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"Architecture reflects man's needs in a way no other form 

of art does, and is thus the most complete and accurate 

witness to the material and spiritual conditions of an age. 

This in some ways is a privilege, but it also means that 

architecture is more exposed than other ivorks of ait to the 

danger of disfiguring alterations; for it must contine to 

satisfy man's changing demands. 

- Piero Cazzola 

Introductory note: 

The original article was a longer essay 
w r i t t e n i n N o v e m b e r 1978 {The 
Conservation of Old Colombo), w i th 55 
p h o t o g r a p h s , a n d seve ra l b o x e d 
quotations. An abbreviated version was 
publ ished in the Weekend on 31/12/78 
a n d 7 / 1 / 7 9 ( " C o n s e r v e C o l o n i a l 
C o l o m b o " ) . A n upda ted and s l ight ly 
revised version appeared in the Ceylon 
Daily News o n 26 /9 /80 , 27/9 & 30/9 
("Conservat ion o f O l d C o l o m b o " ) . A 
f u r t h e r r e v i s i o n was p u b l i s h e d i n 
Monumentum, Vol. 25 (2), June 1982. 
pp . 102-128. Figs. 1,7 and 13 o f the 
present article are by Jukka Jok i lehto 
and the rest are the author's. 

A number o f bui ld ings photographed 
by the au tho r in 1978/9 have been 
demol ished or changed considerably. 
Among those ment ioned in this article 
that have been demol ished or altered 
b e y o n d r e c o g n i t i o n a re : B o g a l a 
Bui ld ing, the Chatham Street Mosque, 
the De l f t Ga teway Gua rdhouse , the 
Bristol Buildings, the Sea Street corner 
house (Fig. 8) , St. Mary's Church, Sri 
K a t h i r e s a n Street ( F i g . 10) , t he 
G i n t u p i t i y a Street M a d a m (gaudi ly -
r e v a m p e d , t h o u g h n o t , p e r h a p s , 
b e y o n d r e t r i e v a l ) , a n d the who le-
terrace o f lawyers offices in Hulf tsdorp 
Street (Fig. 12). 

T he e v e r - i n c r e a s i n g n e e d go t 
houses ..." " I n coun t r i es o f the 

t r o p i c a l r e g i o n s o f the w o r l d the 
danger to cu l tu ra l t rad i t ions is even 
g rea te r . I n s t e a d o f a g r a d u a l 
d e v e l o p m e n t , there i ndus t r i a l i za t i on 
b r i n g s a b r u p t a n d f r e q u e n t l y 
overwhelming change so that the need 
is urgent to collect and preserve before 
a l l t ha t is m e a n i n g f u l d i s a p p e a r s . 
Moreover, as so many o f the changes 
are due to externa l inf luences rather 
than to se l f -con ta ined e v o l u t i o n , the 
break between the recent past and the 
present is a m u c h more radical one 
t h a n i n c o u n t r i e s w h e r e 
i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n is an o l d 
phenomenon. " Hiroshi Dai fuka, Head, 
sec t ion fo r the D e v e l o p m e n t o f the 
Cultural Heritage, UNESCO. 

A n d later i n th is sec t ion ( o r i g i n a l l y 
c a l l e d " T h e T h r e a t t o H i s t o r i c 
E n v i r o n m e n t s " ) W h i c h was de le ted 
f r o m the Monumentum vers ion as it 
d i s c u s s e d aspec ts f a m i l i a r to the 
internat ional conservat ion movement : 
"We wi l l probably be judged not by the 
monuments we bui ld but by those we 
have destroyed." 

Fig. 1. The demolition of the fire-damaged Grindlays Bank, York' Street. 
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Colombo's urban heritage: 

"A city without old buildings is like a 
man without a memory." 

The Pettah and its discoveries: 

"The Pettah is the only part of the city 
where the visitor can get even a faint 
idea of what life in Colombo night 
have been like before the Twentieth 
Century's gangrene set in." 

- Paul Bowles. 

Towards the end: 
"When an architectural monument no 
longer serves the purpose for which it 
was built, its conservation ceases to be 
a practical necessity and becomes a 
purely cultural task, the importance 
attributed to which will depend on the 
cultural maturity of succeeding 
generations and their sense of the 
urgency of preserving their cultural 
heritage." 

- Piero Gazzola 

The historical origin of the city of 
Colombo goes back to a port 
settlement whose existence is 
documented from about the tenth 
century. By the fourteenth, it was a 
fairly important trading centre, and Ibn 
Battuta, the Arab traveller, described it 
as 'one of the largest and most 
beautiful cities in the island of 
Serendib'. Kelaniya, today a suburb of 
Colombo, was then 'surrounded by a 
rampart containing rows of palatial, 
multi-storeyed buildings, with walls, 
pillars and flights of steps decorated 
with frescoes, with a network of broad 
streets and two main arteries filled with 
throngs of men of various climes and 
with wealth of all sorts', according to a 
contemporary Sinhalese text. The 
importance of Muslim traders in the 
port is confirmed, partly by remains 
such as tombstones, and partly by the 
accounts of Portuguese writers of the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.1 

During the colonial conquest of 
maritime Sri Lanka from the sixteenth 
century onwards, Colombo developed 
considerably as a commercial and 
military centre. The Portuguese, Dutch 
and Bri t ish, in turn, made major 
contributions to the architectural fabric 
of the city, as did the indigenous 
population fo traders, clerks and 
artisans. The Portuguese town was in 
ruins in 1656 after prolonged siege and 
bombardment by the Dutch, who then 
reduced the existing fortification to 
what is roughly the present Fort. By the 
beginning of the nineteenth century the 
British were in occupation and the Fort 

had mainly British residents. The Pettah 
was then a fine residential district 
occupied by the Dutch and Portuguese, 
while the Sinhalese, Tamil and Muslim 
population dwelt in the suburbs, where 
some of the walawwas1 of the 
Sinhalese gentry are still to be found. 

