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an incremental approach
…..spaces “built to change” were given more 

emphasis than spaces “built to last”

by architect ranga dayasena 
written by architect kusumitha gamage
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Existing vegetation with several trees over half a century old were kept untouched, while enhancing 
them by using soft & hard landscaping elements to harmonize with the built forms

The project was used as an investigational space where the architect experimented with new design 
concepts of how an existing space can be restored or modified to accommodate present day needs
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The scheme was to renovate the ar-
chitect’s ancestral home with new ad-
ditions, sited on an approx. 22 Perch 
plot in the suburban city of Ratmala-
na, Sri Lanka. The 58-year-old house 

had been passed down for two generations with 
marginal additions & alterations. The client (archi-
tect) had borrowed several Sri Lankan vernacular 
architectural ideologies to re-create the spaces / 
ambiances to accommodate his requirements. The 
project aims to strike a balance between tradition-
al and contemporary settings, creating a climate 
-responsive sustainable development.

The project had been carried out in phases pur-
suing an incremental approach. As an initial step, 
all additions and modifications which had been 
made to the house without an order or relation, 
by first users were removed revealing its original 
design. Afterwards the client’s (architect’s) new 
requirements were introduced by phasing out the 
construction, as and when the funds & time were 
available, essentially with a master plan in place.

The main addition was the architect’s office space 
which was placed towards the road front as a 
“plugged- in”, boxed type feature element with-
out disturbing the existing roof scape. Entrance 
gateway and office washroom situated by the 
perimeter were also given a cubic formation to 
complement the plugged-in aesthetic. Two con-
crete sun shades were extended as terraces, one 
provides shade to the main entrance of the house 
and the other provides space for a double vehicle 
park. These rough-plastered, unpainted terraces 
and high boundary walls were allowed to expose 
to extreme weather over a period of time to gain 
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All openings with 
a sill were made to 
full height openings. 
Timber windows and 
their frames were 
recycled into new 
vertically pivoted doors 
and over panels, which 
helped gain more light 
and ventilation into the 
spaces
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natural colour effects.  

All openings with a sill were made to full height 
openings. Timber windows and their frames 
were recycled in to new vertically pivoted doors 
and over panels which helped gain more light 
and ventilation into the space. This also provid-
ed direct access to the garden through timber 
decks which act as a transition between interi-
or and exterior. 
 
The old garage was transformed as the shrine 
room with desired serenity. Pantry, family din-
ing & wash rooms were remodeled with a refor-
mation to the entire floor finish of the house to 
rejuvenate the overall functional and aesthet-
ical arrangement. Interior walls were painted 
white to create a spacious simplicity. Feature 
walls were painted with cement slurry mixture, 

Galvanized scaffolding ladders 
used in construction sites, formed 
access to terraces by joining two 
together, detailed and fixed for easy 
detachment.

Rubber hose used to water the 
garden and to wash vehicles is twined 
on a discarded fire hose reel for easy 
handing and maneuvering.

Upcycled furniture (a coffee 
table out of discarded bamboo 
tats, a multipurpose table that 
accommodated many office 
functions and a book store out of 
an old bath tub, ottomans out of 
discarded vehicle tires)
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An incremental approach 
was adapted from 
inception to completion of 
the project where spaces 
“built to change” were 
given more emphasis than 
spaces “built to last”

 The interior walls were 
painted white to create a 
spacious simplicity

Overall refurbishments 
were carried out using 
rustic, easy maintenance 
designs and up-cycled 
elements

Timber windows and 
their frames were 
recycled in to new 
vertically pivoted doors 
and over panels which 
helped gain more light 
and ventilation into the 
space. 
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An interactive wall mural on the 
boundary wall facing the garden 
made by upcycling used clay 
curd pots, that turns into a light 
feature at festive times with 
illuminated clay oil lamps.

Outdoor upcycled furniture out 
of discarded wooden wire spools 
and vehicle tires.

Simplistic furniture  that complements 
the overall these of the house includes a 
coffee table made of polished boulders 
that hold up a glass slab, and recycled 
wooden chairs

The outdoor furniture is as rustic and has 
been created for easy maintenance using 
upcycled items like old tyres and recycled 
woodwork
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Light fittings out of natural (spheres made of dried toddy palm flowers), recycled (corroded steel shades) materials and upcycled found objects. (Strainers used in commercial 
kitchens). Recycled furniture (discarded railway sleepers used to create table and benches for office dining area)

thereby effectively highlighting them while 
maintaining an earthy appearance. Furniture 
was selected to complement the overall con-
cept of simplicity. Chairs of the old house were 
modified by additions of simple modern cush-
ions. Overall refurbishments were carried out 
using rustic, easy maintenance designs and 
upcycled elements. 

Existing vegetation with several trees over half 
a century old, were untouched, and enhanced  
using soft & hard landscaping elements to har-
monize with the built forms from inception to 
completion of the renovation.

As the client/owner is a practicing architect, 
the project was used as an investigational 
space where he experimented on new design 
concepts of how an existing space can be re-

stored or modified to accommodate present 
day needs, while keeping interferences to the 
existing build and natural fabrics at a mini-
mum. Further experiments were carried out on 
how new spaces and elements can be intro-
duced to an existing setup by complementing 
the existing architectural language.

The easy maintainability of spaces and archi-
tectural elements during and post construction 
stages was also taken into consideration during 
the project as the construction was phased out 
while the house was inhabited during the entire 
construction process.

An incremental approach was adopted from 
inception to completion of the project where 
spaces “built to change” were given more em-
phasis than spaces “built to last”.
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