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INTRODUCTION

In 1978, three decades after independence, Sri Lankan
leaders moved the seat of government from the former
colonial capital, Colombo, to a former indigenous seat of
power nearby. Abandoning the neo-classical architectureof
the colonial Parliament House, the new parliamentary com-
plex was constructed in a"'vernacular' form of architecture
that appears to be continuing from an indigenous past and
belonging to Sri Lanka. The prelude to this, however, was
the emergence of what we might call critical vernacularism
as the most prominent design trend in the 1970s, a trend
which radically transformed the congtitution of the Sri
Lankan field of architecture. It was, therefore, not an
accident that Geoffrey Bawa, a leading architect of this
tendency, was commissioned by the government to design
the most prestigious project of " national architecture,” the
national parliamentary complex.

The development of place and community specificarchi-
tectural designsisnot limitedto Sri Lanka, nor tothisperiod.
However, a consciousness of ""the world becomingasingle
place,” exacerbating aconcernwithidentity amongdifferent
statesand ethnic groups, and resultingin decisionsto address
these problems, has intensified over the last two decades.?
Thediscourseon critical regionalismrepresentsoneintellec-
tual attempt to come to termswith such devel opmentsin the
European and US fields of architecture.'

What | focus on is, however, an architectural discourse
that critiques the general and universal approach to culture
and architecture adopted in colonial and modernist prac-
tices by evoking spaces and symbols indigenous to a
particular society, especialy after colonialism. In this
paper, | shall take Sri Lankan critical vernacularism as an
example of this much more widespread phenomenon, ex-
plore the way it was constituted, and the architectural
design it replaced. Sinceit isbeyond the scope of this paper
to discuss each of the practices that constitute the broad
field of critical vernacular architecture, | shall focus my
discussion on Bawa's work.

THE COLONIAL STRUCTURE OF ARCHITEC-
TURAL PRODUCTION

Architecture--understood asa professionalized discipline of
building design, practiced by specialy-trained architects
employed and paid by clients-- was largely institutionalized
in the nation states of western Europe and the USA in the
nineteenth century. Such ingtitutionalized architecture pro-
vided for the requirements of both industrial and colonial
societies, and particularly, asit had donefor centuries, for the
congtitution of arealm of high culture. Architecture in this
sensewasconstructed and reifiedintheimperial metropoles,
inthiscase, Britain, often marginalizing avast array of other
building and design methods that operated both inside as
well as outside this Western cultural domain.

In colonial Ceylon,* official government construction
activity was monopolized by a particular group of govern-
ment departments, lead by the Public Works Department,
which| shall refer to asthe PWD. ThePWD also institution-
alized thedistinct waysin which official built culture was to
be produced. Thiscolonia project wasnot only responsible
forawholerangeof "' new" spacesthat werecompletely aien
to the colonized --such as a road network, new institutional
buildingslikebarracks, courts, prisons, and hospital s, aswell
as tennis courts and cricket grounds-- but also aimed at
producing new subjects within these, such as prison guards
and prisoners, tennisand cricket players. For the Ceylonese,
therefore, space was at once both defamiliarized and
dehistoricized; yet at the sametime, it was also historicized
and familiarized for the colonizers, and subsequently, also
for the Ceylonese dlite and technocrats who were also
produced within this structure.

In many respects, the construction of anew built environ-
ment and culture operated at the "'international” level of the
British Empire, linking the imperial metropole and the
colonies, since the PWD and other departments of the
colonial statein Ceylon involvedin the designand construc-
tion of buildings and structures were simultaneously con-
stituent elementsin the larger administration of the Empire.
The colonia system therefore replaced former Lankan sys-
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terns of producing its built environment, which had largely
been confinedtoitsindividual kingdoms, by alarger onethat
was empire-wide.* Moreover, architectureproduced by the
PWD was primarily representative of the Empire and the
colonial power of Britain rather than the indigenousculture
of the colony.® Neo-classical buildings such as the Parlia-
ment of Ceylon, and the Town Hall of Colombo, built in the
early twentieth century, can also be seen in other British
coloniesand dominionssuch asIndiaand Canada. We must
not, however, fix thisin what linguistscall a binary opposi-
tion of metropole-colony as thesenew spaceswere part of a
" colonial third culture,” which Anthony King definesas™'the
European colonial culture which resulted from the transfor-
mation of metropolitancultural institutionsasthey cameinto
contact with the culture of the indigenoussociety.”

