusion of the 
Ruhunu and Kandyan Dances.  The costumes of the dancers, the repertoire, the footwork, the 
gestures of the hand and some of the jumps reflect this hybridity.  The Davula ('barrel-shaped 
drum') is played with a stick and the bare hand.   This is in contrast to the Gata Beraya played in 
the Kandyan Dance. The Sabaragamuwa dance also contains rituals, the Gam Maduwa, where 
the Goddess Pattini is propitiated, being the main ritual.  The Dig Ge Natum being performed by 
flower-decked maidens paying obeisance to the God Saman at his shrine in Ratnapura is now 
extinct. 
 While Sri Lankan children learn these dance forms, they tend to be more theatrical and 
are not social dances.  There are two forms of social music and dance associated with the 
Portuguese – Kaffrinha and Baila..  Kaffrinha whose etymon is Arabic qafr was borrowed by the 
Portuguese as cafre and the word entered Dutch and English. The Potuguese diminutive nha 
seems to imply that there is a bit of African-ness in this dance.  The irregular rhythm in the music 
of the Kaffrinhas  was described in the late 19th century by the pioneer researcher of the 
Portuguese music of Ceylon, C M Fernando [20], as a jerky movement.   This is a characteristic 
of African music. The collection of Kaffrinhas in a late 19th century Indo-Portuguese of Ceylon 
manuscript, in the British Library, called “Cantiga De Purtigese – Kaffrein – Neger Song 
Portiguese” (Songs of the Portuguese – Kaffrinha – Portuguese Negro Songs), which I translated 
into Standard Portuguese and English, testifies that these songs are part of the Portuguese legacy 
in Sri Lanka [10].  The Kaffrinha which was popular among the Dutch and British who followed 
the Portuguese to the island, and also the Sri Lankan elite, was a vigorous dance which was 
lively and energetic [13].  The ladies lifted their elegant long skirts and sarees to manipulate the 
steps.  The men lifted their legs and sometimes carried a handkerchief which they moved around 
in a courtship ritual.  It deviated from European dances – the torso was not erect and the body 
bent forwards for example.  Kaffrinhas  were sung at parties in Cinnamon Gardens, the most 
fashionable suburb of Colombo, in the early 20th century. Asymmetric rhythm is a 
characteristic of the Kaffrinhas which were in 6/8 time and the last note in the bar was 
generally a crotchet ([20], p.186). African music is rhythmic; cross-rhythms (syncopations) and 
asymmetric rhythms prevail. 

A vivid description of the  Kaffrinja (the Dutch spelling of Kaffrinha) is given by a 
Dutch Burgher, Karl Muller ([27], p. 58): 
 

“ … and revels they were.  The band had arrived:  three boys in bow ties, two fiddles 
and a tom-tom and Jessie Ferdinands produced a harmonica and Finny Jackson played 
the spoons, clickety-clack on his knees and a rollicking kaffrinja set everybody in 
motion with Colontota’s uncles hitching up their sarongs [a cloth wrap-around worn by 
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men in Sri Lanka] and jerking around shouting ‘adi-ji adi-ji’ and the ladies holding the 
sides of their skirts and high-stepping to the beat”. 

 
   Not only is the word Baila, Portuguese, but the music and dance are different to Sri 
Lankan traditional and folk music and sung poetry such as Pal Kavi and Seepada.  Baila has 
become the most popular form of music on the island.  Its entertainment value and the simple 
lyrics have no doubt contributed to its popularity.  Harmony was introduced through Portuguese 
music where chords – several notes were played simultaneously.   

Despite the relatively brief encounter between Portugal and Sri Lanka, the Indo-
Portuguese ballad fragments have survived in Ceylon. The Romance (ballad) is one of the 
oldest and most important genres of Portuguese sung poetry.  They are orally transmitted songs 
and epic poems of which there are several variants.  Portuguese Romanceiro (traditional 
balladry) is regarded as one of the richest and most innovative in Europe.   Portuguese ballads 
have survived in the oral traditions of the Burghers in the East Coast, which links them to 
Trás-os-Montes (in Portugal), the Azores and the North-East of Brazil where the Portuguese 
ballad still survives.  

A genre known as Vada Baila (‘Debate Baila’) was a popular form of entertainment in 
Sri Lanka.  Vada Baila were musical debates and contests of wit.   They were similar to Canto 
ao Desafio (Challenge Song) sung in Portugal and Brazil.  Vada Baila competitions were a 
popular form of entertainment where the audience supported their favourite singer.  The 
performer’s ability to convert the audience, or judges, to his way of thinking wins him the 
competition.  The qualities valued are wit and repartee.  This seems to have been introduced by 
the Portuguese through Canto ao desafio or Canto ao Baldão in Portugal.  

