
PERCEPTIONS OF PARADISE 
By CHANNA DASWATTE 
"awd from Seyllan to Paradise 
according to what the natives say after 
the tradition of their fathers is a 
distance of forty italian miles so that, tis 
said, the sound of the waters falling 
from the fountain of paradise in heard 
here". 

Frair Marignolli 
14th CPapal emmisary to the 

Great Khan of Peking 

Be ing thus close to the real t h i ng , 
f r o m Adam d o w n the ages many 

h a v e c o n s i d e r e d t he s h o r e s o f Sr i 
Lanka the first eden. Liv ing in paradise 
has g e n e r a t e d i ts o w n q u a l i t y o f 
archi tecture. Sometimes to attempt to 
capture its essence in a microcosm o f 
space and sometimes s imply to prov ide 
barest shelter tak ing in to account the 
generosity o f the climate. Here are t w o 
contrasting examples, where a foreign 
r e s i d e n t c a p t u r e s t h e essence o f 
paradise in the restorat ion o f an o l d 

t o w n house in the fort o f Galle, and the 
other a wel l k n o w n architect provides 
s h e l t e r o n a m a g n i f i c e n t s i te 
over look ing a Southern bay. 

W h e n Char les H u l s e f o u n d N o . 25 
Rampart Street in the Fort o f Gal le, it 
was being used as a rooming house. In 
spite o f the p l yboa rd and ha rdboard 
part i t ioning, he was quick to recognise 
the generous proport ions o f the house 
that lay behind. A decision was made 
to buy the proper ty and make it into 
the second house fo r h imse l f and a 
f r iend. This was in 1987 and Charles 
had already been in Sri Lanka 14 years 
i n a se l f -bu i l t beach house that lay 
across the harbour f rom the o ld fort. 
Like many others they had been lured 
to these shores by its ancient promise 
o f paradise. 

The t ransformat ion o f No. 25 d id not 
take t ime. By simply tearing d o w n the 

p a r t i t i o n s t he t r u e n a t u r e o f t he 
generously p ropor t ioned 19th century 
s e m i - d e t a c h e d t o w n h o u s e was 
revealed. A l l that needed to be done 
was to simply repair the damage to the 
o l d fabric and pu t d o w n uses to the 
spaces o f the classic Sri Lankan t o w n 
house o f the 17th - 19th centuries w i th 
its four layers o f space f rom the road to 
the back garden and the side w ing on 
one side of it. O ld plaster was repaired, 
ant ique terracotta floors revealed, and 
rott ing t imber f rom neglected stairs and 
doo r and w i n d o w shutters rep laced , 
a n d the w h o l e pa in ted in a u n i f o r m 
w h i t e . T h e m a n y r o o m e d h o s t e l 
became an elegant 3 bedroomed town 
house. 

T h e h o u s e as is t o d a y s h o w s a 
s e n s i t i v i t y t o t he use o f space f o r 
qualities o f propor t ion, l ight and shade 
a n d i ts p o s i t i o n i n t h e s p a t i a l 
conf igurat ion o f the house. 
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The entrance in to the verandah f r om 
the s t reet is t h r o u g h a l o w w a l l e d 
garden. The di rect v i e w th rough the 
house to the back ga rden g ives the 
vistor the first promise o f paradise. 

The l igh t and a i ry f ron t ve randah is 
u s e d f o r a n y t h i n g f r o m e x t e n d e d 
farewells and entertaining tradesmen to 
s e w i n g c u s h i o n s a n d c u r t a i n s a n d 
framing pictures! This room gives into 
the h igh, cool sitt ing room. The l ight in 
this room is muted dur ing the day by 
the verandah acting as a filter. The h igh 
cei l ing and l ow w i n d o w s trap a layer 
o f i nsu la t i ng air, m a k i n g it an ideal 
retreat o n wa rm afternoons. Parallel to 
th i s a n d a lso o p e n i n g i n t o t h e 
verandah and to the sit t ing room is a 
l ib ra ry , w h i c h is m u c h br igh ter as it 
opens onto the side garden and d in ing 
room as we l l . The ideal place to read. 

