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H i dden almost comp le te l y f r o m 

p u b l i c v i e w b e h i n d p ro f l i ga te 

kitsch facades, and set back f rom the 

d e n s e l y - p a c k e d l i n e a r i t y o f t he 

unrelent ing r ibbon-developed bazaar in 

M a h a r a g a m a , the N a t i o n a l Y o u t h 

Cen t re ' s ( N Y C ) d i a p h a n o u s spaces 

have la rge ly r e m a i n e d u n s u n g , a n d 

h e n c e u n k n o w n , t o mos t o f t h e 

architectural af icionados in d o w n t o w n 

Colombo. 

Across the main street f rom where the 
secularised Bodhi Tree - a gateway o f 

sorts to the t o w n - casts its dapp led 

shadow on the makeshift stalls o f the 

vendors o f trivia be low, its airy sprawl 

r i ses , s t r i k i n g a w e l c o m e n o t e o f 

dissonance w i th in the town's cramped 

epicentre. 

The NYC was acclaimed as the biggest 

centre for you th in Asia w h e n it was 

commissioned nearly fifteen years ago 

a n d , it s t i l l is p u r p o r t e d to be the 

b igges t i n S o u t h A s i a . T h e e n t i r e 

complex was designed, built and gifted 

t o t he p e o p l e o f Sri Lanka by the 

Government of Japan. 

T h e N Y C i n v i t e s p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

appraisal. This is in no small part due 

to the near meditative effect its spaces 

have o n the vis i tor : w h e n the quiet 

h u b b u b o f the average workday dies 

d o w n , a g rea te r s o u n d , tha t o f an 

ins i s ten t s i l e n c e , takes o v e r . O n e 

discovers, not surpr is ing ly , shades o f 

A n d o a n d t he r h e t o r i c o f N o r b e r g 

Schulz, f rozen in to masonry. Imbued 
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NATIONAIiYOUTH CENTRE MAHARAGAMA 

m 

key: 
administration block 
forecourt 
entry pavillion 
terrace concourse 
colonnaded walkway 
multi-purpose hall 
hostel building 
training wing 
playground 
maintenance wing 
(existed previously) 
semicircular courtyard 
ramp to carpark 
canteen 

with the spirit of youth and sculpted by 
its movement, this vast "temple" 
complex, for that in effect is what it 
really is, is a consecration to youthful 
aspiration. 

The first thing that strikes a visitor 
upon entering the well laid out 
premises, is the preponderant roof 
element. The entire complex in fact, 
gives the appearance of having been 
designed with the concept of the 
traditional pavilion in mind. 

The buildings finished crisply in cream-
tinted white, are a toned-down 
presence, and provide a supportive 
framework for the streamlined 
agglomeration of colourful roofs. Steel 
members assume the function of rafter 
and plate: colour-coded in dull black 
and deep red respectively and set off 
exquisitely by the rich amber of the 
wooden raked ceiling, they guide and 

direct the gaze of the observer along 

the main axes of the complex. 

The site itself is shaped like an irregular 
figure eight, whose two "balloons" are 
separated by a height difference of 
about twenty feet. The design resolves 
this divide by introducing an 
intermediate concourse, creating the 
three main levels of the complex in the 
process. 

Across the concourse level lies the 
main axis of the complex, which is 
pegged clown as it were, by the 
squaring up of the administration block 
and hostel building. The tension 
generated by their polemic is gently 
diffused by a simple device: the 
tangential positioning of the two 
massive flights of stairs alongside the 
administration block and auditorium. 

The administration block itself is a 
smart, but matter-of-fact building and 
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gives no inkling of the spatial fiesta that 
is to follow. The eye glosses over its 
exterior and probes the porosity of the 
entry pavilion for the telltale stimulus 
that betrays quality. The dramatic 
massing of steps which leads down 
obliquely towards the entiy court hints 
at it, however. 

