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TWO TOWN 
HOUSES 
FROM 
THE INNER 
CITY 

Project: House for Lilani 
de Silva 
Location: Ward Place, 
Colombo 7 
Architect: C. Anjalendran 

Project: Prematilleke -
Welandawe House 
Location: off Buller's Road, 
Colombo 7 
Architect: Hiranthi 
Welandawe 

C h a n n a D a s w a t t e 

Every city in the world has its own 
version of the town house that 

makes up the bulk of its urban 
building. With Colombo fast changing 
from the garden city established by the 
British Colonial administration in the 
1860's, to a sprawling low-rise high 
density urban conglomeration, 
something akin to the town house or 
rowhouse is becoming a dominant 
morphology. This is mainly due to 
inner city and even suburban plots 
becoming smaller, no more than 10 to 
15 perches on average. 

The classic rowhouse or town house as 
seen in other cities such as London and 
Singapore have the simple logic of 
attempting to make maximum road 
frontage for as many houses as 
possible. Although the logic of 
Colombo and subdivision does not 
follow such a clear pattern, many sites 
allow for, and even presuppose, this 
kind of building. Two recent additions 
to the housing stock shows distinctly 
different approaches and therefore the 
potential of the simple row house. The 
only common things about these two 
contemporary variations of a traditional 
urban morphology, is that they are 
both on five perches of land and are 
built wall to wall on the long 
boundaries, and the short side looks 
out on the street in front and a small 
garden at the rear. 

The house for Lilani de Silva, designed 
by architect C. Anjalendran is organised 

on three levels around two light wells. 
The ground level is essentially a 
garage, service and a large living-dining 
space, the second level two bedrooms, 
with the third level being a covered 
roof terrace which could be used for 
entertainment or as a third bedroom. 
Each of these levels are arranged as 
static picturesque or dramatic settings 
organised around a series of carefully 
modulated vistas. The two light wells, 
one for the main living spaces and the 
other for the service and toilet areas, 
are used effectively for ventilation as 
well as for light in each of the spaces 
that they relate to. This is made 
particularly effective on the ground 
level where the bottom of the light well 
is a pool that separates the living area 
from the dinning. The pool reflects 
light onto the ceilings of this room and 
this combined with the all white palette 
gives it a luminous quality, even 
though it is at the bottom of three 
storeys and essentially surrounded by 
high walls. 

On the second level the light well is 
the central focus of the main bedroom 
with the sleeping area and the dressing 
area arranged around it. Cantilevered 
seats around it give the necessary 
privacy from the level below. On the 
roof level the main light well separates 
the covered area into two pavilions 
connected at one end. The second light 
well provides the pantry and kitchen 
ventilation and light on the ground 
level and the two bathrooms on the 
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second level open inlo il as dues the A spare m i n i m a l pa le t te of 

second dressing room and lite second conventional materials, concrete Irame, 

b e d r o o m that also o p e n s o n t o the 

street. 

There is no particular visual connection 

between the floors in this house with 

the l ight w e l l s o n l y g i v i n g the 

necessary light and ventilation at the 

different levels. This affords a great 

d e a l o f v isual s e p a r a t i o n b e t w e e n 

floors and presupposes a lifestyle that 

allows individual privacy, even within a 

nuclear family. Kach level is a 'stage 

set' for relaxed living contrived around 

a ser ies o f vistas, w i t h u tmost 

i n d i v i d u a l p r i vacy . Essent ia l ly t w o 

completely unrelated events may lake 

place on the ground floor and the roof 

terrace without anybody getting in the 

way. Kach level is a surprise after the 

rather uninspired stair which starts in 

the entrance area itself, and seen only 

as a means of vertical c i rcu la t ion -

completely utilitarian even to the use of 

(.'•I p i p e for the handra i l s , c lever ly 

contrived to fit into this small space. 

