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Channa Daswatte; “A pleasant mixture of them all”
By Dianne Silva 


His house was perfect…..

Have you noticed how in fiction, whether it be the movies or books, that characters obtain this new insight into each others lives by simply walking through  houses with no accompaniment by the owner of the house? For instance in Pride and Prejudice both the movie and the book, Elizabeth’s walk through Darcy’s house gives her this new insight into the nature of the man. If one were to walk through Channa Daswatte’s house one would be given an insight into almost every aspect of this talented and well trained architect. 
Whether you liked food…
When coming up the red-soil paved pathway and climbing the few stone stairs one is greeted by the open dining space. The area can both be seen as entertaining a dinner party of intimate friends or a society brunch. Both of which would reflect Channa perfectly; once, in his own words, a bit of a wild child and free spirit the man seems to have mellowed considerably. 

When asked who he would most like to entertain to dinner Channa explains that it would necessarily have to be an individual that challenged him. “I think those are the truly interesting people to meet the ones that push you into a corner”. He related an anecdote of when he was forced to take an individual to dinner that absolutely hated Jeffery Bawa’s work and spent a large portion of the evening criticizing the work of his mentor. “It was a challenge where I had to be polite and then she was saying so many things that I disagreed with but that made the evening quite interesting.” 
Or storytelling………
An avid reader his entire living space is virtually a library in its self; with books being stored on shelves and random spaces everywhere from his guest rooms to his washrooms. Channa spoke of the days when he had so many books and nowhere to keep them and his desire for always having a well stocked library.  “I always saw the need for a library in my home. It might seem like there is not need for so many books now that information is so freely available online. Yet I just love the feel of books” Channa says. He notes that it is important for one to be innovative in the way books are stored and where they are stored; this being his justification for the shelf of books in his washroom and on the side of his stairway. 
His reading list ranges from philosophy to travel writing; with a specific interest in anthropology. “I read books on philosophy and writing that makes you ponder and think. Travel writing is also something I enjoy reading although I don’t get to travel as much as I would like on pleasure.” He says. Channa moreover has a specific interest in anthropology and enjoys reading books that analyze human behavior and explain the evolution of society. “My interest in anthropology emerged during my Masters because I studied it and thus it isn’t just a general interest in the subject” he mentioned. 
Or work…. 
Channa’s study-cum-personal sitting room provides a comfortable cove for him to engage in his work. His hi-speed internet connection, the countless number of book cupboards around and his TV connect him to the outside world while still allowing him to disappear into his creative universe. 

A universe he began to formally construct after entrance into the University of Moratuwa, in October1984. After passing out with a Bachelors degree in Built Environment with First Class honours in December 1987 he worked for a year with the architect C. Anjalendran. Channa says his love for Indian Music was a result of his time working with him; “there was always this beautiful Indian music playing in the background”  
In 1988 Channa was awarded a Presidential Scholarship by the Government and jetted off to the UK to join the Bartlett School of Architecture at University College London where he was awarded a Diploma in Architecture in 1990 and a Master of Science in Architecture with Distinction from the University of London in 1991.

Channa has fond memories of London and says he still enjoys visiting the city and meeting up with old friends and going to the theater there. At the risk of sounding snooty he says he appreciates the old fashioned life in London and how the people there live. This appreciation for the nature in which people live their lives, he says was acquired through his mentor Geoffrey Bawa. “Bawa taught me the importance of seeing how people live; because what you build is where people live their lives.”  

Channa joined the Practice of Bawa in 1991 becoming a partner in the practice in 1997. During which time he was closely involved with him in the construction of such projects as the renowned Kandalama Hotel in 1994 and eventually being called upon to refurbish it in 2006. “Channa says of this project; “When I saw the site and that beautiful rock there was no question of coming back and working in Sri Lanka” Other projects have included the Lighthouse hotel.  

In 1998 he formed the Partnership MICD with Murad Ismail; who now lives a few doors next, with their office within walking distance. Together they have been involved in various projects including hotels schools and houses in Sri Lanka, India and other parts of the Indian Ocean rim. Channa’s efforts with regards to conservation projects in the old city of Galle were rewarded with an award of Distinction in the UNESCO Asia-pacific Heritage Awards of 2007.

Passing down his many years of experience, expertise and knowledge he lectures at various universities around the country. Channa was a design tutor and year person at the Colombo School of Architecture from 1992 to 2001 and a lecturer at the University of Moratuwa from 2002 to 2004, and continues to be a part of the Visiting faculty at both institutions. 
Similarly he has ventured into writing and speaking on the subject; he was the editor of the Journal of the Sri Lanka Institute of Architects in 1998 and also writes extensively on architecture and design in Magazines in Sri Lanka and abroad. Channa is often invited to speak at several architectural gatherings in Sri Lanka, Singapore and Norway. Writings have been published in several books and in 2006 together with Photographer Dominic Sansoni, published the book “Sri Lanka Style”.