In 1869 the British blew up most of the 
Dutch fortifications and commenced 
building new military barracks. The 
Fort developed into the scat of 
government for the whole country, as 
well as the banking and commercial 
centre. The law courts moved to 
Hulftsdorp. The Pettah has declined 
from being a residential district into a 
trading/commercial area with the 
character of a bazaar, and the areas 
beyond are now both residential and 
commercial. In 1948 the Fort of 
Colombo passed back into Sri Lankan 
control after 450 years of foreign 
occupation. 

Colombo st i l l has a distinctive 
architectural personality, its own 
Sri Lankan mix, which draws on both 
local and foreign sources - Sri Lankan, 
Arab, South Indian, Portuguese, Dutch 
and British. Though much has been 
written in an evocative or historical 
way about the city, and the history of a 
few of its more famous buildings has 
been documented, there has been no 
real appraisal of its architectural quality 
and character, the conservation of 
which is now critical. The domestic and 
commercial buildings of Kochchikade, 
St. Sebastian, Hulftsdorp, etc./ and the 
grander public and commercial 
architecture of the Fort, are now 
threatened by the insistent forces of 
modernization. Yet these form a rich 
and varied repository of our urban 
architectural traditions, such as exists 
nowhere else in Sri Lanka. Sometimes 
scattered, sometimes concentrated in 
long terraces, many of the individual 
types are such as will not be seen 
again i f they fall now before the 
impatient, undiscriminating bulldozer. 

The ever-increasing need for houses, 
shops and offices, rocketing land 
values, property speculation and the 
toll of the motor-car all these are 
familiar major factors threatening the 
survival of our historic urban 
environments. Quite suddenly, almost 
before we realize what is happening, 
we wake up to find that a vital, diverse 
and exciting urban landscape has been 
obliterated. Its associations and cultural 
patterns, its lively roof lines, varying 
heights and multifarious architectural 
features are replaced by a banal and 
depersonalized architecture of steel and 

concrete towers. When one human-
scale building has been removed and 
replaced by such a substitute, the 
econimic, spatial and stylistic logic 
results in the development of the 
surrounding area in a similar manner. 
We are robbed of a past shaped by 
many generations, and often we are 
given in return imported designs and 
concepts evolved for other climes and 
totally unsutied to our own. Narrow 
streets become unbearably 
claustrophobic as buildings of several 
storeys replace the older, smaller 
structures. Even our relatively broader 
thoroughfares, which hitherto admitted 
sea breezes and views of trees and 
gardens, are being increasingly 
hemmed in by walls of glass windows 
which seem to reflect extra heat into 
the street, while boasting air-
conditioned interiors. The multi-
storeyed, glass-fronted designs are 
unsuited to a hot country which has 
few streets wide enough to take them 
comfortably. 

In the industrialized countries, such 
architectural solutions have been 
developed over a considerable period 
of time, and although they have ousted 
older architectural forms and 
transformed parts of the old cities, the 
pace of change has been such that the 
alert members of society have had time 
at least to develop an awareness of the 
value of what was being lost. 
Sometimes that consciousness came 
very late and much damage had 
already been done; nevertheless, in the 
West an internally generated 
industrialization has been spread over a 
long enough period for its destructive 
elements to be recognized, and for 
certain processes to be modified, 
reversed or halted. In countries like Sri 
Lanka, however, which are subject to 
violent and rapid change and the 
demands, often, of externally imposed 
solutions, there is little time for a 
conservation consciousness to develop 
and have an impact. There is, however, 
some legislation which leans in this 
direction. According to the First 
Schedule of the 1956 Town and 
Country Planning Ordinance, provision 
may be made in planning schemes for 
the prohibition or restriction of the use 
or development of land for the purpose 
of the preservation of places and 
structures of religious, historical, 
architectural, archaeological or artistic 
interest.1 

The Antiquities Ordinance is also 
pertinent: 
The Minister may by Order in writing 
declare that any specified monument 
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wh ich dates or is bel ieved to date f rom 
a per iod pr ior to the 1st day o f January 
1850, sha l l ... be d e e m e d to be an 
ancient monument for the purposes of 
this Ordinance. 5 

The Ord inance then goes o n to spel l 
o u t t he l ega l c o n d i t i o n s o f t h e 
p ro tec t i on o f a b u i l d i n g once it has 
been declared an ancient monument / ' 

Howeve r , it w o u l d n o w seem that a 
m o r e d y n a m i c a p p l i c a t i o n o f these 
laws and an updated def ini t ion of what 
an ancient monument is are required. 
Most w o u l d agree that bu i ld ing activity 
o f any interest, w o r t h preserv ing for 
posterity, d id not cease in 1850. As a 
result o f pressures for a conservat ion 
po l icy , in October 1979 an off icial o f 
the M i n i s t r y o f H o u s i n g a n d 
C o n s t r u c t i o n a n n o u n c e d tha t t h e 
G o v e r n m e n t w o u l d s o o n i n t r o d u c e 
l e g i s l a t i o n to c o n s e r v e a l l h i s t o r i c 
b u i l d i n g s . I n F e b r u a r y 1980 t he 
Committee for the Preservation o f O l d 
Buildings o f Historical and Architectural 
Value was set up , consisting pr imari ly 
o f government off icials, to advise the 
p o w e r f u l U r b a n D e v e l o p m e n t 
A u t h o r i t y ( U D A ) o n q u e s t i o n s o f 
c o n s e r v a t i o n . I t was to be a pu re l y 
advisory body, w i thout any powers o f 
i m p l e m e n t a t i o n , a n d was en t rus ted 
w i th the tasks of draft ing legislation to 
protect bui ld ings not already covered 
b y e x i s t i n g o r d i n a n c e s a n d t h e 
p r e p a r a t i o n o f a l is t o f s c h e d u l e d 
bui ldings. So far, however, neither laws 
nor list has appeared. 