Furthermore, the imperial metropole monopolized the
production and circulation of knowledge in the realm of
architecture. Until the 1940s, military officers, planners,and
architectswho undertook design and construction functions
were largely Europeans who came and brought " appropri-
ate'" knowledge from Britain.® This system was gradually
supplemented by recruiting compliant Ceylonese, training
them in the metropole, and selecting the most competent
through exactingexaminations. Thedesign activity wasthus
decentralizedto the colonies, but the productionof architec-
tural knowledgewas monopolized by academic and profes-
sional ingtitutionsin the metropole. These Ceylonesearchi-
tects, educated and trained through a curriculumdirected at
producing professional members for the Roya Ingtitute of
British Architects, were more suited to work and design in
Britain than Ceylon.’

This system reproduced the colonial structure of domi-
nance and dependencein the plane of knowledge, in which
the metropolitan center depi cted the " developed society™ as
a model which the society in the "undeveloped colonial
periphery would inevitably follow." Sociologist Susantha
Goonatilakehasarguedthat so-called significantknowledge
assertions in the dependent periphery result from the diffu-
sion of ideasfrom the center; thebasi c coreknowledgegrows
largely in the West and is transferred to the developing
countries." In this context, the production of **meaningful
architecture™ in the periphery was confined to the processof
mimicking Western buildingsand architectural styles. The
centralized production of architectural knowledge, just as
the production of architecture itself, tended not only to
universalize the landscape across the Empire, but also to
obscure indigenous cultural expression.'? This processwas
continued by the architectural modernists --employed by
immediately postcol onial independent nations such asIndia
or, earlier, Brazil-- on a broader world scale.'?

Colonial regime did not completely eradicateall former
Lankan social structures, but also subjugated and incorpo-
ratedsomeofthose intothelarger imperial system." Despite
the colonialist drive to control the production and distribu-
tion of architectural knowledge, the colonia regime was
incapable of subjugating or suppressing al other building

methods, for example, those producing peasant dwelling
formsand religiousarchitecture. Although old royal prohi-
bitions, such asthoseforbidding the useof burnt clay tilesas
aroofing material, were ignored by the colonial rulers, the
economicaly marginal existence of villagers within the
newly instituted market-economy prevented them from imi-
tating the trends of the city in modernizing their dwelling
houses. Moreover, under new building regulations, their
building practices were often marginalized as “sub-stan-
dard,” and as"traditional" under the new ideol ogy of " mod-
ernization." Thelineof mimicry of indigenesfollowing the
built forms produced in the metropole (>> metropole >>>
colonial capital >> cities > villages) was thus never com-
plete.

Asin other colonies, Lankan religions--Buddhism, Hin-
duism, and Islam-- lost the moral authority as well as the
political and ideol ogi cal persuasivenessthey had held within
the pre-colonial society. Y et different formsof Christianity
introduced by the colonia powers were unable to replace
Lankan religions, and today, Christiansconstituteonly about
five per cent of the Sri Lankan population. Traditional
Lankan religious institutions and their architectural prac-
tices, including the design of temples, survived the hostile
conditions of colonialism.'* The continuation of these
traditions, therefore, sustained forms for future aspirations
and devel opment, aswell as nodesfor future subversions of
the colonia and modernist universalization.

THE POSTCOLONIAL LANGUAGE OF SUBVER-
SION

Despite independence in 1948, neither the PWD type state-
rundepartmentstructurethroughwhichdesignand construc-
tion activity was carried out, nor its dependenceon Western
knowledge, changed very much.'® The critical discourse,
however, emerged from outside this structure. Geoffrey
Bawa, hispartner, Ulrik Plesner, and many otherswho were
engaged in devel oping architectural designs more appropri-
ateto Sri Lanka largely practiced independently outside the
post-colonial ,proto-PWD structure. By the 1980s, however,
government departments had aso been influenced by this
vernacularism, and many of them had developed their own
variations. Critical vernacularism, therefore, eventualy
subverted the colonia and modernist universalization of the
built environment, countering the exclusion and
marginalization of indigenous building practices by this
post-colonial structure of architectural production.

