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I rented a room outside of Colom-
bo in an old walauwa. They gave me
jobs, a house for this and a house for
that and I came in once a day and
showed it to Jimmy Nilgiria or Geof-
frey or whoever was in charge of that
job. I think the house for N.U. Jaya-
wardene started like that, on Cam-
bridge Place. It was a flat roof mod-
ernistic house and I put all my heart
and soul into it. It was the time that
you could still import things from
abroad, the best sliding gear, the best
toilets. It was not Sri Lankan at all.

At the same time Geoftrey did the
AA building, an equally foreign
building, and we were both equally
dissatisfied. These buildings had
nothing to do with the surrounding,
the environment, the climate. They
needed air conditioning. So that was
the year we were both searching
around. Le Corbusier's hot concrete
boxes in India were not an acceptable
guide. Buildings have their own fate
just like people. They have their own
Karma and I don’t believe the archi-
tect or client has any right over it.
You just hope they will fall in love
with it and keep it. Some do, some
don’t. Edward Reid and Begg be-
came the architects for all the great
foreign companies - Lever Brothers,
Ceylon Trading, the banks and all
that. There weren’t that many other
architects, only about 20, 10 in the
PWD and 10 private. All were Cey-
lonese. I was the only non-Ceylon-
ese.

At this time I discovered Donald
Friend. He was a friend of Bevis Ba-
wa. They’d met on a ship. He came
to stay a week and stayed five years.
He was a great original, now consid-
ered one of the great artists in Aus-
tralia. He was wonderful and I got
Baurs to commission a mural from
him at the entrance to Baurs. Later
when I did McKinnon and McKen-
zie's (now the John Keells office) I
got him to do big murals inside.

The Shell Co. came in and they
wanted a standard Bungalow for their
manager in Anuradhapura. This was
a key building in my life. It was justa
simple house, a standard bungalow
of the kind Edwards Reid and Begg
produced by the minute. I did another
house which was a long house where
all the rooms had two sides with a ve-
randah of 10 foot eaves all around —
the verandah was bigger then the
house - and a big tiled roof that ended
with ventilation at the hips with lou-
vers set back in. The ceiling was flat
and the whole roof space was ventila-
ted from these openings. This was
built by Tudawe in six months and
every now and then Tudawe and I
went together there by train to Anu-
radhapuraand supervised it and it
came out beautifully. And then one
day I took Geoffrey up when it was
finished and we both said ““It’s all in
the roof! The roof is the answer to
architecture in this climate, in this
place in this context.”

From then on we had no doubts.
We both went straight forward and
everything we did was a combination
of roofs and open-ness. Driving back
in his Rolls from Anuradhapura we
just looked at all the old buildings
along the road all with roofs and col-
umns and verandah and open land-
scape in between. This must have
been the end of 1959.

I have to say something in general
about Geoffrey and me. We worked
together as I told you. At breakfast
we met, we met at lunch, we met at
dinner. In the evenings we sat togeth-
er and every weekend we went to-
gether to Bentota and worked. In the
office we separated and Geoffrey
looked after whatever job he was in
charge of and I looked after whatever
job I was in charge of. So technically
we were separated but architecturally
it was totally inseparable and we
agreed later when we published that
it shouid all be published together as
Geoffrey Bawa and Ulrik Plesner.
You couldn’t say Edward Reid and
Begg, because ERB had no place. We
were a new combination within the
business of ERB and it was only after
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Dr. A.S.H. de Silva's house, Galle

1 left that the question arose.

The next significant job was Ena
De Silva’s house. We worked that out
together. It has seven different court-
yards. One big one in the middle, and
small courtyards all around. And the
whole business of bedrooms upstairs
where you can sleep on the window
sills, it was the length and width of a
bed with a trellis outside so you have
privacy and you don’t fall out while
you slept. Of course Ena was a great
client because she fell in love with
the whole idea herself.

That was the first house where the
whole thing came to fruition. The
whole concept of the big roof. About
protection from the rain and sun and
nothing else and letting the air go
through. She had all these carpenters
and skills up on the estate in Aluvi-
hare and we got huge satinwood col-
umns that she fetched from the jun-
gle. Tt was kind of a whole mutual in-
spiration society, between Ena and
him and me. At the end when we sep-
arated for basically political reasons
we decided for practical purposes to
split the credit for jobs so we did not
claim the same things.