Arrival at the roof lop is a complete 

s u r p r i s e . T h e c losed l u m i n o u s 

whiteness of the lower floors make the 

pavilion room that opens out to a vista 

ol tree tops in the surrounding gardens 

even more dramatic. Usable at any time 

o f d a y w i t h c o o l b r e e z e s w a f t i n g 

through this complete ly w i n d o w l e s s 

s p a c e , this is i n d e e d the most 

pleasurable part ol the house. 

b r i c k , cement p las ter 

plaster walls and timber, 

f loors , l i m e 

all painted a 
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The Prematil lekc - Welandawe House, 
takes a d is t inct ly d i f ferent approach. 
Here the spaces arc organised on three 
levels around a central courtyard space 
The first level is a garage, study and 
l i v ing space, w i t h a pantry beh ind a 
screen wal l at the back of the living-
d i n i n g area . T h e s e c o n d level is a 
family l iv ing room wi th two bedrooms 
for the ch i ld ren attached to it, and a 
master bedroom above the garage and 
study, l inked to the family room by an 
elegant b r idge . The th i rd level is an 
open roof terrace. 

T h e c o u r t y a r d is the m a i n spa t i a l 
c l e m e n t in the h o u s e and used to 
p h y s i c a l l y and v i sua l l y l i nk up the 
di f ferent levels. By s tepp ing back at 
each l e v e l , t he c o u r t y a r d creates a 
v i sua l l i n k that in tegra tes the r o o f 
terrace w i th the ground level. The main 
vertical movement in the house is also 
in or around this space. The result is a 
house w i th a dynamic, moving, almost 
cinematic space. The progress f rom the 
sitting room on the ground level to the 
tool top garden is a sequence, detailed 
and m o d u l a t e d w i t h even t , a l w a y s 
g iv ing gl impses of what has been and 
p r o m i s e o f w h a t is t o b e . T h i s 
a p p r o a c h p h y s i c a l l y a n d v i s u a l l y 
integrates all the spaces at all levels in 
the In (Use. 

First Floor 

Roof Terrace 

Section 
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The highly integrated spaces results in 
the young fami ly be ing able to g row 
up wi thout ever really loosing sight of 
each other, except when they shut the 
bedroom doors. The house is meant for 
the contemporary nuclear family, w i t h 
no intrusions f rom extended family or 
d o m e s t i c h e l p . E n t e r t a i n m e n t mus t 
surely be o f close associates i n tacit 
agreement w i t h all the members o f the 
family. 

I n a d d i t i o n t o t he c o u r t y a r d , b a c k 
garden and street, the almost sculptural 
physical fo rm o f the house is a result o f 
var ious cont r i vances that have been 
used to get l ight and venti lat ion. These 
are m a d e m u c h o f b y c l e a r l y 
ar t iculat ing forms such as funnels for 
l ight ing and venti lat ion and shading for 
w indows. This obsession w i th detail is 
c a r r i e d t h r o u g h t o t he rest o f t he 
house, where attention is paid to every 
th ing f rom staircases and w i n d o w s to 
wal l and f loor finishes. Each finish and 
element is seen as specific to place and 
funct ion w i th in the house. This creates 
a great deal o f visual excitement wh ich 
is s t i m u l a t i n g e v e n i f s o m e t i m e s 
distracting. This results f rom a harshly 
modern is t v i s i on taken a lmost to an 
e x t r e m e . T h e c o n c e r n f o r t h i s 
concep tua l v i s i on has its occas iona l 
sacrifices in comfort and convenience, 
but the h igh ideals have resulted in an 
extremely visually stimulating house. 

However dif ferent both houses are in 
the part icular approach to design and 
l i f e , t h e y b o t h i n t h e i r o w n w a y 
t r a n s c e n d t he m e r e h o u s e f o r 
accommodat ion in the city to prov ide 
v isual p leasure to the senses as one 
goes t h r o u g h the da i l y g r i n d . O n e 
house by its very sti l lness and ca lm, 
creates an oasis f r om the bust le and 
d i s t r a c t i o n o f the st reet . T h e o t h e r 
p r o v i d e s a h o m e i n a v i s u a l l y a n d 
socia l ly s t imu la t ing env i ronmen t that 
encourages close familiar contact. They 
both show that the small t o w n house 
need not be mere dul l accommodat ion, 
but can be made into a celebration o f 
everyday life. 
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