The critical vernacularistscontested the totalizing thrust
of architectural modernismand the continuation of colonia
norms. Architectural historian LawrenceVale observesthat
"Bawas capitol complex stands squarely between the ab-
stract universalismof high modernismand the litera local-
ism.”"" For Shanthi Jayawardane,

[Bawas work] implied a sharp break with the then
maodes of the "international style” which were reach-
ing a high point in neo-colonia fluency around [the]
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1950s and 60s, best displayed perhapsin the arrogant
extravagance of Brasilia and Chandigarh.'®

At the national level, the eclectic language of critical
vernacular architecture has devel oped a common represen-
tation acrossdiversesocia and cultural groups. It employed
abroad ensembleof spatial and symbolicelements, familiar
to Sri Lankans, to construct what ErnestoL aclauand Chantal
Mouffe cal an equivalence,'® across ethnic, linguistic, and
religious cultural identities.

Let us turn our attention to the language of this subver-
sion. The "innovators™ of critical vernacular practice,
particularly Plesner, were apprehensiveabout thedisarray in
post-colonial architecture caused by the colonial and mod-
ernist imposition of, and the Sri Lankan desire to imitate,
Western building forms and elements, which they had no
cultural and economiccompetencetointernalize. InPlesner's
words:

Architecturally speaking, the country suffered from
post-colonial self-denigration ... Some people enthu-
siastically believed in things like " American Style"
and vinyl floors.. Most of the new buildingswere a
reflection of Western ways, climatically unsuitable
and visuadly indifferent... Onmy part, it wasaprocess
of first clearing away the shabby asbestosroofing, the
bare bulb lighting, the disastrous flat roofs, the im-
ported rubbish, the slimy black mouldy walls without
drip ledges, the admiration for the second rate from
Europe.?°

Instead of simply restoring this modernist built environ-
ment, these architectslooked towardsalternatives. Clearing
away the colonial and modernist ""mess” was accompanied
by the re-introduction of traditional building e ements and
spaces, particularly roof formsand the veranda. The Portu-
guese, Dutch, and British colonials in Ceylon had also
adapted visually dominant roof swith wide overhangs--with
modifications such as the introduction of half-round clay
tiles-- in their residential buildings. The roofs of the main
British colonia institutional buildings were, however, con-
ceal ed behind dominant and decorated wallsthat rose above
the eaves line, generic to British architectural stylesknown
as Georgian and Neo-Classical. The issue, however, is not
limited to a climatic awareness, that the monsoons can
destroy exposed wallsand the dampnesscreate™ dimy black
molds" on them, sincethereare many design methodsin the
modem world to enhance the climatic performance of a
building. Rather the reintroduction of the roof in a proto-
traditional character was a cultural one; a conscious selec-
tion by Bawa and Plesner, not only to combat climatic
problems, but also to do so by deploying an indigenous
architectural language. Bawa claims:

One unchanging element of al buildingsisthe roof -
protective, emphatic and all important -governingthe
aesthetic, whatever period, whatever place. Often a
building is only a roof, columns and floors -the roof

dominant, shielding, giving the contentment of shelter
... the roof, its shape, texture and proportion is the
strongest visual factor.?!

Similarly, verandas and internal courtyards are not the
only solution to the problems of heat and ventilation. For
example, air-conditioningis used for such purposesin many
buildings in Colombo. Again, for critical vemacularists,
verandas and courtyards were culturaly desirable. The
reintroduction of these elements was, therefore, not mere
climatic and functional but also a matter of cultural politics
and representation.

The new language advanced a cross-cultural accommo-
dation, reproducing more familiar space for indigenous
cultura practices. Bawa and Plesner's selection of cross-
culturally familiar building elements, such as the roof and
veranda, was deliberate, because they were not the only
availablehistoricreferences. Most intimatereligiousarchi-
tectures, for example, highlight more of a difference than a
commonality. Buddhist stupas (and vatadages), sikhara
type masonry roofsof Hindu kovils, Islamic bulbousdomes,
and thefacadesof Christianchurchesarticulatetheir distinc-
tiveness. By contrast, the building type with arectangular or
sguare plan, extended veranda, and pitched roof is the most
commonly used form by all Sri Lankan socia and cultural
groups.?? Cultural differencesamong Sri Lankansare rather
built into the internal spacesthan the external forms of their
regular houses.? As Vale suggests: "'Bawa could begin by
working with roofs, not necessarily choosing sides in so
doing.”?*

