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On democracy: design of the new

Sr1 Lankan Parliament by

Geofirey Bawa
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- Shayari De Silva -

Curator of Art & Archival Collections, Geoffrey Bawa Trust | &

In any democracy, there is perhaps no building

as important as its parliament. As the building |

that indicates the identity and core values of a
nation, it performs both as a signifier and as a
building which houses the legislative branch
of the government. I've always thought it
fascinating that Geoffrey Bawa, an architect
who was so reticent to state his politics or
beliefs publicly, also designed the New Sri
Lankan Parliament, perhaps the single most
important civic institution in the country. In
an interview with architect Channa Daswatte
in 1995, Bawa remarked, “That’s for others to
do. You can find strong theoretical ideas in the
work. If someone else can just as easily see
the point of the whole project that is the whole
theory.”

How might we view the parliament as an
indication of Bawa’s beliefs? Fundamentally,
the parliament is configured as a central
building surrounded by a series of smaller

pavilions of varying size. Perhaps a metaphor
for the structure of government in the country,
it is the relationships between the various
buildings that gives richness and cohesion to
the overall complex. The central chamber of
parliament is an exquisitely rendered space
and clearly given primary importance in terms
of furnishing. Emphasis is made on this space
where key decisions which impact all citizens
of the nation are made.

Early sketches in the Bawa archives show that
design of the chamber initially had the upper
viewing galleries open with views beyond; a
visual connection that would no doubt have
assisted in reminding the parliamentarians of
the gravitas of their duties. We assume that
the designed was later revised due to security
concerns.

In his preface to Brian Brace Taylor’s book
Geoftrey Bawa Architect in Sri Lanka (1986),
Bawa stated “I like to regard all
past and present good architecture
in Sri Lanka as just that — good Sri
Lankan architecture — for this is
what it is, not narrowly classified as
Indian, Portuguese or Dutch, early
Sinhalese or Kandyan or British
Colonial, for all the good examples
of these periods have taken the
country itself into first account.”
Bawa understood Sri Lanka’s
identity as being multi-faceted, and
multi-layered. Bawa himself was of
mixed Muslim, European, Burgher
and Sinhalese ancestry, his partner

BBy B - 9O weg» | 7
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at the firm the brilliant
engineer Dr. Kandasamy
Poologasundram was of
Tamil ethnicity. Vasantha
Jacobsen, the project
architect, later became
ordained as a Buddhist
monk. Her name is included
in the plaque at the entrance
to the main building of the
parliament. Four young
architects from India joined
Bawa’s practice to assist
with the project and the
construction was carried
out by the Japanese firm
Mitsui, who had previously
collaborated with Bawa’s
firm over the Ceylon
Pavilion for the Expo *70

in Osaka. Unintentionally,
the team that steered

the project reflected the

rich multiculturalism

and of the island.

Dr Poologasundram, who not only engineered
the project structurally but also in terms of
ensuring it was completed within the specified
three years, a remarkable feat in itself, use
various mechanisms including bringing in
prefabricated building components for the
structure in order to speed up construction.

The project team was sequestered in artist
Ena de Silva’s house on Alfred Place, which
Bawa had designed in the early 1960s and
subsequently rented for this project, in order
to ensure the desired levels of confidentiality
was maintained. Ena would then go on to
design many components of the parliament
including the vertical banners and the ceilings
while another celebrated artist and frequent
collaborator with Bawa, Laki Senanayake,
designed the silver talipot palm-leaf shaped
chandelier which is placed at the centre of the
ceiling in the main chamber.

Readers interested in knowing more about
the possible sources of inspiration for the

. book, Geoffrey Manning Bawa:
« Decolonizing Architecture and for
further descriptions of the design of

the parliament, they may refer Geoftfrey Bawa:
the Complete Works. The mission to build new
institutions architecturally and systemically
was a drive shared by many post-independent
nations; in India, Nehru invited the Swiss
- French architect Le Corbusier to design
the city of Chandigarh while in Bangladesh,
the American Architect designed the new
parliament. Both structures are impressive and
rely on the language of Western Modernism
to suggest a rupture from the colonial past
and forge a new identity. It is remarkable
that the Sri Lankan parliament was designed
by a Sri Lankan firm, while relying on the
cosmopolitan ties that have always defined the
island.

The design of the Sri Lankan parliament is
fused with the long and layered architectural
history of the country, while also relying

on modern technologies and contemporary
requirements. The resulting architecture is
indeed timeless.
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Memories of four decades (40 years)

of Parliament life

OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO

I am indeed glad to contribute this Article to
the special edition of Parliament Newsletter
to be published in commemoration of the
40 years of the new Parliamentary Complex
at Sri Jayewardenepura Kotte which fell

on 29™ April 2022. I wish to scribble a few
of the following golden memories which I
experienced during my two thirds of life in
Parliament.