The next layer o f space is the large 
D in ing room, almost the same size as 
the sitt ing room, but w i t h more l ight as 
it also, l ike the study opens in to the 
side garden. At the other e n d o f this 
space the o ld staircase leads u p to the 

bedrooms. Beyond is the four th layer 
that is the verandah w i t h a small guest 
to i le t t u c k e d i n at one e n d and the 
pantry open ing ou t o n the other. A l l 
these areas have wh i te painted f loors 
whe re o l d terracot ta was no t f o u n d . 
This not on l y makes the rather dark 
spaces l ighter, enhanc ing the t ropical 
feel to the place, but also sets o f f a 
very good col lect ion o f mostly antique 
Sri Lankan f u r n i t u r e a n d b r ings ou t 
their sculptural qualities. 

The upper f loor is arranged in the same 
four layers as o n the lower level, since 
in all 19th C t o w n houses the structural 
logic fo l lows through to the roof. The 
stairs a r r i ve at the space a b o v e the 
d i n i n g r o o m . T h i s l a rge space is 
d iv ided into landing and guest room by 
the ingenious use o f a cupboard made 
up f rom o ld doors. A large arch leads 
onto the space over the sitt ing room to 
the r i gh t , a n o t h e r s i t t i ng r o o m a n d 
s tudy , a n d t h r o u g h o n t o the u p p e r 
f loor verandah enclosed by tradit ional 
l o u v e r e d w i n d o w s . The magn i f i cen t 
v iew o f the sea over the o ld Ramparts 
m a k e t h i s t h e i d e a l p l a c e f o r 
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Left: The cool white floored dining 
room opening into the side garden. 

Below Left: The verandah of the near 
garden with the exposed roofwork 
overgrown with plants. 

Below. The living room 

Right: The covered shed with landscape 
beyond: 

contemplat ion and wr i t ing wh ich is the 
owner 's chief occupat ion. At the side 
garden end o f each of these spaces is a 
master bedroom wh ich incorporates a 
toi let in the enclosed verandah. Here 
the beautiful boarded floors have been 
restored to g low gently w i t h a simple 
wax f inish. 

To the left o f the stair land ing, steep 
s teps l e a d o n t o the u p p e r b a c k 
verandah, w i t h a guest toilet over the 
one below and another bedroom over 
the p a n t r y . T h e o p e n b a l c o n y that 
leads into these rooms is engul fed by 
plant ing f rom the small garden below. 

The postage stamp sized garden is the 
piece de' resistance of this house. Wi th 
i ts w h i t e f l o o r tha t c o n t i n u e t he 
whiteness o f the inside, the feel ing is 
that this is another room in the house, 
except w i t h a roof of foliage and sky. 
This feeling o f openess and enclosure 
is heightened by leaving part o f the o ld 
k i tchen w i n g that was single stor ied, 
w i t h o u t t i les to become an in t imate 
d in ing space. Various vines now take 
the p lace o f t i les o n the o l d t imber 
f r amework . At n ight cand le l igh t and 
flames dance on the variety o f textures 
and co lours o f leaf and bark , w h i c h 
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du r i ng the day cast a dapp led shade 
and patterns o f shadow on the wh i te 
f loor. This seems to capture the spirit 
o f the much sought after 'paradise' in a 
mic rocosm, that is the t iny garden o f 
an o ld t o w n house. 

T h e s i m p l i c i t y o f t he a p p r o a c h to 
m a k i n g this o l d neglected house in to 
an elegant place to live is an excellent 
example o f archi tectural conservat ion 
w i thou t being overly academic about it. 
Every one o f the intervent ions i f not 
c o n v e n t i o n a l l y c o r r e c t , seems to 
c a p t u r e t h e e s s e n t i a l s p i r i t o f t he 
b u i l d i n g i n a w a y that a l l o w s i t t o 
fac i l i ta te a pa r t i cu la r l i fes ty le . W h a t 
bet ter conservat ion cou ld there be i f 
the o l d bu i l d ing can have an ent irely 
n e w lease o f l i f e , t ha t e s s e n t i a l l y 
preserves its spirit for longer? 

A contrast to the urbane elegance o f 
the o l d fo r t house is a n e w ho l i day 
home bui l t by architect Geoffrey Bawa. 
The site o n a cl i f f at least a hundred 
f ee t a b o v e t h e w a t e r is t h e v e r y 
ep i tomy o f paradise. Magnif icent views 
i n all directions look out over a Bay to 
the North west, the vast expanse o f the 
Ind ian ocean to the west, another bay 
to the south west and the tremendous 

swi tchback o f Hi l ls to the Nor th and 
N o r t h e a s t s t r e t c h i n g b a c k t o t he 
southern p lat form and Adam's Peak. 

