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T he proposed Museum of 
Contemporary Arts 
(MCA) has already been 
allocated a specific loca
tion within a large tract 
of land, the Master Plan 

for which is by Dr. Roland Silva, Con
sultant Architect to the Millistry of Cul
ture. This Master Plan envisages the 
proposed MCA building to be the largest 
of some nine pagoda-shaped buildings 
placed along various axes and thus it 
should command a visually dominant 
position. 

The general overall form and size of 
the proposed MCA building and its 
orientation is established. The Roland Sil
va Master Plan proposes a square-based, 
traditionally-roofed structure, nsmg 
pagoda-like and diminishing in floor area 
at its peak, some six to seven storeys 
above ground. In developing this further 
into a viable conceptual proposal, all 
other visual options in form and general 
configuration had therefore to be ruled 
out, except those which came within the 
square plan and pyramidal volumes. 

Design 
Primary requirements considered in the 
design, apart from the criteria imposed 
by the Master Plan involved: (a) the need 
for admitting controllable daylight, and 
potential natural ventilation, into the 
enormously deep, lowermost floors (the 
ground floor being some 260 feet square): 
(b) a structural grid which would allow 
efficient, covered, car parking in the low
er ground floor, as well as reasonable 
flexibility in the arrangement of upper 
floor spaces for exhibitions and other in
tended uses; (c) creation of visually excit
ing spaces and viewpoints in the interiors; 
(d) capability for convenient servicing of 
the interior and the arrangement of tech
nical service lines; (d) the need for a func
tional separation of the museum itself 
from the commercial and service activi
ties of the proposed shops; (e) the poten
tial for the concept to provide the public 
with a safe, enjoyable building where 

Museum of Contemporary Arts, 
Colombo 
large masses of people could move 
through with the same sense of orienta
tion, convenience, and safety as in popu
lar places of religious worship in the 
country. 

The interior arrangement of space, the 
light wells and circulation patterns re
sulted almost naturally from the above 
considerations. Modifications to the form 
of the masterplan were also inevitable 
through the same 'organic' process. The 
interiors will provide many interesting 
and exciting views of exhibits and people 
at different levels. The ellipsoidal grand 
stairways, the transparent elevators, and a 
pair of escalators which feed the ground 
and first floors will enhance these visual 
sensations. The controllable skylights 
will enable the building to be lit to the 
desired level with daylight from the top. 
Inclined bands of glazing will also pro
vide roof reflected daylight along the 
perimeter of each floor. 

The structure will be of reinforced 
concrete columns, beams and slabs. The 
structural grid of26 feet by 26 feet gener
ally suits efficient car parking bays in the 
service floor, and provides reasonably 
spacious interiors for exhibitions. Where 
auditoria and lecture halls are needed, a 
column line could be omitted creating 
column-free 52-foot-spans that are 
reasonably adequate. Subdivision of indi
vidual floors will be by light-weight 
partitions, opaque or transparent as 
needed. As it is expected that severalm
dependant, arts-orientated organisations 
will offer their collections or wish to 
occupy space within this building, it 
would seem obvious to place the most 
popular exhibits on the upper ground 

Site Plan. 

57 

floor, and then selectively allocate the up
per floors in order of specialised interests 
(and diminishing traffic) with the refer
ence library on the top floor. 

This design also offers the capability 
for suspending partitions by rods from 
the concrete ceilings (with only floor 
anchors to prevent swaying) thus creat
ing a lively ground level space for more 
temporary, pop-art exhibitions. The up
per floors, with more serious or perma
nent works, would be subdivided with 
large lightweight partitions to form 
rooms of varying sizes to be viewed se
quentially without distraction. 

There will be three observation eleva
tors traversing the height of the atrium 
space in addition to a goods lift, the stair- . 
ways and escalators. These will greatly 
enliven the visual experience of the visi
tor, and should help to popularise the 
museum. 

The building will have a lower and 
upper ground floor, each one being six 
feet above or below the arrival garden 
level. This provides a formal and ascend
ing access to the primary functions of the 
museum on the upper ground and other 
upper floors while also giving commer
cial exposure and convenient pedestrian 
vehicular access to the shops placed on 
the perimeter of the lower ground floor. 
This service floor also provides covered 
parking for 76 vehicles, as well as the 
other "basement" facilities essential for 
the museum above. 