Because o f Sri Lanka's r ich and ancient 
c i v i l i z a t i o n , as r e p r e s e n t e d in such 
famous complexes as Anuradhapura , 
Sigiriya and Polonnaruwa, we tend to 
lose s ight o f and to unde rva lue the 
m o r e r e c e n t a c h i e v e m e n t s o f o u r 
people under national or colonial rule. 
This is where there is a need to take a 
f r e s h l o o k at t h e o l d s t ree ts o f 
C o l o m b o , w h e r e w e a l t h o f mater ia l 
awai ts documen ta t i on and appra isa l . 
This process is to some extent under 
way, but it is hampered by time factors, 
l ack o f c o o r d i n a t i o n , i n s u f f i c i e n t 
commitment and an absence of publ ic 
a w a r e n e s s a n d s u p p o r t . T h e r e a re 
many w h o value the qual i ty o f these 
o l d streets (and not on l y those w h o 
live and w o r k in them) but they cannot 
always articulate their feelings or make 
their voices beared. 

Colombo' s urban heri tage 

There are at least a dozen areas wh ich 
are c r y i n g o u t f o r an a c t i v e 
c o n s e r v a t i o n p o l i c y as an i n t e g r a l 
element o f a development plan. These 
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include the Fort, Pettah, Kochchikade, 
M a s a n g a s w e e d i y a , St. S e b a s t i a n , 
Hu l f tsdorp , Grandpass, Kotahena and 
M u t u w a l . I n th i s b r i e f s u r v e y w e 
propose to touch u p o n on ly some o f 
these areas w h i c h are most l i ke ly to 
u n d e r g o r a p i d d e v e l o p m e n t a n d 
change. 

The Fort, w i th its ornate bu i ld ing styles, 
l o n g arcades and b r o a d avenues, is 
largely late n ineteenth/ear ly twent ie th 
c e n t u r y in cha rac te r . Large a n d 
impress ive p u b l i c b u i l d i n g s , banks , 
business houses and hotels dominate 
its main streets, and there are several 
s p l e n d i d a r c h i t e c t u r a l s e q u e n c e s . 
M e d i u m - s i z e d s h o p s a n d o f f i c e s 
occupy the narrower cross roads, and 
the on ly resident ia l sect ions are t w o 
groups o f apartment blocks erected in 
t he 1930s. T u c k e d a w a y , here and 
there, are several relics o f the Dutch 
o c c u p a t i o n . T h e Pe t tah is a m o r e 
intensively bui l t -up area, w i th a much 
o lder con f i gu ra t i on o f bu i ld ings and 
more v i ta l and ' l oca l ' qua l i t ies . It is 
n o w pr imar i ly commerc ia l and highly 
congested, t h o u g h it once con ta ined 
many f ine houses and shady walks. Its 
o l d seventeenth-century g r i d p lan is 
still preserved. The extensions o f the 
Pettah to the north and north-east (now 
d e l i m i n a t e d as K o c h c h i k a d e a n d 
M a s a n g a s w e e d i y a ) a re l i n e d w i t h 
d w e l l i n g - h o u s e s , s h o p s a n d w a r e ­
houses, sometimes cheek-by- jowl but 
m o r e g e n e r a l l y i n sepa ra te 
concentrations. Like Hul f tsdorp and St. 

Sebastian (or A lu thkade , Kehe lwa t te 
and Masangasweediya), they are spread 
out over several undulat ing hi l ls w i t h 
long avenues and vistas w o r t h y o f a 
grea t c i t y . It is t r u e tha t n a r r o w , 
overcrowded lanes also exist here: but 
wh i le much o f the area is congested, 
e v e n largest s e c t i o n s a re s t i l l 
predominant ly residential and prov ide 
acceptable standards of housing. 

Fort 
The Fort o f C o l o m b o , apart f r om its 
grand publ ic bui ldings (Figs 2 and 3), 
sti l l contains a number o f interest ing 
o l d structures. One such is the long 
bui ld ing bestriding Hospital Street and 
Canal Row - the o ld Dutch hospi ta l -
p e r h a p s a u n i q u e s u r v i v a l o f t h i s 
per iod in this part o f the wor ld . Facing 
it are a number o f o l d shops da t ing 
f rom the seventeenth ani l e ighteenth 
centur ies, w i t h lo f ty w o o d e n p i l la rs , 
and large, heavy doors w i th enormous 
hinges, su rmoun ted by character ist ic 
f a n l i g h t s . I n Q u e e n S t ree t , t he 
expans ive 400- foot l ong f ron tage o f 
Bogola Bui ld ing (original ly H. W. Cave 
& Co., publishers and booksellers) has 
los t i ts f o r m e r g r a n d e u r u n d e r a 
plethora of shopfronts and signlxxirds, 
and its internal courtyard had become 
a rubbish dump; but it w o u l d be easy 
to res tore its i n t e g r i t y a n d d i g n i t y . 
Howeve r , it appears that the p u b l i c 
body w h i c h has acqu i red it p lans to 
erect a 30-storey bu i ld ing on the site. 
Opposite, there used to be the sizeable 
r e m a i n s o f a f i n e la te n i n e t e e n t h 

Fig. 2. Ministry of Information, Prince Street 
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Fig. 3. The Office of the President, at the corner of Queen Street and Prince Street. 
This teas the seat of the colonial government until 1929, and was completely 

renovated in 1948. 

century terrace where George Steuarts 
sti l l has its off ices; this was part o f a 
la rge s e q u e n c e w h i c h began to be 
demol ished some years ago. In March 
1980 t he o f f i c e o f t he Cargo Boa t 
Despatch Company was torn out o f the 
centre o f the terrace and replaced by a 
banal structure w i t h a concrete hood 
c a n t i l e v e r e d o v e r t he s t reet a b o u t 
f i f t e e n feet b e y o n d the rest o f the 
terrace. 