FIGURE:  A BAILA PARTY IN SRI LANKA, 
THE MUSICIANS AND THE DANCERS 

Bailas are sung at informal parties and hotel receptions and the listeners find it hard to 
stay off the dance floor.  Baila music characteristically was played with instrumental 
combinations of banjo or mandolin, violin, guitar, rabana (hand-held frame drum) and a pair of 
congas. Today baila ensembles include modern instruments (electronic keyboards, electric 
guitars, trumpets, saxophones and drum sets).    The dance-quality of the baila rhythm provides 
the impetus for social dancing.  Baila is not danced by pairs of men and women embracing each 
other. Being an open dance, it is culturally acceptable to the Sri Lankans.  Couples danced facing 
each other and around each other.  Sri Lankan parties, whether at private houses or in halls or 
hotels, are not complete without a “Baila Session”.       

Mervin Ollington Bastianz, the composer of Chorus Baila, would have been influenced 
by Portuguese ballads, Kaffrinha and Vada Baila.  Bastianz rode on the high of independence and 
fused western and eastern traditions. Bastianz’s Chorus Baila transformed the field of 
entertainment in postcolonial Sri Lanka.   He sang in five Sri Lankan languages (Sinhala, Tamil, 
English, Malay and Sri Lanka Portuguese Creole) and entertained all the ethnic groups on the 
Island.  The cassette, DVD and CD sales of baila recordings far outweigh the sales of other types 
of music, reinforcing its entertainment value.  Although Baila originated in an urban setting, 
radio, television and cinema are reinforcing its popularity throughout the Island.   Baila has been 
on air through a regular programme broadcast by Radio Ceylon. Sheeran ([32], p: 146) reports 
that baila has reigned as Sri Lanka’s most commercially successful music since the late 1970s.  
Baila recordings are also available in some countries where there are Sri Lankan diasporists. Sri 
Lankans of all ages, of all ethnic and socioeconomic groups, dance Baila. Moreover, baila helps 
to intregrate the ethnic groups (Sinhalese, Tamils, Moors, Malays, Burghers) both in Sri Lanka 
and in the diaspora.   
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Discussion 
Indo-Portuguese speakers were in demand as interpreters and translators of the lingua 

franca - the language for external communication and trade.  Burghers in the Eastern 
Province consider Indo-Portuguese as part of their Portuguese heritage and are teaching it to 
their children.  Among the Afro-Sri Lankans, only the elderly can speak Indo-Portuguese and 
no attempt is made to teach the language to their children. Indo-Portuguese conferred status to 
its speakers and was important in the identity formation of the Portuguese Burghers and Afro-
Sri Lankans. 

It is not surprising that Africans brought to Sri Lanka by the colonial powers spoke the 
bridging tongue. Children born in Sri Lanka became mother-tongue speakers of Indo-
Portuguese as it was the bridging tongue, not only between the Europeans and Sri Lankans 
but also between Africans of different ethnic origins [17].  However, today they are not 
striving to preserve Indo-Portuguese in the largest Afro-Sri Lankan community in 
Sirambiyadiya (near Puttalama in the North Western Province).  Only the elderly can speak 
Indo-Portuguese now, but the language is preserved in the lyrics of their oral traditions 
([13][14][15]). 
 Indo-Portuguese long outlived the Portuguese presence on the Island.  Intermarriages 
between the Dutch and the mestiças resulted in a mixed ethnicity in the Burgher population. 
While the more affluent Dutch Burghers learnt English when the British tookover the island, 
the Portuguese Burghers in Batticaloa and Trincomalee retained their Portuguese identity 
through Indo-Portuguese and Roman Catholicism.  The offspring of the Portuguese, acted as a 
reservoir for this important contact language.  Indo-Portuguese is a Creole language with a 
distinct grammar.  Edward Sapir [31] emphasized, that “When it comes to linguistic form, 
Plato walks with the Macedonian swineherds”.  Bilingual mestiços and Burghers lengthened 
the period available for Portuguese words to flow into Sinhala. The role played by the 
mestiços and mestiças as cultural intermediaries in the Portuguese empire has not received 
sufficient attention, and needs to be researched further.   
 There still are a number of indigenous music and dance forms in Sri Lanka.  Yet Baila 
became popular perhaps due to the search for a new postcolonial identity.  Its popularity is 
reinforced as it was originated in Sri Lanka, by Ollington Bastianz, a Sri Lankan Burgher.   It is 
not a form of Portuguese folk music that was simply transferred across the Indian Ocean.  The 
relationship between Sri Lanka and Portugal had been severed for 300 years when Bastianz 
composed Chorus Baila.  The Burghers and Kaffirs who were receptacles of Portuguese forms 
of sung poetry, music and dance, facilitated the flows between the two countries. The Portuguese 
introduced social dancing.  Being open dances, the Kaffrinha and Baila are culturally acceptable 
to the Sri Lankans.  Due to the centuries that have elapsed and the informal nature of these 
genres, they have changed from their original forms.  

 
Conclusion 
 The Portuguese imprimatur in Sri Lanka is widespread in language, music and dance.  
The Lusitanised people – Portuguese Burghers and Kaffirs – have been cultural brokers between 
Portugal and Sri Lanka.  These outcomes illustrate the nature and extent of Portuguese 
interactions and how deeply embedded these cultural traits have become.  Although not part of 
the official plan, the Portuguese language, music and dance have become indigenised in Sri 
Lanka now.   
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