David Robson has not accepted our
split, so he's been allocating all the
things that I did to Geoffrey. Basical-
ly I was the teacher and Geoffrey the
artist. Geoffrey saw architecture as
an extension of landscaping by other
means. He wasn’t interested in kitch-
ens or toilets or foundations or any of
that, but had a fantastic sense of
space and planting and a very sure
visual talent. We saw things the same
way, we agreed on everything but [
was the one who provided the practi-
cal foundation, the one who knew
how it was done. How to make a
door, how to make a window, how to
make a roof, how to make the tree
stand up. That's why I said we went
hand in hand like that. Later on when
we separated we both missed the oth-
er half. None of the work we did sub-
sequently, neither his nor mine, was
as good as what we did together.

® How much of Ena's house
would you say is yours?

I can’t say. It's inextricable, and we
agreed that that was the case.

In the same way, Geoffrey is an in-
extricable part of the Polawantalawa
house which was basically mine. It
was only when I left and somebody
made a book about him, the white
Mimar book, that Geoffrey became
the hero and I disappeared. It's like
the battlefield. The one who stays in
the battlefield is the winner, the one
who secedes the battlefield is the los-
er. So Geoffrey became the hero and
that’s how it goes. If you want to
know how it happened. That’s how it
happened!

® Which were the other projects
that you did with Geoffrey?

Everything we did between 1957
and 1967, St. Bridget's and St. Tho-
mas’s Prep. [ was involved in the be-
ginning of the Bentota hotel. That
was done while I was in London
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looking after the Hilton. The Hilton,
we also did together though I was the
partner who went to London to look
after it.

It was not built.

® What made you leave
Geoffrey?

The Minister of Finance was N.M.
Perera and the other was Colvin R.
De Silva. They were becoming more
and more Trotskyite and there were
import regulations and the clients
were now becoming Russians. I was
doing the new East German televi-
sion station and Geoffrey was doing
Aurovilla for Russian Aid and it was
more and more becoming the govern-
ment of a communist country. We
thought Sri Lanka would go the way
of Vietnam and I thought I was not
born here, I would be the first to get a
kick in the ..., better start somewhere
else whilst I was still young enough.
Geoffrey was very offended and got
very angry that I left. So from then
on, he sort of cut all recognition and
all that.

@ Hedidn’t try to make you stay?

He wasn’t that kind of person. He
never argued. In all those nine years
we never argued. We always agreed
about everything, almost without
talking.

In the beginning 1 lived at Baurs
flats before I built my annexe at Bar-
bara Sansoni’s house. Barbara and
her husband came in and they wanted
to build a little annex for renting. So
we sat and we got such immediate
chemistry, so I said “great I’ll design
it and live in it and rent it from you™.
They said immediately “fine”. “We
won’t charge you any rent” so I said
“we won't charge you any fee”. So
within a minute we had settled all
that and they went for a year to
America and I designed and built the
house while they were in America.
And they came back and we re-
mained best friends ever since. That
was also just a landscape within a
roof with an open-ness. Only three
doors: toilet door, kitchen door and
front door. The rest was all open, to
the garden and everywhere.

That house has been published.
And Morris and Malkanthi Perera’s
house and Ian and Gun Pieris’s house
in Barnes Place. We also did the Girls
town in Piliyandala and another Girls
town farm school in Hanwella, Yaha-
path Endera and the Boys town in
South India, Madurai. I was looking
after it. I refused to distinguish be-
tween what he did and what I did.

® You were going to tell us about
Geoffrey being a great man who
also had great faults.

He was a great man. He had an in-
credible sense of humour and could
say something in just a sentence or
two that would absolutely hit the nail
on the head and was extremely amus-
ing at the same time. When I went to
bed in the evening I usually had a
sore stomach from laughing. And not
only me but all his baases giggled;
He never stuck to the drawings; if he
saw something he didn’t like, he
pulled it down and did it again. But
all the baases loved him because he
was always making them laugh, in
Sinhalese. They were surprised that
he spoke such good Sinhalese. He
was brought up with Sinhalese in the
house. So for him it was — I don’t
know if it was a first language — but it
certainly was not a second language.
There was Sabdeen baas who did
Bentota and many of the houses and I
think he built Ena’s house. He was
Geoftrey’s slave. He loved every-
thing. He said, “Pull it down™ he
pulled it down, he said “build it”" he
built it, “pull it down again”, he
pulled it down. He loved the whole
process.

