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T he southern, coastline fragmented 
by the monsoon 's seasonal fury, 

has g i v e n r ise to a ser ies o f r o c k y 
promontor ies that buttress its beaches 
f r o m Amba langoda to Tangal le . One 
cou ld wh i le the hours away and stare 
endlessly at the Indian Ocean crashing 
at o n e ' s fee t f r o m these p o i n t s o f 
vantage wh i t t led by the sea. Architect 
Geoffrey Bawa has used one of these 
p r o m o n t o r i e s as a dais o n w h i c h to 
locate his Lighthouse Hote l , at a point 
w h e r e t he s o u t h e r n h i g h w a y veers 
sharply towards Galle. It toasts, among 
other things, the Dutch interlude in our 
h i s t o r y , u s i n g it as a l e i t m o t i f t o 

g e n e r a t e i ts t a s t e f u l l y u n d e r s t a t e d 
manor-house ambience. 

Approached f rom Colombo it bursts on 
your f ield o f vis ion edgewise, w i th the 
muted force o f a pleasant interjection. 
North bound f rom Galle, it serves as a 
focal po in t that gathers the col lect ive 
gaze o f the passers by and reorients it 
t o w a r d s C o l o m b o . T h e v a r i e g a t e d 
rubb le -g reys a n d f i red ear then hues 
predominate on the facades, b lending 
impercept ib ly w i t h the terrain around 
the site. 

T h e c e r e m o n y o f e n t r y is o f v i t a l 
impor tance i n this design. This is an 

elaborate and del iberate ly pro t rac ted 
af fa i r , an abso lu te necessi ty fo r the 
sub t l e h e i g h t e n i n g a n d p rog ress i ve 
t i g h t e n i n g o f m o o d be fore the f ina l 
arch i tectonic denouement beside the 
v e r a n d a h . F r o m the g la re o f t he 
f o r e c o u r t , o n e is d r a w n i n t o the 
comfor t ing shade o f the porch, where 
the expansive entry lobby provides the 
necessary diversion or aesthetic pause 
that helps one get acclimatised to the 
deeper and still more comfort ing g loom 
of the space that looms ahead. One 
moves o n , he ld back somewhat by a 
sense o f suspenseful ant ic ipat ion and 
en te rs t he c y l i n d r i c a l shaf t o f t he 
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stairwell - a scooped-out platonic sol id 
surmounted by a cupola perforated at 
i ts a p e x - s u f f u s e d by a d i m 
sub te r ranean l i gh t r em in i scen t o f a 
cavern. 

O n c e w i t h i n th i s d e m a t e r i a l i z e d 
cyl inder, the reason for having a fired 
earthen shade (closer to a burnt ochre 
in actual fact) for the hote l 's facade 
becomes apparent: a nuggety ou tc rop 
o f the site's rock w i th its overlay o f r ich 
o r a n g e - r u s s e t p a t i n a , has b e e n 
showcased in a dark reflecting poo l at 
t h e f o o t o f the s t a i r w a y . T h i s , 
naturalistic sculpture embodies the sites 
essential tones and textures, wh ich , in 

an architectural parody o f the general 
re f lec ted i n the par t icu lar , f i nd the i r 
w a y to the ou te r wa l l s o f the ho te l 
complex. 

T h e n u a n c e s he re a re so r i c h a n d 
complex, and near mythical in intensity 
- sculptura l rock as f rozen sacrif icial 
f ire, punc tured cupola paral le l ing the 
inner sky w i th in the pr imit ive hut and 
stairway spiral l ing upward symbol is ing 
t he p e r e n n i a l m o v e m e n t o f m a n ' s 
aspirations towards the light - that the 
g u t w r e n c h e s i n an a l m o s t p r i m a l 
response. The entire tableau composed 
w i t h surreal a p l o m b , is a s ingu la r l y 
b r i l l i an t f l ou r i sh f r o m the archi tect 's 
boa rd a n d the fact that it is cen t red 
round the service core o f the complex 
(articulating the wings o f the hotel and 
being as it were the p in o n wh ich they 
are p i v o t e d ) , makes the e x p e r i e n c e 
accessible to al l - v i r t ua l l y a r i te o f 
passage. We see the beginnings o f this 
feature, where the visitor ascends f rom 
a d imly lit concourse be low to a lobby 
f looded w i t h l ight, in the prototypical 
p r o g r e s s i o n f r o m p o r t e c o c h e r e to 
lobby-by-the watercourt at the Bentota 
Hotel , one o f Bawa's earlier works. 