Critical vernacularists have not limited themselves to
drawing solely on Lankan historic forms, and, therefore,
have not attemptedto recreatehistory. The hybridizationof
built formsover centuriesthrough contacts, exchanges, and
subjection, has made the field of post-colonial architecture
very complex. Between the two polesof highly prestigious
colonial buildings (for example, the old Parliament) and
Lankan peasant dwelling houseswasawidearray of hybrid-
ized built forms which included colonial bungalows and
(new) middle class housing.” Bawa states:

| liketo regard all past and present good architecture
in Sri Lanka as just that --good Sri Lankan architec-
ture-- for thisiswhat it is, not narrowly classified as
Indian, Portuguese or Dutch, early Singhalese or
Kandyan or British colonial, for all the good examples
of these periods have taken the country itself into
account.?

The efficacy of an eclectic formation like the critical
vernacular architectureof Sri Lankadependson the compo-
sition, as much as on the selection of e ements and their
development. These architects have avoided a collage of
direct historicquotations, aswitharchitectural postmodemism
in the West, or in the case of Papua New Guineas new
Parliament.”” They have not attempted to capture and
represent all cultures with a single image, or a series of
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images each representing a component culture, but have
produced an architecturethat is specific and acceptablefor
Sri Lankans. As Vale argues, the Sri Lankan Parliament
building is inclusive in its approach to history without
descending into a caricature or pastiche; the articulation
sought to capitalize upon the elements, traditions, and cul-
tureswithout trivializing them or renderingthem incompre-
hensibly abstruse.”® In this sense, instead of being histori-
cally defined ethnic or religiousbuilt forms, what Bawaand
Plesner produced was a particular type of "nationally”
relevant architecture within a post-independent context.

CRITICAL VERNACULARISM

Inabroader context, critical vernaculartendency is apparent
in the designs of, among cthers, the late Hassan Fathy of
Egypt and Charles Correa of India, as well as in building
complexessuch the Citra Niaga of Samarindaand Sukamo-
Hataairport of Djakarta, both in Indonesia.” As other post-
colonial architects, immediately after returning home, these
architects practiced so-called modem architecture. Y et they
are examples of those architects who increasingly became
conscious of the incompatibility of such an architecture
within the societies in which they practiced. Hence, they
gradually incorporated elements of indigenousand historic
spaces, architectural elements, building methods, and mate-
rial sin devel opingtheir approachtodesign. Thesedecisions
may well have begun in the interests of developing an
appropriate architectural style, yet what they finaly pro-
duced was profoundly different from a mere style.

Critical vernacularism can aso be distinguished from
three other contemporary architectural practices. Oneisthe
provision of organized support by institutionsbased in the
dominant core states of the modem world-system for the
development of culture specificand place specificarchitec-
ture. The Aga Khan Awardsfor Islamic Architecture(Aga
Khan Program), begunin 1976, and based & Harvard-MIT,
is by far the best example. Accordingto Serge Santelli, the
object of this program has been,

first, to promote a modern architecture which relies
upon the most advanced technol ogiesand materials-
-but at the same time, integrating the fundamental
principlesof Islamic Architecture; second, to defend
cultural identitiesof Muslim populationsand protect
their threatened cultural heritage.*

While supporting " Idamic Architecture,” the program has
also assumed the role of being " spokesperson™ for Islamic
culture and architecture worldwide, its paternalism ex-
panded to the broader Third World architecturethroughthe
journal, Mimar. Paternalism and the encouragement of
indigenousarchitecturehasnot been limited to thisprogram.
Although not an organized process, foreign "experts’ have
also beeninfluential in promoting the reviva of indigenous
design and construction.®'

The second type is the architecture of touristic commer-

cidization. Here, | am referringto modem hotel complexes
designedfor the visual and spatial consumptionof touristsin
the cultural styles of the "natives,” along with standard
modem comforts. This is particularly evident in the proto-
vernaculartourist complexesin placeslikeBali and Thailand.