Channa’s life and work is colored by his careful observations of the world around him; from his travels aboard to his very Sri Lankan nature. “I traveled to India on work and draw inspiration from the Colonial architecture in Bangladesh, Bombay, Rajastan, Calcutta”. He explains that it was from his mentor Bawa that he learned to be an intoned observer; “he used to say that there is no point in traveling if you don’t experience each place, if you don’t travel in a train or eat Chai by the street in India”   
Channa says of his work that he tends not to repeat certain design elements but to make sure each house reflects the personality of the inhabitants. “I consider the dynamic of the family and arrange things according to their relationship”. 

“When designing I always consider the culture and the climate of that place and for the building itself draw from the technology and the material available in that area. When building here it is important that you consider the Monsson that is a huge part of our climate and the design of the house needs to look good even after moss has grown on it.” 
Channa is a firm believer that when building in Sri Lanka it is important to open ones house up to the outside. 
Or singing… 
Within the personal sitting room in which he spends most of his time is a grand piano, reflecting his love for music. “I play by ear and it is only for personal enjoyment I don’t generally perform for anyone”. He adds that he always considered a piano an essential element in a home. 
Channa explained that his love for the arts sprung up while in school at Trinity College. “I wasn’t very into sports although I played a few sports here and there on an inter-house and inter-school level. But I was more interested in the arts like taking part in the Shakespeare competition, theater and music. 
His personal sitting room is also where he entertains most of his close friends and where they are likely to gather for a sing-along session. 
The art within the house and on the top floor especially is another reflection of Channa’s personal tastes for the arts; “One painting in the room took almost a year to do and the artist drew it especially for this space because they thought the room was too tame for me.” Channa also notes that he is not a particular fan of any artist yet gathers pieces that he relates to and connects with from various artists. 
Or sleep…
An unmistakable element of Channa’s house is its openness; both physically in terms of space and in the sense one gets of always being welcome. The number of guest’s rooms in the house is a testament to that fact that anyone is welcome to sleep over. The private room across the garden, separated from the main house by the pool, is an airy area where a good nights sleep is guaranteed; due to the seclusion from the main house and the plush furnishings. Similarly the other guest’s rooms reflect a homey yet well designed and maintained effect. 

Channa’ s bedroom again reflects the man and his bathroom in particular is a signature of understated luxury. From the bed spread to the bath-tub one sees comfort that is still classy and probably expensive yet blends in beautifully to the very earthy and natural feel of the house.  
Or just sitting and thinking….
“My house has no gutters I jut like the feel of sitting and watching the rain fall during the monsoon”. On the day HI visited Channa the monsoon chose to blare down in all its glory and although not the most conducive day for photographs, this allowed us to fully appreciate what Channa meant by this. The sound of the rain outside and the open space of Channa’s house created the perfect atmosphere for just sitting and thinking. 
Almost as good as sitting and thinking was reminiscing about the past when Channa let HI in on his life before meeting with his mentor and becoming one of the most sought after architects in the region. 
Channa says his appreciation for country came directly from his parents; “Growing up in Kurunegala gave me a wonderful sense of who we are as Sri Lankans and I also gained an appreciation of our Sri Lankan identity from my parents.” 
Following is a description of his childhood and school career in his own words; “Joined Trinity College in January 1971 in the matron’s dormitory and was in the Boarding house through out. Was in Hodges house in the junior school from 1973/75. Proposed the vote of thanks at the Junior School prize day in December 1975 in addition to walking away with a range of prizes at the prize day from Grade one onwards!!!

Joined the middle school and squealery in 1976/77 and the upper School and Napier House in 1978. President of Napier House in 1982/83 and played Hockey and Rugby for the house. Was involved in several other extra Curricular school activities in the upper school becoming a junior committee member of the Buddhist Students movement in 1976 and its secretary in 1981. Participated in both House and college drama, acting in an excerpt from Hamlet in 1981 which won the all island Shakespeare drama contest. Became a member of the Library council in 1982 becoming chief curator in 1984, and a member of the TCLA debating team from 1982/84. Edited the school Magazine in 1983. Was awarded the English Reading Price in 1982. Played Hockey in the U 17 team in 1981/82, becoming a member of the first eleven team, playing as a full back in 1983/84 and winning college colours in 1984. Appointed a School Officer in 1981 ending up as Head prefect in 1983/84. Left Trinity in August 1984.” 
Reflecting on the past and his journey thus far Channa says his school friends and those who knew him always made the assumption that he would end up taking a creative career path although it was not made certain that it would architecture. “People always expected me to get into something creative. Even while in school I would always decorate for various school events and that knack for changing space was always within me.” 
Through his varied experiences Channa says he has come to the realization that the one can never change the world but one can change ones own life and how you look at the world. He also says that the greatest lesson learned thus far is “to never let your ego get the better of you. Because if you do let this happened then you lose your peace; it is important to transcend your ego in order to live peacefully”. 
A pleasant mixture of them all
Channa Daswatte the man is a reflection of his most personal creation. Charming just like the sheer curtains that flutter in the wind of his guest room, eccentric like the loud painting in his living room, well read and knowledgeable as reflected in the many book shelves in his home, modest like his cement floors and unpolished shutters, classic like his grand piano and a pleasure to be entertained by similar to a visit to his home.  
“His house was perfect, whether you liked food, or sleep, or work, or story-telling, or singing, or just sitting and thinking, best, or a pleasant mixture of them all.”


From the Hobbit by J. R. R. Tolkien