The lower and upper ground floors 
will be surrounded by a lofty arcade 
which will give the building a sort of 
podium or base. It will, also form a con
venient visual perimeter of access to large 
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Main ground floor plan (parking is slightly below J!round level). 
Paving and vegetation around the building parameter, and a series of small courtyards 
surrounding the cmtral open space with vertical circulation in the comers. 
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Second floor plan. 

1. Atrium. 
2. Lecture Hall/Auditorium. 
3. Void (skylighted). 
4. Exhibition space subdivisible into 

rooms. 
5. Roof of floor below. Brown terracotta 

tile and solar electric cell blue black in 
mosaic patterns. 

Ground floor plan. 

1. Stairs and ramped entry to museum. 
2. Stairway to lower ground floor shopping 

arcade, toilets and restat4rant. 
3. Vehicular ramp to carpark. 
4. Information. 
5. Atrium with observation elevators 

stairways. 
6. Exhibition space (popular Art and large 

sculpture). 
7. Reflecting poolsfor sculpture with 

skylight. 
B. Mezzanine exhibition space. 



Sectional drawing of the proposed museum, showing 
a central courtyard and peripheral courtyards with 
pools and sculptures. 

numbers of people VISiting the place. 
Ramps and wide steps will connect these 
with the outer gardens of the site on all 
four sides. Tall shad~ trees rising from the 
lower ground floor courtyards will pro
vide a pleasant character of light and 
shade and nearness to nature viewed 
from the two arcades. The arcade pillars 
and arch masonary will be clad with flat 
terracotta tiles, giving the building a 
warm, earthy appearance. Indeed, most 
masonry surfaces would look agreeable 
with similar burnt-clay finishes including 
the inner floors, which could be of vitri
fied clay tile for ease of upkeep and laid in 
geometric patterns. 

The tiered and sloped roofs are in fact 
clad with flat burnt-clay tiles on precast 
concrete panels, tiles alternating with 
blue-black solar electric tiles in triangular 
mosaic patterns. The roof proper is be
neath these and is a sloped, reinforced 
concrete slab which contains a ventilated 
space between itself and the tile panels 
that will keep the building cool. 

The uppermost roof, which resem
bles a pyramidal finial, will be of rein
forced concreate clad with dark blue, so
lar-panel mosaics and surmounted with a 
pinnacle of clear glass that will function as 
a fully-controllable skylight. (The idea is 
to potentially be able to obtain a bright 
shaft of sunlight under controllable con
ditions in order to enliven the deep and 
tall, central void of the building when 
needed). 

Four cowls in concrete (exterior sur
faced with flat clay tile) will provide dif
fused as well as direct sunlight and ven
tilation, again under highly controllable 
conditions. Uncontrolled amounts of 
surilight are unsuitable both climatically 
and functionally but controllable daylight 

Part section - detail 1. R.C. Roif Slab and niflective ceiling. 
2. Ventilated void. 
3. Precast concrete tile with terracotfa, 

white ceramic tile (for reflecting light 
into building) and solar tile in 
mosaic patterns. 

4. Service channel and diagonal spine. 
5. Inclinedglaz ing (clem'storey hJihting). 
6. Minor skylights with intensity corltro/. 
7. Viewing balconies. 
8. Non sttuctural space dividors. 
9. Panelfor Ale Fan coil units and 

concealed track for spotlights. 

can be both energy-saving and dramatic 
within public atrium spaces. Although 
many areas of the building will be air
conditioned, the desirability of having 
controllable ventilation of the large 
volumes of space through cross
ventilation and convection is also fore
seen. 

A final important feature is that solar 
electric panels in black or blue-black that 
form interesting mosaic patterns on the 
roofs will provide power for a reasonable 
amount of supplementary artificial light 
for the exhibition areas. 
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Anura Ratnavibhushana is a 
practicing architect in Sri 
Lanka, where he worked in 
the early years with Geoffrey 
Bawa and Ulrik Plessner. 
He did his architectural 
studies in Denmark. ri1 