H a l f w a y d o w n C h a t h a m Street is a 
l o n e l y s u r v i v a l o f t he e i g h t e e n t h 
century-a masonry co lumned bu i ld ing 
n o w used as a mosque. Though only 
par t o f the o r i g i n a l facade rema ins , 
someth ing o f the earl ier character o f 
the bu i ld ing survives and more cou ld 
be re t r i eved . O p p o s i t e is the s h o p , 
L a l c h a n d s , a w e l l - p r e s e r v e d e a r l y 
n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y b u i l d i n g w i t h 
w o o d e n pi l lars and ant ique w i n d o w s 
e leva ted above the street on a h igh 
p l in th . It was to have been replaced by 
a f i v e - s t o r e y e d b u i l d i n g , bu t 
conse rva t i on i s t pressures may have 
affected this dec is ion. The handsome 
b u i l d i n g in P r i n c e St reet , w i t h i ts 
c o l u m n e d u p p e r s t o rey a n d ra ised 
internal courtyard, wh i ch now houses 
A i r L a n k a ( F i g . 4 ) , seems to h a v e 
preserved much o f its original form - a 
q u i r k o f fate in a street w h i c h was 
substantially rebuilt in the early part of 
the present century." In Bristol Street 
w e see one o f the few survivals o f the 
Dutch for t i f icat ion, the Delft Gateway 
Guardhouse (1702) , w i t h part o f the 

o ld fort w a l l . " N o w used as a pol ice 
o f f i ce rs ' 1 mess, th is b u i l d i n g s h o u l d 
have been l isted long ago under the 
ex is t ing Ord inance. The land is now-
r e q u i r e d fo r a h i g h - r i s e b l o c k a n d 
pressure has been exerted to prevent 
its being made a protected monument. 
H o w e v e r , p lans to demo l i sh it have 
been temporar i ly shelved for f inancial 
reasons. 

There are also t w o impor tan t g reen 
spaces i n t he For t . T h e s m a l l bu t 
del ightful Gordon Gardens used to be 
o p e n t o the p u b l i c , b u t it is n o w 
enclosed by a h igh w a l l and can be 
entered on ly f rom the grounds o f the 
President's Off ice. The 6.5 hectare site 
k n o w n as Echelon Square was, un t i l 
1980, a large playing f ield surrounded 
by a n u m b e r o f n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 
m i l i t a r y ba r racks , desc r i bed as ' the 
finest ... in the East' at the t ime they 
w e r e b u i l t . T h e y a re n o w b e i n g 
demol ished to clear the ground for a 
g l i t t e r i ng u r b a n c o m p l e x , c o m p l e t e 

w i t h banks, supermarkets and a vast 
underground carport'. Colombo's tallest 
bu i l d i ng (52 storeys) w i l l be erected 
here by an overseas bank, and similar 
developments by private enterprise wi l l 
g radua l l y cover the rest o f the si te. 
Apart f rom the loss o f this important 
o p e n space a n d the h a n d s o m e 
barracks, the last three or four years 
have seen the disappearance o f several 
other notable buildings in the area. In 
O c t o b e r 1978 t he E m p l o y m e n t 
E x c h a n g e i n Lo tus Road was 
demol ished, but the site has not been 
d e v e l o p e d . 9 O n l y t w o g r o u p s o f 
vaulted warehouses, (pakhuizen) f rom 
the Dutch occupat ion remained after 
others were demol ished in the 1950s. 
In 1979, despi te energet ic ef for ts to 
save i t , h a l f o f o n e g r o u p was 
d y n a m i t e d to p rov ide an apparen t l y 
u r g e n t l y n e e d e d s u r e (as ye t 
u n d e v e l o p e d ) . T h e r e m a i n i n g 
warehouses should be preserved and 

Fig. 4. Air Lanka office, Prince Street. A late eighteenth or early 
nineteenth-century building in which the arcade and colonnade were probably 

open originally. 
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Fig. 5- The Post Office, First Cross Street. This was a drapers, F. X. Pereira s, from 
1905 until about ten years ago. The building probably dates from the late 

nineteenth century. 

rehab i l i ta ted . I n 1980 the l o n g , t w o -
storeyed Registrar-General's Of f ice in 
York Street" ' was d e m o l i s h e d a n d a 
ten-storey bank is expected to go u p 
on the site. What was the o ld Bristol 
Ho te l , nearby, is also to be removed 
al though operations seem to have been 
temporar i ly suspended; and in October 
1980 f ire gut ted the adjacent century-
o l d G r i n d l a y s B a n k ( F i g . 1) . T h e 
demol i t i on squad moved in hastily to 
t a k e d o w n the facade w h i l e 
conservationists were try ing to procure 
a p reserva t ion o rder o n it. Th is last 
example illustrates the importance o f a 
b u i l d i n g w h i c h , w h i l e no t b e i n g 
r e m a r k a b l e i n i so l a t i on , is va l uab le 
because o f its i n t e g r a t i o n i n t o the 
o v e r a l l a r caded a r c h i t e c t u r e o f the 
street. 