Generously proportioned, they sweep 
one off one's feet and spill over the 
site's incline. A leisurely saunter 
through the pavilion brings one to the 
edge of the terrace that doubles as the 
roofdeck of the parking bay below. 
The terrace is a broad crescent shaped 
swathe; it bifurcates round a 
hemispherical courtyard below and 
transfixes the proscenium and lobby 
ends of the auditorium. 

The sweep of the auditorium's space 
frame dominates the terrace. Although 
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The terrace - a place of muted echoes and soft murmurings where 
boundaries merge and lose definition. 

2. From the forecourt towards the entry pavillion, with the auditorium beyond. 
3. The Complex, across the concourse - a bird's eye view. 
4. The terrace sweeps past the auditorium culminating in a grand flight of steps 

beside the playground. 

s o m e w h a t j a r r i n g t o t he eye i t is Sk i r t i ng the c o u r t y a r d b e l o w at the 

e f f e c t i v e l y s c a l e d d o w n by t he terrace level, one is lead past the upper 

surrounding structures. In addi t ion, by lobby o f the audi tor ium, cajoled d o w n 

prevent ing the di f fus ion of space into a last f l ight o f steps and brought to a 

the large quadrang le created by the standstill f inally, before the playground. 

p layg round beyond , it also preserves This is a vital meeting point where all 

the integral funct ion of the terrace as a pathways o f the complex converge. We 

"place in between". see that t he a rch i t ec t has t a k e n 

c o g n i s a n c e o f the fac t , by his 

posi t ioning o f the canteen and d inn ing 

ha l l b e l o w at th is p i v o t a l p o i n t o f 

vantage, commanding views across the 

terrace and over the playground. 

The NYC's stagger ing progress ion o f 

stair a n d ter race is a m e t a p h o r - a 

veri table spatial s imulat ion o f youth 's 

t r i u m p h a l march. Even the gauche ly 

placed statue at the head o f the entry 

court, commemorat ing quite needlessly 

a proletarian upris ing of sorts, fails to 

detract f rom its composit ional balance. 

The Nat ional Youth Centre, however , 

never qu i t e exhausts its capac i ty to 

d e l i g h t . T h e e c c l e t i c f o r m o f t he 

administrat ion tower, fashioned rather 

l ike an alpine campanile, seems l ike an 

unwarranted caprice. But the need for 

such a d o m i n a n t s t ruc tu re becomes 

ev ident u p o n fur ther re f lec t ion . The 

tower strengthens the main axis but 

more s igni f icant ly , it marks the site's 

b o t t l e n e c k - the t e n u o u s l i n k that 

connects its two segments and provides 

an anchor for the b i l l ow ing spaces o f 

the complex. 

The extremity of the complex is made 
up of the hostel and vocational training 
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5. The colonnaded walkway 
6. The canteen commands views across the terrace and playground. 
7. The walkway skirting the playground, links the auditorium with the training 

wing. 

wings w h i c h con ta in the aud i t o r i um 

a n d p l a y g r o u n d . Rad ia l l y l o c a t e d 

around the semi-circular courtyard are 

the g y m n a s i u m , d a n c e s t u d i o a n d 

video training centre, beside which on 

the f u r t he r s ide , the serv ice access 

terminates under the terrace. 

T h e a s y m m e t r y o f the c o m p l e x 

presents the visi tor w i th a constantly 

changing tableau of massed forms, the 

proport ions of which release "powerful 

assoc ia t i ve cha rges . " T h i s , b r o a d l y 

speaking is what constitutes the NYC's 

architectural charm. And nowhere does 

one feel it more, than on the terrace -

to w h i c h o n e comes h a r k i n g back 

a lways . It is the heart o f the NYC 

complex, where the harassed employee 

driven by the demands of the workday, 

i n v a r i a b l y pauses fo r a m o m e n t ' s 

respite and quiet reflection. 

The architecture of the NYC transcends 
the bana l . Even the s t r i c tu res o f a 
reg imented Japanese modu le , fail to 
elicit a negative response. For w i th it 
the architect has captured w i th in the 
languorous ambience of our Sri Lankan 
way of life, the quintessential spirit o f 
youth - and set it free. 
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