When Geoffrey brought back a
Rolls from England (he was a bit of a
snob) Bevis got so jealous; he knew
that old Mr. Davidson had a Rolls
Royce standing in the garden so he
went there and made friends with
Mr. Davidson and finally offered
some money. He emptied the car of
earth. This Rolls was the first car that
had an aluminum engine, it wasn’t
rusted, so he turned the key, and off
it went.

These are the kind of stories that
Geoffrey could tell endlessly. About
growing up in the rubber estates in
Negombo, and all the family stories.
And whenever I could check with
relatives, they were always true. He
was never nasty. He was never
wicked. He could be selfish. He was
incredibly selfish. Self centered like
that. And I think that was one of the
things that started the end.

® In 77 the government changed
and all your friends were back in
power...

That’s right. And by 80 when the
Mahaweli was going they asked me
to come with Naveen Gunaratne. But
there was no room for two; it was
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Plesner with Bawa
one big planning job. I started the
whole Mahaweli Architectural Unit
under the Irrigation Department or
something like that. The chief archi-
tect was an Irrigation Engineer, the
planners were in the UDA, they did-
n’t have time. They were planning
new towns in jungles where they had
never been. The cost was tremen-
dous. It would have been a desert of
roads. So I said to Gamini
(Dissanayake) that it had to be like
the parliament, where in the end
Geoffrey went to JR (President
Jayewardene) and said if he didn’t
make him solely responsible it
would never happen. The PWD was
constantly having meetings and trip-
ping him up. So I went to Gamini
and said “If the Parliament had been
run like we are running the Mahawe-
1i, the foundations would never even
have been laid”. So he took it away
from the Irrigation Department and
set up an architectural unit responsi-
ble directly to him. That was the
MAU (Mahaweli Architectural Unit)
and I was head of it.

My policy was to employ only Sri
Lankans and not foreigners, and my
job was to make myself superfluous:
after seven or eight years I retired
and passed it on to a Lankan.

Did you communicate with
Geoffrey after you left here in 67?
Oh yes, over his whole life. We
wrote long letters. He wrote fabulous
letters. He was like Oscar Wilde. He
had this ability to formulate things in

an acutely amusing way and describe
things dead on.

What made you leave in 87?

I thought my job had come to an
end. I had created an office up there;
we got an old tea factory near Telde-
niya. And we were about 50 people
including about 10 ¢-ivers, 11 jeeps
and 30 young architects. Most of the
architects — there were two senior
Lankan architects — and all others
were almost students because very
few senior architects in Colombo
wanted to come, partly because the
pay was poor, partly because it was
far away and their children wanted to
go to English speaking schools.

This business of foreign aid was
an unpleasant one. You got all these
foreign experts paid huge amounts, a
thousand dollars a month, and their
family were brought out; the Ceylon-
ese architects were paid by the Ma-
haweli organization and had to fol-
low the ministry's pay scale. So you
got people of equal training and tal-
ent earning ten times less. It was a
kind of humiliation for them. They
didn’t like it and I understood that.

When I left in 67 I had gone to
London because I was doing the Hil-
ton — the unbuilt Hilton. While there
I worked for Ove Arup with Mr. Ar-
up himself, and then I went to Israel
with my Israeli wife and became
City architect of Jerusalem. I found I
was not built to be a civil servant and
resigned after two years. I started my
own office and did houses, sports
centres, schools and community cen-
tres. It's difficult when you start in a
new country: you don’t know any-
body, you don’t have a framework,
you don’t have old buddies you went
to school with, you are an unknown
character. It took me some years to
get in, but these last fifteen years we
have been very much in. The office
is thriving.

I am now based in Israel. I decided
we either have to live in my wife’s
country or my country. The weather
is much better in Israel than in Den-
mark, so I decided to go to Israel. I
have not regretted it although the
politics is horrible! My daughters
have their practice in Israel together
with me.
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