The Pettah and its e n v i r o n s 

But f o r rea l d i s c o v e r i e s , o r 
r e d i s c o v e r i e s , no t jus t o f s i n g l e 
b u i l d i n g s bu t o f w h o l e streetscapes 
where a unique character is preserved, 
we must go to the Pettah and the areas 
l y i n g to its no r t h and east. W a l k i n g 
through these streets o n a Sunday, we 
can study the architecture at our ease, 
undistracted by trade and traffic. In the 
main gr id , we f ind a variety o f styles 
and features, ranging f rom large, h ighly 
ornate bui ldings w i th rows o f w indows 
a n d a rches a n d e l a b o r a t e pa rape ts 
conceal ing low-pi tched roofs, to more 
' local' forms wi th wooden columns and 
enc losed balconies. Occas iona l ly w e 

f i n d t i n y u n p r e t e n t i o u s s t r u c t u r e s 
peer ing out f r om under l o w , s lop ing 
roofs, crushed between lofty bui ldings; 
a n d w e m a y a lso c h a n c e u p o n 
u n e x p e c t e d l y w e l l - p r e s e r v e d a n d 
attractive houses tucked away in dingy 
lanes, l ike Kap i r imudukku Mawatha. A 
n u m b e r o f o l d D u t c h ' a n d e a r l y 
'Brit ish' shops and houses can still be 

found here, some in fair condi t ion and 
little altered. In many, the wooden or 
masonry-columned verandah has been 
enclosed in a shopfront, but often the 
pil lars are stil l v isible in the masonry 
wa l l . " Variations of these typical street 
houses o f the e i gh teen th a n d ear ly 
n ineteenth centur ies, w h i c h comb ine 
Sri L a n k a n , P o r t u g u e s e a n d D u t c h 
elements, can also be found in nor th 
a n d no r t h -eas t C o l o m b o , w h e r e 
c o l o n n a d e d v e r a n d a h s h a v e b e e n 
similarly enclosed in masonry or lattice 
w a l l s . A c a r e f u l c o n s e r v a t o n e f f o r t 
cou ld recover sizeable groups o f this 
k ind . 

There are also a number o f f ine o ld 
'monuments' here, l ike the Post Off ice 
(formerly F. X. Pereira's) in First Cross 
Street (Fig. 5), the church o f St. Phi l ip 
N e r i i n O l c o t t t M a w a t h a , a n d t he 
h a n d s o m e e i g h t e e n t h o r e a r l y 
n ine teen th -cen tu ry b u i l d i n g h o u s i n g 
the City Dispensary and Bastian & Co. ;-
A n o t h e r i m p r e s s i v e s u r v i v a l is t he 
former Post Of f ice in Prince Street, a 
s e m i n a r y o r o r p h a n a g e d u r i n g t he 
Dutch occupat ion and the first bu i ld ing 
in Colombo to be restored as an official 
act o f conservation (Fig. 6 ) . " It has just 
b e e n o p e n e d as a D u t c h p e r i o d 
museum; but even as we admit it, we 
regre t i ts i s o l a t i o n a n d are m a d e 
acutely aware of the need to conserve 
no t s i m p l y s i n g l e m o n u m e n t s bu t 
sequences, g r o u p s and areas w h i c h 
s h o u l d be i n t e g r a t e d i n t o m o d e r n 

Fig. 6. The Dutch Museum, Prince Street. Originally the weeskamer, a Dutch 
seminary or orphanage, dating from tbe early eighteenth century and renovated in 
1780. In recent years it was a post office until its restoration by the Archaeological 

Department. 
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Fig. 7. The old Town Hall and the 

p l a n n i n g . Several g o o d examples o f 
houses da t i ng f r o m the t u r n o f the 
eighteenth century, wh ich contr ibute to 
t h e e n t i t y o f t h i s a r e a , are w o r t h 
conserv ing in this street. At the east 
end o f Main Street, the o ld Town Hall 
(1873) and the Ed inbu rgh Market (a 
large, i ron-colonnaded enclosure o f the 
same p e r i o d ) (F ig .7) have just been 
restored and there are plans fo r the 
rehabil i tat ion o f the surrounding area. 

However , recent events in Sea Street 
( p a r t o f the o l d I n d i a n C h e t t i e s ' 
q u a r t e r ) u n d e r l i n e t he n e e d f o r 
k n o w l e d g e a b l e r e h a b i l i t a t i o n . U n t i l 
1980 the bu i l d ings at the sou th e n d 
w e r e o b l i t e r a t e d b y a fo res t o f 
signboards peculiar to this street; but in 
a w e l l - m e a n t ' i m p r o v e m e n t ' t he 
s i g n b o a r d s have b e e n d r a s t i c a l l y 
r e d u c e d a n d r e l e g a e d t o d e m u r e 
positions above the shopfronts, and the 
ex te rna l wa l ls o f all the shops have 
b e e n f a c e d w i t h h i d e o u s s h i n y 
b r i ckwork . This s imply vulgarizes and 
detracts f rom the vital character o f the 
area , t he o n c e e x u b e r a n t s t reet o f 
goldsmiths. The north end o f Sea Street 
is very dif ferent in character (Fig. 8) , 
a n d t he o l d t e m p l e s (kovils), 
w a r e h o u s e s a n d d w e l l i n g - h o u s e s 
p r o v i d e an e x c i t i n g a r c h i t e c t u r a l 
e x p e r i e n c e . T h e eye m o v e s f r o m 
p i l l a r e d u p p e r s to reys , e m b e l l i s h e d 
w i t h w r o u g h t i r o n , to in t r ica te r o o f 
b a l u s t r a d e s , d o w n t o h a n d s o m e 
panelled doors at street level. Smaller, 
p l a i n e r b u i l d i n g s ( f r e q u e n t l y 
wa rehouses ) set o f f these e labora te 
maroon and blue fantasies. 