Bawa's response to this overwhelming 
site is a min ima l i s t 'shed ' set o n the 
foundations o f a previous bui ld ing that 
was burnt d o w n . Instead of rising out 
f r o m the ashes the bu i l d i ng sits very 
l ight ly perched o n the highest part of 
the si te ready to take o f f i n a h i g h 
w i n d . 

A p p r o a c h i n g it at the e n d o f a l ong 
steep dr ive u p a forested h i l l one is 
con f ron ted by a w i d e sweep o f l awn 
w h i c h ends in a grove o f trees. Look ing 
closer at this grove reveals some o f the 
t r u n k s to be c o n c r e t e c o l u m n s that 
h o l d u p a l i g h t s i n g l e p i t c h e d 
a lumin ium roof o n a steel f ramework. 
Once under the huge overhang o f roof, 
the simple vertical and horizontal lines 
seems to a p p r o p r i a t e the landscape 
w i t h the imposi t ion o f a gr id on to it. 

The house is essential ly 3 rows o f 6 
columns set on a flat lawn, and plain 
r o u g h c e m e n t f l o o r s , h o l d i n g u p a 
s l ight ly p i t ched roo f s lop ing towards 
the south-west. Galvanised pipes ho ld 
u p the e x t e n d e d f i ve foo t eaves a l l 

round. Steel ' H ' irons at door height tie 
t he w h o l e s t r u c t u r e t o g e t h e r a n d 
p r o v i d e o p p o r t u n i t y to h a n g w i n d 
sc reens o r l a m p s or b u n c h e s o f 
bananas as the case may be! 

The t w o bays to the north east contains 
bedrooms five feet be low the summit 
o f t h e h i l l , w h i c h o p e n s o n t he 
southwest to a l owe r pr ivate terrace 
shaded by a huge f l a m b o y a n t t ree . 
Access to this area is through a funnel 
l i ke g lazed stairway. The sol id w o o d 
p i v o t i n g doors o n t w o sides may be 
adjusted to catch the w i n d and force it 
d o w n rather l ike middle eastern w i n d 
towers. The flat slab over these rooms 
becomes a raised p lat form at the end 
o f the o therwise l ong open pav i l i on . 
The five feet of sol id wal l that enclose 
the rooms be low visually ties back the 
who le structure to the ground. 

Here architecture has been pared d o w n 
to a m in imum. There are no doors and 
w i n d o w s to come before the v iew, no 
d e c o r a t i o n to d is t rac t f r o m i t . T h e 
structure ties back to a pr imeval idea o f 
s h e l t e r as e p i t o m i s e d b y o l d 
' a m b a l a m a s ' a n d c a r a v a n s e r a i b u t 
ar t icu lated in con temporary materials 
and accommodate current sensibility. It 
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provides a facility for a relaxed lifestyle 
su r rounded by a paradis ical se t t ing . 
A r c h i t e c t u r e revea ls p a r a d i s e as 
opposed to contr iv ing it and affords its 
complete enjoyment, inc luding a hasty 
retreat in to the lower level enc losed 
rooms in high monsoon! 

Here Arch i tec tu re reaches a state o f 
formlessness that makes p lacemaking 
and timelessness an inev i tab i l i ty and 
lx;st described in the words of a poet. 

HOUSE ON A RED CLIFF 

There is no mirror in Mirissa 

the sea is in the leaves 
the waves are in the palms 

o ld language in the arms 
o f the casurina pine 
parampara 

parampara, f rom 
generat ion to generation 

The flamboyant a grandfather planted 
having l ived through fire 
lifts itself over the roof 

unframed 

the house an open net 

where the night concentrates 
on a breath 

on a step, 
a th ing or gesture we 
cannot lx" attached to 

just the long, the short 
the diff icult minutes 
o f night's phenomena 

where even in darkness 
there is no hor izon wi thout a tree 

just a boat's light in the leaves 
A last footstep before formlessness 

Aboiv. Section through the site. 

Below Right: Slender columns holdings up the roof become part of the grove of trees. 

Below. The wind scoop like entrance to the subterranean rooms. 
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