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To most people, cities seem to merely provide 
shelter and places for working, shopping, ed­
ucation and perhaps recreation. What is often 

not mentioned is the emotional appeal of a city - that 
unexplainable, spiritual attachment which helps to 
provide a sense of stability in a changing world. It is 
a feeling of security and reassurance provided by the 
mere sighting of a street corner, a square, a street, a 
building. Whatever the locus, this association makes 
a place sufficiently important for people to wish to 
see it remain unchanged. 

Development has the most tangible effect on 
the 'built form' of the city The survival ol the built 
heritage depends on the community's sympathetic 
attitude towards it. The more we allow this physi­
cal heritage to decimate, the less likely future genera­
tions will be to bond with their cultural and histori­
cal roots. If a city were to loose its sense of history, 
people may lose their sense of identity, their sense of 
pride and self esteem, and above all - the will to build 
a better future for their children. 

Among popular images that have acquired sym­
bolic association in Asian cities, the most popular 
yet may be the Colonial Imagery. Many large cities 
in Asia are the legacy of colonial rulers - built for 

their own purpose and use, but usually with great 
respect for local traditions. The colonial imagery 
may include buildings, streetscapes, parks or other 
landmarks. Though all of these have significant ar­
chitectural value in themselves, owing to their age 
and historical associations, their value goes beyond 
mere brick and mortar. 

Almost all ol Sri Lanka's major cities - Colombo, 
Kandy and dalle - have the Colonial stamp on them. 
Kandy and Galle have the added advantage of being 
World Heritage sites making them significantly im­
portant and cared for' in a global sense. 

But Colombo, the major economic hub ol the 
country, is more vulnerable to losing us pndc as a 
'Great Place", with each passing day. While it im­
proves in offering opportunity and growth, it oilers 
less quality ol life, becoming metre sterile and dism 
tegrated than ever before. Effectively integrating the 
age old imperial landscape in development propos­
als, may help lo bridge the gap' in a very subtle way, 
in our own city 

Colombo's physical growth over the past half 
century mirrors a pattern that's common to many 
other Asian cities. The once highly populated city 
core, and us streets and arteries, rapidly changed into 
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faceless roads These streets were earlier 
lined with high density housing where 
the plaee ol work anti place of living 
usually merged. This olfered a wontler-
lul environment lor the social well being 
of the tit) folk. 

Retail commerce resulted in the co­
lonial streetscape, monumental in its 
own right, 10 change immensely: pop 
up' buildings anti highly congested traf-
I c began to dominate; onginal inhabit­
ants moved away into more residential' 
areas; the buildings were often neglected 
and used only as overllow offices or stores 
which go dead at dusk. 

Although larger buildings, churches 
a id mosques within this fabric are still 
largely intact, conservation and devel­
opment programs should also address 
more humble street architecture. A city's 
character is remembered not only by 

masterpieces but also by what is to be 
touched, smelled and fell' by the city 
dweller or worker. 

The effective rehabilitation of street 
architecture would depend on finding 
viable lunctions lor the buildings and 
sound economic incentives to the own­
ers. Though regulations can intervene, it 
is unlikely that mere legislation will do 
the job. The inhabitants ol such buildings 
should leel obliged to repair and main­
tain, and lake pnde in preserving a nug­
get of history. 

Cultural tourism, counting on his­
torical and true city life, ma)' be another 
answer. Owners could be encouraged to 
skilfully renovate the buildings to house 
more responsive functions; different but 
complementary uses during the day and in 
the evening. This would make town centres 
more attractive to residents, shoppers and 
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visitors. The key is to ensure that funda­
mental deterioration does not occur, and 
that gradual change is accommodated. 

New development to fill the gaps 
in the streetscape needs to pick up the 
threads of the disrupted urban fabric 
and complete it with structures showing 
an affinity to volume, scale and typology 
in a modern sense. 

Singapore has set a feasible prec­
edence as to how 20th century shop 
houses could be translormed into con­
temporary dwellings. The exterior is re-
tained as part of the street while interiors 
have undergone dramatic transforma-

government institutions, or living quar­
ters for the political and business elite. 
It is inevitable then that the government 
spends substantially for the maintenance 
of these buildings. 

Other than good maintenance, 
which adds to the architectural preser­
vation, some of the buildings have found 
appropriate commercial uses which also 
help to secure their own sustenanc e eco­
nomically. 

These commercial ventures have 
become great tourism boosters, capital­
izing on their own building structure. 
Since change in function, the buildings 

lion to accommodate new spatial and 
functional needs. 

For a developing country such as 
ours, conserving streetscapes - unlike 
conserving national monuments - may 
prove difficult to begin with. But this not 
entirely impossible - with commitment 
and participation of the community, the 
state, the pnvate sector and the legisla­
tors can work towards both preserving 
and developing the city. 

The other significant spatial area in 
Colombo is the low density Colonial set­
tlements Landscaped compounds with 
solid buildings mark this part of the city. 
A large proportion of visual, symbolic 
or ceremonial space was incorporated 
into the layout. Although some of the 
open spaces have been subdivided, the 
buildings themselves have not funda­
mentally changed. These now remain 
the preferred location for important 

have translormed themselves into com­
mon landmarks linked to nodes and 
|iinctions, though directly catering to a 
specific clientele. Abutling streets, some 
large buildings boast a more active rela­
tionship with the city wanderer, the pe­
destrian, even if it is only to offer shade 
while window shopping. 

Proposals are plenty - to use co­
lonial buildings directly and less self 
consciously in the public agenda; to 
open out parts of buildings as streets; 
lo penetrate walls to form plazas, where 
the entire public realm is absorbed 
into the conservation process. If sensi­
tively done, the grandeur of the colo­
nial structure could still remain intact. 
Unfortunately, many sucl\proposals arc 
not realized owing to lack of funds or 
mere political bureaucracy. 

The UDAs proposal to rejuvenate 
ihe areas in and around independence 
square is a welcome effort. The scheme 
links together existing landmarks, 
symbols and institutional buildings, 
which are previously unrelated. The 
development makes these links and 
the object themselves more viable so­
cially, economically and architectur­
ally Though the design centres on the 
post-colonial edifice which is equally 
important as a great building, it takes 
into account and acknowledges many 
of the colonial imagery in the vicin­
ity The proposed cultural street with 
lively functions created through listed 
buildings is commendable. This street 
will hold arts and crafts exhibitions, 
portrait painting, theatre troupes, mu­
sicians e t c , while the buildings them­
selves would be transformed into in­
teractive cultural museums. 

New designs in a colonial land­
scape, is perhaps the most additive 
tool assisting the development process. 
This is an art requiring careful analysis 
ol and respect for the existing features. 
Volumetric values, desirable skylines, 
street lines, street views, suitable eleva­
tion treatment, comparable solid void 
ratios all form important criteria for 
new designs. 

The skill, sensitivity and respect 
that we reflect, or the lack thereof, in 
preserving the Colonial imagery in Sri 
Lanka's cities while moving forward to 
development, will speak volumes of 
our valuation of our history. City dwell­
ers in Colombo, Galle and Kandy can 
only hope that the colonial imagery 
surrounding us today will still be a part 
ol our cities in future generations. 
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