Edinburgh Market, Main Street. 

Suddenly, one comes u p o n a little pale 
blue house, w i t h cream detai l ing and 
b r i g h t b l u e w i n d o w shades a n d 
shu t t e r s , an a p p a r e n t l y o l d a n d 
t rad i t iona l use o f co lou r g o i n g back 
many cen tu r ies . By the s ide o f th is 
house one can turn u p into the upper 
part o f Chekku Street across a barren 
piece o f ground, wh ich cou ld so easily 
be turned into a green and shady space 
connecting these two f ine streets. 

C h e k k u Street ( n o w Sri K a t h i r e s a n 
S t ree t ) is p e r h a p s t he most 

ex t raord inary in this area, though its 
q u a l i t y m a y no t be i m m e d i a t e l y 
appreciated (Fig. 9). To a large degree 
it has preserved its ancient character, 
w i t h s o m e e x c e p t i o n s s u c h as a 
hideous cinema and a sadly revamped 
church. The architecture o f the upper 
end o f this street, w i th its pavements 
and raised platforms, sheltered by the 
extending overhang of roofs ( l ike open 
verandahs) f rom one end o f the block 
to the other, is rarely to be met w i th 
a n y w h e r e e lse i n Sri L a n k a . " It is 
extraordinaiy that in a commercial area 
such as this the street has remained 
almost entirely residential and kept its 
remarkable character. For anyone who 
has l i ved in Eu rope , w a l k i n g a l ong 
Chekku Street is l ike com ing u p o n a 
m e d i e v a l l ane in the m i d d l e o f a 
twent ieth-century t own . ' s It should be 
preserved at all costs; there is a wealth 
o f mater ial for study here, h istor ical , 
soc i a l a n d e c o n o m i c , as w e l l as 
architectural. 

At the e n d o f C h e k k u Street is 
St. Mary's, a rare and beautiful church 
which provides a link w i th Portuguese 
history and architecture. It was built at 
the ins tance o f Catho l ics i n Goa to 
replace a Portuguese church destroyed 
in the Dutch bombardment o f 1655-56. 
The ruins o f this were sti l l v is ible in 
1814 w h e n an Eng l i sh P ro tes tan t 
c h u r c h was b u i l t o v e r t h e m . 
Stylistically, St. Mary's probably recalls 
many features of its predecessor and is 
the only k n o w n example of its k ind in 
Sri Lanka (Fig. 10). It is one bu i ld ing 
that has been saved by dissuading the 

Fig. <s. Sea Street, a corner bouse 
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Fig 9, Houses in <'hekku Street, dating probably from tbe seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. 

structure of its k ind in Colombo; yet it 
la< ks and k ind of protection. 

Church author i t ies f rom demons] 
and rebu i l d ing as they had p lanned 
Equa l l y u rgen t a c t i o n is n e e d e d in 
G i n t u p i t i y a Street to rescue the 
crumbl ing arched, masonry entrance o f 
the Dharmachatram Madam. Hanked by 
a t i n e pa i r o f s t ucco l i o n s a n d 
d e c o r a t e d n i d u s . T h o u g h o f q u i t e 
recen t da te (1891 ). it is the o n l y 

St. Sebastian, Hulftsdorp and their 
environs 

Moving out of the Pettah area, we start 
tn walk up Mih indu Mawatha, past a 
large new supermarket erected on the 

Fig 10. St. Mary's Church. Cbekku Street Built to replace a Portuguese church 
destroyed in /655-5o. it probably echoes tbe original in style. Inside there are 

frescoes and lofty wooden columns 

s i te o f the o l d P o l i c e S ta t i on 
demol i shed in 1978." Just beyond is 
another decaying bui ld ing w i th a f ine 
f acade , w o r t h y o f r e s t o r a t i o n b u t 
probably dest ined to suffer the same 
fate. (F ig. 11) We pass Marties Lane, 
where scores o f families are c rowded 
t o g e t h e r in n a r r o w passages 
( e u p h e m i s t i c a l l y c a l l e d ' g a r d e n ' ) 
admi t t ing l i t t le l ight and less air. We 
cannot roman t i c i ze these d w e l l i n g s 
which are not fit for human habitat ion, 
but further up, at the corner o f Mih indu 
M a w a t h a a n d St. Sebas t ian St reet , 
stands a substant ia l late n i ne teen th 
century dwel l ing colonnaded along one 
side and guarded by three stone lions. 
In 1978 it was to be demol ished, but it 
st i l l survives. From this po in t all the 
way to the Law Courts are attractive o ld 
b u i l d i n g s , i n c l u d i n g a n u m b e r o f 
single-storcyed, wooden pi l lared, late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth-century 
types (Fig. 12). A have been scheduled 
fo r d e m o l i t i o n , bu t w i t h a l i t t l e 
imagination the whole sequence could 
be preserved and improved. New uses 
c o u l d be f o u n d fo r t hose no t in 
r e s i d e n t i a l use , and t he s p e c i a l 
caha rac te r o f the area c o u l d be 
retained. 