The third --the "cultural contextualization™ of the non-
indigenous presence-- can be found, for example, in the US
embassiesin KualaLumpur, Dhakka, and Colombo, built in
a'"'placespecificstyle." A critiqueof that in Colombo notes,

The aggressive American image is enhanced by the
importance the roof has gained in the total expression
of the building. ... Thistendency, obviously itsway of
responding to the cultural context, is what gives the
American Embassy Building its distinctive character.
Thechoiceof thetileroof (of courseneater, moreslick
and macho than the Sri Lankan counter part), the
extensive use of timber (despite poor protection it
receives from the pulled out roof) add to this attempt
tocrosstheSri Lankan lionwiththe Statueof Liberty.*

Thisnew tendency of the world-hegemone, the USA, repre-
senting itself in a"styl€” indigenous to the place yet still
protecting the identity of its own authority, is contrasted by
the same writer as Americaprojecting the image of ""being
a Roman whilein Rome'™ as opposed to the British attitude
of "being British to the boot laces, wherever you are,"
represented by the British embassy, on the next lot.

The culture of critical vernacularism is, however, con-
temporary, theresult of aconsciousnessof theinappropriate-
nessof "' modernarchitecture” inaculturally different, extra-
European, post-colonia site, in the periphery of the world-
system. Thisisevident in Fathy’s book titles, Architecture
for the Poor, and Natural Energy and Vernacular Architec-
ture. Althoughtheinappropriatenessof hisearlier' modern-
ig" designs were signalled by the shortage of steel and
cement during the Second World War,* Fathy clearly notes
his consciousnessof the significance of the issues of differ-
ence and identity in architecture,

until the collapse of cultural frontiers in the last
century, therewereall over theworld distinctivelocal
shapesand detailsin architecture, and the buildingsof
every locality were the beautiful children of a happy
mamage between the imagination of the people and
demands of their countryside. ... | like to suppose
simply that certain shapes take a peopl€e's fancy, and
that they make use of them in a variety of contexts,
perhapsrej ectingtheunsuitabl eapplications,but evol v-
ing acolorful and emphaticvisual image of their own
that suitsperfectly their character and their homeland.
No onecould mistake thecurve of a Persiandome and
arch for the curve of a Syrian arch [the signature].>*

Y et hefound that thissignaturewas missingin modem Egypt.

The consciousnessof the cultural context of design was
not limited to well known architects. Theopen pavilions of
Citra Niaga and Sukarno-Hata airport in Indonesia, and
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much contemporary building, for example, in India, Malay-
sia, and Sri Lanka, illustrates that this trend is a relatively
widespread phenomenon. The Yemenese government
wrapped the West German built glass and steel airport with
traditional Yemeni stonework, complete with decorative
motifs.® According to the prominent Indian architect,
Charles Correa, for example, ""we simply cannot squander
the kind of resources required to air condition a glass tower
under atropical sun.” Peter Scriver finds in these trendsa
" cultural revolt against modem technology --specifically the
technological rationalism associated with the modem indus-
trial complex of Western civilization.”’

What | have focussed on is, however, a particular archi-
tectural development that had begun to emerge in the so-
called " post-colonial™ period, from the 1950s, and espe-
cialy, the 1970s. Theriseof critical vernacular architecture
herehasbeen morein responseto cultural and historic rather
than economic and stylistic transformations. Here | would
contrast critical vernaculars which emerged within post-
colonial states as responses to cultural problems generated
by colonialism and modem architecture, with postmodern
architecture which developed in " post-industrial" cities
largely as aresponse to declining economic fortunes. Com-
pared to the restructuring of the village and Buddhism in
nineteenth century Ceylon in order to operate within a
colonial society, this architecture does not claim any direct
continuity with the past nor any authenticity.

Instead, it usesindigenous spatial elements, architectural
details, and construction methods to spatially construct
contemporary institutions and functions. Aswith thetrans-
formation of national space and landscapes, the production
of acritical vernacular architecture can also be seen asaway
of familiarizing society and space for thelocal inhabitants of
whereit takes place. Hence, thisisin noway a" vemacular
architecture™ nor an architectural style constructed by bor-
rowing elements from a historic architectural vocabulary to
provide visual signs.® What this phenomenon representsis
the conscious or unconscious construction of a historic
continuity in societies where the trajectory of history has
been ruptured by colonialism, or European cultural hege-
mony. It isin thiswider context that Sri Lankan and other
critical vernacular practices can most usefully be addressed.
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