The stairway spirals upwards to level 
t w o w h e r e the l o b b y is located and 
beyond to level three, where the Bar 
and Restaurant give on to a cloistered 
ambulatory wh ich encloses an open-to-
sky wa te rcour t . F rom the sepu lchra l 
g loom o f the stairwell one emerges to 
enter the l ight- f i l led concourse o f the 
m a i n l o b b y . T h i s a l t e r n a t i n g 
complementar i ty of l ight and shadow, 
creates the a tmosphe re w h i c h is an 
integral feature o f the hotel : the diurnal 
progression f rom l ight th rough shade 
once again into light, g iv ing way to its 
reverse s e q u e n c e d u r i n g n i g h t t i m e 
w h e n the s ta i rwe l l becomes b r igh t l y 
i l l u m i n e d t o set o f f t h e d i m l y l i t 
inter iors. It is in this l ight that Laki's 



phantasmagor ic sculptura l balustrade 
comes to l i fe : re f lec ted i n the b lack 
vitrescent surface o f the watercourt on 
l e v e l t h r e e , i t loses i ts d a y t i m e 
p r e c i o s i t y t o b e c o m e a p e r i o d 
s h o w p i e c e o f g rea t i n g e n u i t y . 
E l s e w h e r e , m e l l o w l i g h t i n g creates 
lambent pools in the semi-darkness -
just the r igh t a m o u n t necessary f o r 
in t imate discourse w i thou t los ing the 
connect iv i ty w i t h i n the spaces. 

The l o b b y opens on to a co l onnaded 
a m b u l a t o r y sk i r t i ng the m a i n d i n i n g 
hal l , w i t h a verandah be low that frames 
t h e o c e a n a n d s k y i n a h o r i z o n t a l 
d i p t y c h o f v a r y i n g b l u e h u e s . T h e 
agoraphobic glare o f sky and ocean is 
mu ted on ly by the rocky beach, w h i c h 
thrusts itself in to the sea b e y o n d the 
u n d u l a t i n g s w a r d f r o n t i n g t h e 
v e r a n d a h . T h i s p r o v i d e s a v i s u a l 
anchor that effectively breaks d o w n the 
scale o f the f ie ld o f v is ion for human 
c o m p r e h e n s i b i l i t y . T h u s t h e 
m o m e n t u m o f entry, effected a long a 
s t a g g e r e d ax i s t ha t t h reads p o r c h , 
stairway and lobby, subsides beside the 
verandah, and fans out to sea. 

The f loor p lan is an agglomerat ion o f 
f i v e a r t i c u l a t e d s e g m e n t s w i t h t he 
rooms located in the two f ree- f lowing 

no r the rn w ings o f the comp lex . The 
latter, however, are l inked by a broad 
w a l k w a y ( f o r m i n g a r oo f terrace o n 
l e v e l f o u r ) w h i c h separa tes t h e 
poolside f rom the rectangular courtyard 
abutt ing the lobby. Sporadic extrusions 
o f na tu ra l rock do t these t w o o p e n 
areas and rise dramatically through the 
cement render o f the walkway. A rather 
p layfu l ploy, but arresting nevertheless. 
Like the unobtrusive steps b ind ing the 
boulders and leading d o w n f r o m the 
v e r a n d a h , t h e y se rve to d r a w t h e 
terrain into the scheme and do away 
w i t h the inside-outside polarity. 

The rooms are absolute ly s tunn ing -
and l ike the leaves o f an exot ic tree, 
br ing to a natural c l imax the un fo ld ing 
o f the design. The rich t imber c ladding 
o f the f loor set of f by the plain wh i te 
wal ls , the grot to l ike alcove in w h i c h 
bathroom and dressing area are fused, 
rounded of f by the luminous malachite-
green (the colour o f verdigris peel ing 
o n an antique vase) o f the doors and 
w i n d o w s - t h e t o t a l i t y o f a v i s i t o r ' s 
e x p e r i e n c e c r ys ta l l i zes h e r e i n t o a 
heady resume ! 

However , as is usual ly the case w i t h 
B a w a , the p a l e t t e o f t e x t u r e s is 
restrained, devoid o f glitz: The greys o f 

r u b b l e , c o b b l e a n d c e m e n t f l o o r 
f i n i s h e s c o m p l i m e n t e d by t i m b e r , 
contrast against the burn t ochre a n d 
whi te of walls. In fact, it is the quali ty 
o f spaces and untrammel led axes rather 
than the veneer, w h i c h suggest p o m p 
a n d c e r e m o n y . A n d s p e a k i n g o f 
quality, the entire range o f the master's 
exquisi te stock-irf-trade is w o v e n into 
the design g iv ing l i fe to this bu i ld ing. 
Present he re are the s o a r i n g v istas 
across u n c l u t t e r e d space ; s e c l u d e d 
patios l i ned w i t h the much favoured 
F r a n g i p a n i ; d i g r e s s i o n s t h r o u g h 
unexpected framed v iews; quiet areas 
f o r c o n t e m p l a t i o n a n d a l l u r i n g 
punctuations that redeem the repetitive. 

The Lighthouse presents a p ic ture o f 
repose. There is a sense o f ease in its 
presence w h i c h makes des ign seem 
easy. That it shou ld not be any th ing 
o ther t han that , is rea f f i rmed i n the 
Einsteinian aspi rat ion o f "mak ing the 
bad dif f icult and the good easy", ci ted 
by Corbusier in his Modular. This is an 
apt descript ion of the Lighthouse, and 
indeed o f most o f Bawa's works. 
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