I am the 6™ Serjeant — at — Arms in Parliament.
I had served in the Parliament Committees,
Bills, Table, Supplies and Services,
International Relations and Protocol Offices
during my tenure in the Administration
Department from December 1981 to 2000
having climbed up to the position of the
Assistant Director (Administration). In
January 2001, I was appointed as the Assistant
Serjeant — at — Arms and elevated to the Post
of Deputy Serjeant — at — Arms in March
1996 and to the post of Serjeant — at — Arms
in September 2018. I have participated in the
Attachment Programmes to study the
Parliamentary Practices
and Procedure,
Conference organizing
process, functions
relating to the Post of
Serjeant — at — Arms
" etc., House of
”{ Commons London,
(' UK, in the House
{ of Representatives,
Canberra Australia

- Narendra Fernando -
Serjeant — at — Arms

and in the Lok Sabha New Delhi India. [ am
the most senior employee at present in this
Parliament, with 40 years of service. Apart
from that I am privileged to be the only officer
who had worked in the old and the new
Parliament buildings. Out of the Members in
the present Parliament, Hon. R. Sampanthan
is the only member who represented the
Parliament at the time of opening of the New
Parliament. Hon. Sampanthan, Hon. Vasudeva
Nanayakkara, Hon. Minister Mahinda
Rajapaksa and the Hon. Ranil Wickremesinghe
had the privilege to serve in the old and the
new Parliament.

Having joined the Committee Office of the
Administration Department as a Grade II
Clerk in December 1981 for an all-inclusive
salary of approximately Rs. 750/-, I performed
a substantive role in the shifting activities
from Old Parliament at Colombo to the New
Parliament at Sri Jayewardenepura Kotte in
March/ April 1982.

The Parliament was ceremoniously declared
opened by the late HE J. R. Jayewardene
then Executive President, at 10.28 a. m.

on 29" April 1982. During that period,
Parliament under the Secretary General of
Parliament, there were only three departments,
i.e., Serjeant — at — Arms, Administration
(then under Administrative Assistant) and
Hansard, where the entire strength of staff
was little over 100. With the escalation of
Parliament work several new departments
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| take this pride to state that |
have had the privilege to work
under ten Speakers viz. Late

were established from time to time such as
department of Catering and Housekeeping,
Coordinating Engineer, Finance and Supplies,

Legislative Services, Information Systems Hon. Abdul Bakeer Markar; Late
and Management, Communications and at Hon. E. L. Senanayake; Late
present there are 9 such departments with Hon. M. H. Mohamed; Late

835 Parliament staff working under those
departments.

Hon. K. B. Ratnayake; Late Hon.
Anura Bandaranaike; Hon. M.

The task of organizing the Ceremonial Joseph Michael Perera; Late
Opening of the Parliament was entrusted with Hon. W. J. M. Lokubandara; Hon.

the Committee Office where late Mr. Kingsley Chamal Rajapaksa; Hon. Karu

Karunathilake was the Principle Officer by the Jayasuriya; Hon. Mahinda Yapa
then Secretary General Mr. Nihal Seneviratne A b’eywa rdena... ??

as the Serjeant — at — Arms, Department lacked
officers and had only 3 of them i.e., SA the

ASA and another subordinate officer. Post o
of DSA was created in 1980s. Since I was I take this pride to state that I have had

attached to the Committee Office, I had the the privilege to work under ten Speakers
viz. Late Hon. Abdul Bakeer Markar;

privilege to contribute to this major task along
with my other Colleagues, i.e., Messrs.’ late S. Late Hon. E. L. Senanayake;

M. C. B. Sakalasooriya, Wijaya Palliyaguruge Late Hon. M. H. Mohamed;

(both had the privilege to be the Director Late Hon. K. B. Ratnayake; .