Other interesting old bui ldings can be 
seen at the corner of Mih indu Mawatha 
and St. Sebastian H i l l (F ig . 13), but 
al ready haphazard d e v e l o p m e n t has 
permitted many jarring interruptions in 
this f ine townscape, like the 'modern ' 
d w e l l i n g b u i l t at the s i de o f an 
exquisite lattice-fronted house wh ich is 
part of a group of old bui ldings in the 
curve o f the road facing St. Sebastian 
H i l l . Other in te r rup t ions inc lude the 
Bank o f Ceylon and a three-storeyed 
b u i l d i n g w h i c h b r e a k s u p the 
c o l o n n a d e d sequence fu r ther a long . 
Beyond the neoclassical facade o f the 
messenger Street, also retains a number 
o l attract ive o ld bu i ld ings; and even 
houses built at the turn o f the century 
wi th decorative masonry and concrete 
screens instead of wood , have acquired 
a patina wh ich softens the impact of 
the m o d e r n mater ia ls . I n th is busy 
thoroughfare most of the bui ldings arc-
l o n g a n d n a r r o w in p l a n w i t h 
cour tyards at the rear, o f f e r i ng ideal 
solutions to the problems o f noise and 
p r i v a c y . M a n y have l i g h t w e l l s , 
surrounded by wooden Dillars, and in 
messenger Street doors ins ide each 
house can be thrown open to enable 
the occupants to pass f rom one end o f 
the te r race to the o t h e r w i t h o u t 
stepping out on to the street. Parallel to 
Messenger Street is the more congested 
and commercia l ized O ld Moor Street, 
w h e r e the h a n d s o m e f r o n t a g e s , 
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Fig. 11. A decaying building in Mihindy Mawatha, dating from the late nineteenth 
century. 

w o o d e n doors and w i n d o w shutters, 
fanlights and deep interiors are usually 
o b s c u r e d by t h r o n g s o f car ts a n d 
lorries. 

Turn ing north again we come to New 
C h e t t y Street w h e r e , d e s p i t e t he 
m o d e r n i z a t i o n o r r e b u i l d i n g o f a 
number o f houses, several cou r t ya rd 

houses st i l l rema in . ' 8 I n V ivekananda 
Hi l l and Jampettah Street are two large, 
i m p r e s s i v e s t ree t h o u s e s o f t he 
walawwa type dat ing f rom about the 
m i d d l e o f the e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y 
( F i g . 16 ) . O n e was a s t o n i s h i n g l y 
scheduled for demol i t ion , and it is clear 
the owners are unable to maintain it. 
Development plans were subsequently 

Fig. 12. Lawyer's offices in Hulftsdorp Street. 
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a l te red so that the house c o u l d be 
retained, but the slight dev ia t ion w i l l 
result in the demol i t ion o f an attractive 
o ld house opposite. Here is an urgently 
obv ious case for legal p ro tec t i on o f 
these t w o long masonry co lonnaded 
buildings. 

A l l the streets d iscussed i n this last 
section are historically and aesthetically 
i m p o r t a n t , a n d s h o u l d be se r ious l y 
c o n s i d e r e d fo r p r o t e c t i o n as 
conservat ion areas. Thei r architectural 
quality is one that offers many lessons 
for our time. The spatial organization of 
this street architecture is very different 
f r o m tha t o f the b i g houses or 
mansions, s tand ing in large gradens, 
e lsewhere i n Co lombo . It di f fers too 
f rom the shanties and o ld tenements, 
w h i c h h o u s e mos t o f C o l o m b o ' s 
p o p u l a t i o n , the m o d e r n and not -so-
modern blocks o f flats, and the typical 
middle-class residential pattern o f small 
houses n e s t l i n g a l o n g t he m o r e 
s e c l u d e d s ide roads a m o n g p r o f u s e 
vegetation. Most of the houses we have 
been d i scuss ing are p l a c e d c l ose l y 
together or form long terraces, abutt ing 
d i rec t l y o n to the street, w i t h smal l 
courtyards or l ightwel ls beh ind . They 
f o r m a t r u l y u r b a n a r c h i t e c t u r e , 
achieving a high density as we l l as a 
sense o f c o m m u n i t y o r 
neighbourliness. They possess a dignity 
wh i ch seems to emerge fo rm what is 
an econom ic , na t iona l and aesthet ic 
use o f space. 

T h e r e f o r e , h a v i n g e s t a b l i s h e d t he 
reality o f this architectural and human 
q u a l i t y tha t s t i l l s u r v i v e s i n o l d 
Colombo, what is the present situation? 
Despite the announcement in 1979 that 
legislation w o u l d shortly be introduced 
to preserve historic bui ld ings o f more 
recent pe r iods , m u c h o f beauty and 
value has disappeared, so much so that 
we hesitate to draw attention to what 
s u r v i v e s lest d e v e l o p e r s has ten to 
bul ldoze it. Negative though it is, one 
p resen t f a c t o r o n the s ide o f 
conservation is financial constraint. For 
example, in March 1979 the President 
was r e p o r t e d as a n n o u n c i n g T h e 
who le o f Fort w o u l d be redone. O l d 
buildings were being pul led d o w n and 
wou ld be replaced by new structures'. 1 ' ' 
I n J u n e , the same year , the P r i m e 
Minister's amendment to the Hous ing 
a n d T o w n I m p r o v e m e n t O r d i n a n c e 
was p a s s e d , p r o v i d i n g fo r the 
const ruct ion o f high-r ise bu i ld ings in 
the city development area. These were 
but confirmations of processes already 
under way. T w o years later, however, 
the P r i m e M i n i s t e r a n n o u n c e d a 
morator ium on planning permission for 
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i f a n y t h i n g w o r t h w h i l e is to be 
salvaged for another generation. 

Fig I>' Buildings at the corner ofMibindu Mawatha and St. Sebastian Hill 

high rise bui ldings in the city because 
o f the i n a d e q u a c y o f s u p p o r t i n g ol 
infrastructure. Lack of funds is also a 
fac tor ; in severa l ins tances o f s i tes 
already c leared, p lann ing permiss ion 
has been wi thhe ld al though there are 
still a number of high-rise bui ldings in 
prospect w inch are not affected by the 
morator ium. 

