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""The location of St
Lanka’s fifteenth-century
capital at Kotte (a few miles
east of the port) may well have
been influenced by its conti-
guity to the port settlement,
while in turn Colombo’s de-
velopment 2s a port must have
been greatly enhanced by its
proximity to the country’s
capital.

2 Mansion type houses of
the landowner and official
class of the cighteenth and
nineteenth centuries.

3 In this article, older and
more familiar designations of
areas have been used, as well
as modern ward divisions, but
not in such a way as to cause
confusion.

The historical origins of the city of Colombo go 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 netwotk of broad streets and two main arteries filled with throngs
of men of various climes and with wealth of all sarts’, according to 2
contemporary Sinhalese text. The importance of Muslim traders in the
pott is confirmed, partly by remains such as tombstones, and partly by the
accounts of Portuguese writers of the sixteenthand seventeenth centuries.!

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 British, in turn, made major
contributions to the architectural fabric of the city, as did the indigenous
population of 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 walawwas® of the Sinhalese gentry are still to be found.

In 1869 the British blew up most of the Dutch fortificitions and
commenced building new military barracks, The Fort-developed-into the
seat 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 still 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, Hulftsdotp,
etc.,’ and the grander public and commercial architecture of the Fort, are
now threatened by the insistent forces of modernization. Yet these forma
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
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