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The use of l i gh t ing in 
arch i tecture varies in terms of 
its purpose and context . The 
re-mak ing of the gal ler ies at 
The Nat ional Museum Co lombo 
requi red using l i gh t ing as the 
p redominan t space enhanc ing 
too l , to render moods, shades 
and shadows to its age o ld 
inter ior . A large part of the 
in ter ior design decisions 
inc luded l i gh t i ng , bo th general 
and objects, incorpora ted in to 
the sol id mass of its co lonia l 
inter ior , o therw ise drab and 
un in te res t ing 



Approach 

The main object ive of museum 
l ight ing is to condi t ion visitors' 
minds to move excit ingly 
th rough the gallery space whi le 
also grasping the nuances of the 
exhibits. The challenge, was to 
l ight up the general movement 
corridors, accentuat ing the 
impor tance of the objects d ' art. 
These range from tiny stones to 
massive statues, each impor tant 
in their own r ight. The design 
was worked under strict 
budgetary constrains, w i th funds 

offered by a concerned 
corporate donor. 
The global l igh t ing industry 
however boasts of very low heat 
emi t t ing products, w i th UV 
absorpt ion screens, infra red 
coated capsules and other 
sophist icated f i t t ings and 
technology, ideally used in heat 
sensitive situations. Limited 
budgets for this project 
p rompted the use of best 
possible alternatives available, 
w i t hou t having to compromise 
on the quali ty of exper ierce 
created. 

Design 

The massive colonial bui ld ing 
consisted of double height 
galleries wi th tall arches which 
brought in ample dayl ight and 
inevitable glare. Daylight w i th its 
varying l ight ing guaiities is 
considered inappropriate for 
museum gallery l ight ing. Hence 
it was contro l led at the source, 
by strategically closing off the 
arches, and using some of them 
as backdrops for beauti ful 
statues. These statues enhanced 
by artificial l ight ing acted as 

focal points w i th in the museum. 
Court yards in the bui ld ing were 
viably integrated into the design 
t o t ie up the galleries. Dayl ight 
was opt imized in these court 
yards which acted as transit ional 
spaces. These open spaces wi th 
hues of changing l ight 
th roughout the day, and 
artificially lit galleries provided 
an il lusion of myth and magic, 
w i th exci t ing spatial progression. 

A simple and cost effective 
design of a l ight ing solut ion was 
formed in terms of artificial 



I ighting.A single type of low 

voltage halogen lamp wi th 

A luminum reflectors (AR 111), a 

relatively new product here, was 

used in two different wattages as 

needed. This was chosen over the 

convent ional spot, purely to 

reduce glare and to mit igate heat 

accumulat ion, the main issue on 

historically valuable objects. 

The design of this f i t t ing 
minimizes glare by only a l lowing 
the l ight source to be seen from 
where the l ight beam falls and 
along a straight axis.The source 

is thus hidden f rom the visitor 

since the object occupies the 

spot where the l ight beam falls. 

Emission of heat and UV 

radiation on to the direct ion of 

the l ight beam is partial. While 

l ight is guided as a straight beam 

towards the artifact, part of UV 

radiation is absorbed by a UV 

stop glass at the foot of the 

f i t t ing. These characteristics were 

used to the best possible 

advantage, to make the museum 

experience in t r igu ing. 

The f i t t ings were decided to be 

placed high above at cei l ing 

level, clearly taking advantage of 
the internal height of the 
bui ld ing. This helped to 
effectively minimize heat gain on 
objects. The distance between 
object and the source had to be 
adjusted on a case by case basis. 
However after a series of 
practical experiments, most of 
the objects were lit up using 
three spots, placed at three 
different angles, ( 8 degrees, 20 
degrees and a combinat ion of 
the two) at a distance of 4.5 m, 
m in imum. Three spots were 
considered absolutely necessary 

to bring out the three 

dimensional effects of the 

objects. 

Lit up glass boxes were used as a 
novel concept in the museum to 
house historical objects. The 
valuable artifacts were placed on 
raised platforms to be in par w i th 
eye level, and covered on four 
sides wi th unobstructed clear 
glass. The recessed l ight f i t t ing 
fixed on to the solid t op surface 
effectively lit up the object w i th 
a pleasing l ight d is t r ibut ion sans 
d is turb ing shadows. 

This simple combinat ion was 

used as a concept to br ing out 

the best of three dimensiona 

depths, texture of objects, 

qualit ies of material, shapes & 

forms, craf tsmanship, other 

prominent architectural and 

archeological characteristics 

which was otherwise hidden 

away for too long. 

It may be wor th ment ion ing here 
that the quali ty of the space 
and viabil i ty of the project 
cou ld be further enhanced in 
future, by int roducing better 

qual i ty fixtures and advanced 

methods for l ight ing control to 

the l ight ing design already in 

place. Occupancy censors, 

d imming capabilit ies, addit ional 

control flaps on fixtures to 

reduce glare etc., to name a few. 

With these incorporated, the 

l ight ing design wou ld be more 

effective in terms of energy, 

power consumpt ion and lamp 

life. Let us fervently hope that a 

national monument of this 

magni tude receives the due 

respect and care it deserves 

to get. 

Consultants: 

• Archaeological consu l tant : 

Prof. P. C. Prematilleke 

• Electrical Engineering 

consultant : 

Rohitha T. Senanayake-

Russel Dandeniya manages his 

Architectural practice. He has 

made many presentations on 

Architectural l ight ing. 

PREVIOUS PAGE, LEFT: 

S p a c e c r e a t i o n w i t h d e p t h 

a n d s h a d e s , RIGHT: 

T h o l u w i l a B u d d a h S t a t u e 

L i g h t u s e d t o a c c e n t u a t e 

f e a t u r e s a n d t e x t u r e 

THIS PAGE, LEFT ABOVE & 

RIGHT: W e l l l i t g a l l e r i e s 

w i t h h i g h l i g h t e d A r t e f a c t s , 

BELOW, LEFT: D i s t a n t v i e w 

t h r o u g h l i g h t w i t h 'Tha ra ' 

as a f o c a l p o i n t , BELOW, 

RIGHT: A t t e n t i o n t o d e t a i l 