Administration and the Serjeant — at — Arms Late Hon. Anura Bandaranaike;

respectively in their latter part of the career) Hon. M. Joseph Michael Perera;

S. D. Jayasekara, H. L Ariyarathne, Jagath Late Hon. W. J. M. Lokubandara;
Gajaweeraarachchige, late K. Sabanayagam Hon. Chamal Rajapaksa; Hon. Karu

and few others. Our team received Jayasuriya; Hon. Mahinda Yapa
commendations from the then HE, the PM, Abeywardena, and 'ﬁve Secr.etaries

the HS and other distinguished visitors for the General of the Parliament viz,

meticulous manner in which the ceremony was Mr. S. N. Seneviratne; Late Mr. Bertram
organized. All those dynamic officers ended Tittawella; Mr. Dhammika Kitulgoda;

their career in executive levels including Mrs. Priyanee Wijesekera; Mr. Dhammika
myself as the incumbent Serjeant — at — Arms, Dasanayake and also under several

and Jagath as the retired Director (Legislative Governments viz. HE Late J. R. Jayewardene;
Services). Other than Messrs. Karunathilake, HE Late Ranasinghe Premadasa; HE Late
Sakalasooriya, Sabanayagam all the others D. B. Wijetunga; HE Chandrika Bandaranaike

referred to above are among the living.

I had the opportunity to participate

in TV interviews, educational and
entertainment programs in almost all
local TV stations and FM programs

in the SLBC which provided me an
opportunity to enlighten public on the
Parliamentary System and the Role of
the Serjeant — at — Arms, etc.
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Kumaratunga; HE Mahinda Rajapaksa;
HE Maithripala Sirisena; HE Gotabaya
Rajapaksa during my 40 years career.

I could still recollect the following incidents
and the challenges faced in my career.

1. Grenade attack in the Committee Room
1 on 18" August 1987 around 9.00 a. m.
I wish to share a horrendous experience
faced by me on this day. In addition to
the work in my substantive post in the
Committee Office as the Committee
Officer, I was in-charge of the Overseas
and Protocol Office and the Speaker ’s
Office in Parliament, having appointed
me as the Personal Assistant to the then
Speaker late Hon. E. L. Senanayake at his
request by the Staff Advisory Committee
with an additional allowance. As soon as
the blast occurred, I took immediate action
to stop the movement of the Hon. Speaker
from coming to the Parliament to preside
the Parliament Sittings on that day, and
went in search of the then Deputy Speaker,
late Hon. Norman Waidyarathne, who was
there at the Government group Meeting.
Having explained him the situation, I
took him to preside the Sitting on that
day which lasted only for a few minutes,
consequent to this unfortunate incident.

2. It reminds me the Challenge I took in the
absence of my superiors on the day the late
President R. Premadasa was assassinated
on 1** May 1993. I, with the support of a
few staff members, made all arrangements
to convene the Parliament Sittings on 7%
May 1993 to elect a new President under
the provisions in the Presidential Elections
Act No. 15 of 1981.

3. Floods occurred on 5" June 1992 and on
10t November 2010.

As a result of the massive rainfall of
493.03 mm within a short period of
time, the Committee Room 1 and 2 in

the Parliament got inundated due to the
floods in 1992. During this time Parliament
was making arrangements to host the
opening ceremony of the SAARC Speakers’
Conference in the Committee Room 1 of
Parliament on 15th June 1992. I was the
Conference Coordinator and with the support
of our staff, especially the House keeping
staff and the engineering staff, managed to
host this event in spite of that flood. This was
another challenge faced by me during my
career.

In the floods occurred in 2010 where it
recorded a rainfall of 440.02 mm within a
short time, the entire ground floor got flooded.
I was the Deputy Serjeant — at — Arms at that
time. I received a call from Parliament Police
around 1.30 am on this day to this effect and
soon myself and my predecessor Mr. Anil
Samarasekara and a few officers rushed to
Parliament. At this time the surrounding was
about one foot under water. We managed to
reach the Public Entrance in one of our large
buses and walked across the flooded water

to the building and took immediate action to
move the valuable items, books etc, to the
higher elevations with the help of Parliament
Police Officers and the staff on duty in

the CEB and Water Board substation and
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managed to save millions of
worth properties. The Sitting
of this day was conducted
under lamplight for about 7
minutes as the power supply
was disconnected. A few
number of Members were
brought to Parliament in
Army Buffels to maintain the
Quorum of the House which
1s 20 Members. We took the “Mace”, the
Symbol of Authority in Parliament, to the
1* floor and changed our uniforms in one
of the Minister’s Rooms.

. Another horrendous experience I faced
was the emergency landing in Kothmale
area of the Air force Bell Aircraft during
the height of insurgency period, which
was carrying the British Parliamentary
Delegation with myself on board, my
colleague Jayasekera and the PSO Manage
were also with me. We safely landed and
managed to travel to Colombo in the same
air craft upon rectifying the petrol block.

. On 3" June 2003, a coffin and a flower
wreath were brought to the Chamber and
my Serjeant, Deputy and myself tried our
best to prevent that attempt, but failed
as there were a large group of MPP. We
had to make number of statements to the
CID which conducted an inquiry into that
incident at the request of the then Speaker
Hon. Joseph Michel Perera.