Hut such a c c i d e n t s a n d c h a n c e s , 
quick ly reversible as they are. are no 
s u b s t i t u t e fo r a r a t i o n a l p o l i c y o l 
c o n s e r v a t i o n based o n a c c e p t e d 
methods of qualitative assessment and 
e v a l u a t i o n . I l is o f th is a n d o f a 
r e c o g n i t i o n that the f u t u r e o l o l d 
C o l o m b o is also a matter for pub l ic 
concern, that there is a desperate need 
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1 The location o f Sri Lanka's f i f teenth-
century capital at Kotte (a few miles 
east of the port ) may wel l have been 
in f luenced by its con t igu i t y to the 
p o r t s e t t l e m e n t , w h i l e in t u r n 
Co lombo ' s d e v e l o p m e n t as a por t 
must have been greatly enhanced by 
its proximity to the country's capital. 

-' M a n s i o n t y p e houses o f t he 
landowner and off ic ia l class o f the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

• I n th is a r t i c l e , o l d e r a n d m o r e 
fami l iar designat ions of areas have 
been used, as wel l as modern ward 
divisions, but not in such a way as to 
cause contusion. 

1 Section 38, l-S. 

' Section 16-1. 

" A n e x a m p l e o f a s c h e d u l e d o r 
protected area is the fort at Galle, an 
extensive conglomerat ion of private 
houses, government and commercial 
es tab l i shmen ts . T h e o r e t i c a l l y , n o 
S t ruc tu ra l a l t e r a t i o n s to these 
bui ldings or charge to their facades 
can take p lace w i t h o u t the 
p e r m i s s i o n o f the A r c h a e o l o g i c a l 
Commissioner. The real effectiveness 
o f this scheme is difficult to gauge as 
w e do no t k n o w h o w far it has 
checked 'modernizat ion'. Despite the 
v i g i l a n c e a n d care o f the 
Archaeological Department, and even 
legal action against offenders, there 
have been Flagrant violations of these 
rules, by both private individuals and 
government departments. It is clear 
that legislation alone wi l l not suffice 
to ensure the p r o t e c t i o n o f these 
areas. 

A property on this site is referred to 
in a deed of 1786, and a transaction 
in 1805 conveyed the premises f rom 
D u t c h to B r i t i sh o w n e r s h i p . T h e 
present bui ld ing probably dates from 
the latter event. 

* The left lace of the guard house has 
been spoilt by the recent addi t ion o f 
ano the r b u i l d i n g , w h i c h concea ls 
s o m e o f the o l d w i n d o w s a n d 
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de t rac t s g e n e r a l l y f r o m i ts 
proport ions; but its removal, and the 
restoration o f the bui ld ing, w o u l d be 
quite straightforward. 

9 This b u i l d i n g was the or ig ina l Fort 
r a i l w a y s t a t i o n , a n d it was o n l y 
d u r i n g d e m o l i t i o n tha t the 
arch tec tu ra l qua l i t y was revea led ; 
m a n y o f its w i n d o w s h a d b e e n 
b o a r d e d u p , and rooms had been 
c rude ly pa r t i t i oned as the bu i l d i ng 

had been put to different purposes. 
T h i s k i n d o f t r e a t m e n t has b e e n 
meted out to many f ine o ld bui ldings 
wh ich came from a t ime when space 
and decoration were unstinted, and it 
results in an intr insical ly sound and 
often fine bui ld ing being condemned 
b e c a u s e o f a s u p e r c i a l l y s h a b b y 
appearance. 

This was another mil i tary barracks o f 
the 1870s. 

" Several examples are similar to those 
in Hospi ta l Street in the Fort, w i t h 
immense doors, bisected halfway up 
or hav i ng three o r fou r d i v i s i o n s , 
c rowned by a shuttered fanlight. 

12 Th is d i g n i f i e d m o n u m e n t , w i t h its 
four arched doorways and two rows 
o f tall rectangular w i n d o w s f lanked 
by masonry pilasters, was probably 
o r i g i n a l l y an o p e n c o l o n n a d e d 
bui ld ing. 

11 K n o w n as the Weeskamer, t h i s 
bu i ld ing w i th eight lofty pillars rising 
through two storeys along its street 
verandah, appears on a map o f 1732. 
It seems to have been renovated in 
1780. 

" We are tempted to wonder whether 
much o f what we see today is a late 
S e v e n t e e n t h o r ea r l y e i g h t e e n t h -
c e n t u r y r e b u i l d i n g o f w h a t was 
d e v a s t a t e d in the D u t c h 
bombardment of 1656. 

" T h e p o v e r t y o f o u r a r c h i t e c t u r a l 
k n o w l e d g e is such that we cannot 
eas i l y da te these b u i l d i n g s , but 
perhaps, as we have suggested, they 
may recall styles prevalent when the 
Portuguese were here (as is often the 
case, w e suspect, w h e n we talk o f 
'Dutch ' architecture). 

"' T h i s h a n d s o m e b u i l d i n g , w h i c h 
added quality to this junction where 
the road begins to c l imb the hil l to 
H u l f t s d o r p , was o r i g i n a l l y the 
tubercu los is w a r d , bu i l t about the 
end o f t h e last century. 

" W o o d e n fan l ights carved in f l o ra l , 
creeper or leaf patterns. 

O n e v e r y p r e t t y a n d e x c e l l e n t l y 
m a i n t a i n e d e x a m p l e has masonry 
c o l u m n s a n d d e l i c a t e , c a r v e d 
w o o d e n screens enc los ing its small 
v e r a n d a h , w h i c h is c h a r m i n g l y 
pa in ted in b lue and wh i te . Farther 
a long, r is ing h igh above the street, 
stands another cou r t ya rd house in 
somewhat grander style, wi th a long, 
wooden pil lared verandah, also in a 
good state o l preservation. 

' Ceylon Daily News, 2 March 1979. 
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