. The two incidents that a government MP

grabbed the Mace and ran to the lobby area

on 08" June 2004 and by an opposition
MP on 22" February 2007 come to my
mind. The Serjeants managed to recover
the Mace without any damage on both
occasions.

. Other memories, which come to my
mind, in brief, which I experienced while
performing my duties are as follows;

¢ The Sitting of
this day was

conducted under
lamplight for

a) On the 7" December 2004,
pelting of a water glass towards
the Chair by late Hon. T.
Maheshwaran, MP.

about 7 minutes
as the power
supply was
disconnected..”’

b) Prevention of the procession
carrying the Mace by the TNA
MPP from May — June 2005 by
forming lines in the well of the
House. The Mace was brought
in from the Lobbies and the Speaker entered
from the side doors behind the Speaker’s
Chair. On one sitting day Hon. Speaker and
the procession reached the Chair through the
Government Benches.

¢) On 20 April 2015, a group of opposition

members spent sleepless nights in the
Chamber by force.

d) In 2005, throwing of a plastic bottle of

water from government side to the opposite
side by Sarana Gunawardhana, former MP,
which landed in the middle of the Well of
the House, which created a splash spreading
drops at the Prime Minister. The MP was
suspended for one week.

e) Removal of Hon. Dinesh Gunawardane

MP from the House on 8" March 2017,
which was the Worlds Women’s Day.

As women MPP provided protection and
prevented removal, Serjeants refrained
from performing their duty in view of the
Women’s Day and negotiated instead and
calm down the situation by persuading Hon.
Gunawardane to leave the Complex.

f) On the 16™ November 2018, incidents in the

Chamber

Conducting the Parliament Session on this
day with the assistance of the Police as the
group of MPP surrounded the Speaker’s
Chair and the Secretaries table including the
rack where “Mace” is kept. The Parliament
Sessions were held according to the plan
initiated and executed by me, which went
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viral locally and internationally. This was the
toughest experience and most strenuous period
ever experienced by me and the memories of
same are still discussed in various forums even
now.

g) In 2018 opening of the side doors on either
side on the Silver Door to bring in MPP for
Oath taking and to facilitate the bringing in
of strangers for questioning to the chamber
if need arises, vide the provisions of the
Parliamentary Powers and Privileges Act. With
that procedure, the previous arrangement for
the MP to be seated in the Chamber before
taking the Oath was done away with, on a
proposal made by me.

h) Election of the Speaker, late Hon, W. J. M.
Lokubandara which lasted a marathon of 8
hours approximately and related incidents.

1) Prevention of taking the Oaths by Rev.
Akmeemana Dayarathna Thero in the
Parliament by a group of MPP and the injury
sustained by Rev. Kolonnawe Sumangala
Thero, MP in the melee.

\

| J) Burning of the draft Constitution inside the
Chamber by an Opposition MP, in 2000.

k) Conducting the Parliament Sittings, while
the Chamber/ lobby doors are opened for the
first time in the history due to the Covid-19
pandemic crisis,

1) The precautionary measures taken by myself
and my able team to manage and prevent the

Covid19 pandemic in the Parliamentary
Complex by duly vaccinating the staff with the
3 jabs and the PCR/ Rapid Antigen programs
carried out in regular intervals to this date,
Ayurveda treatment and accommodation
facilities with the assistance of the Department
of Ayurveda. Parliament functioned and
Sittings conducted without any closure or
interruption.

m) The Joint Security Operation conducted
in the Parliamentary Complex under my
guidance for the first time in the history at
the Parliament on 14" July 2020 and the
new security measures with new technology
adopted to strengthen Parliament Security
system, w. e. f. September 2018.

n) Overnight Sessions conducted till the

dawn of the following day to pass the 6th
Amendment to the Constitution and the
withdrawal of the Tamil MPP from Parliament
consequent to that.

I end this account with my deep gratitude
and sincere thanks to Mr. Nihal Seneviratne,
former Secretary General for selecting me
to the Parliament Staff. Mr. Dhammika
Kithulgoda for facilitating me to apply for
the Post of Assistant Serjeant -at — Arms,
Mr. Dhammika Dassanayake for appointing
me as the Serjeant -at — Arms. I have proved
to all of them that my selections were not
wrong. | worked dedicatedly and always
acted in an impartial and neutral manner in
order to uphold the standards of the ethics in
parliamentary practice.

Sri Lanka where the
oldest democracy
exists in the South
East Asia, celebrates
the 75 years of
Parliamentary
Democracy. Long
live the Parliamentary
Democracy and the
Parliamentary System
in our motherland.
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