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The Hermann - Gmeiner School, 
Piliyandala 

T he 50S Children's Vil
lages International, which 
provide care for or
phaned children in sepa
rate family homes, each 
with its own house 

Mother, established their first Children's 
Village in Sri Lanka at Piliyandala in 1981. 
It was decided in 1983 to build in the 
name of the founding father of the 50S 
concept of Mother & Child, a Hermann-
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Gmeiner School, which would provide 
better facilities for education of neigh
bourhood children and would also inte
grate the 50S Village Community into 
their neighbourhood. 

The spatial forms of the school are 
inspired by the framed structures, court
yards and deeply protecting roofs of 
the indigeneous architecture of the island 
such as in the Lankatilleke Pansala 
(priest's house) and Embekke Devale 
(temple complex). The initial sketches in
cluded groupings of classrooms around 
internal courtyards, which could be 
viewed from each other and were linked 
to an entrance pavilion. The simple re
petition of a typical and comer classroom 
arranged to create a variety of vistas, was 
intended to reduce costs. 

The number of classrooms was in
creased from 16 to 22, providing an 
education from Kindergarten up to 
G.CE. (0. Level), when the return of 
tender showed the cost to be only slightly 
more than half of what was originally 
anticipated. The final cost of the building 
was Rs 180 per square foot (or US$65 per 
square metre). Siddhartha Kaul, 50S's 
representative in Sri Lanka, has had an 
architectural education which made it 
easier for him to accept the lack of for
mally-drafted drawings from the 
architect who, to compensate, made 
weekly visits to the site to discuss prob
lems of construction and explanation of 
particular points with the Baas, or mas
ter-builder. In Sri Lanka, the Baas very 
often still prefer this method of com-

Left: Sketches by B. Sansoni of a traditional Sri 
Lankan priest's house (top) and temple courtyard 
that inspired the school design. 
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Right: Exterior view. 
Right, below: View from assembly hall. 

munication, which allows for a closer 
understanding with the architect who in 
return can benefit from his knowledge of 
traditional building techniques. 

The client's preference for low
maintenance resulted in the choice of an 
exposed rubble exterior. Similar a prefer
ence for reinforced concrete rafters in
stead of low-grade timber ones which 
often sagged, prompted the diagonally
aligned axis of the classroom block and 
made a feature of the painted reinforced 
concrete rafters that formed a ribbed 
canopy, with radial detailing at the hips, 
and has become the dominating character 
of the whole complex. The main assem
bly hall pinnacle is crowned with a brass 
cockerel to distinguish it from religious 
functions . To give visual interest to the 
grey cement floors, ultra-marine mosaic 
tiles and black cement tiles have been 
inset in geometric patterns. 

50S, the client, quite naturally was 
reluctant to commission expensive works 
of art. Hence the octahedral playframe as 
the central outdoor sculpture. It is based 
on the frame of the festive lanterns used 
at the Buddhist festival of Vesak and is 
familiar to every Sri Lankan child. The 
playframe is complemented by child-size 
garden mazes, platforms based on mathe
matical ingenuities of the Soma Cube in
vented by Piet Hein, and Pentominoes 
invented by Solomon W. Golomb, 
which are also intended to perplex and 
amuse the senior students as well as the 
staff. (For more information on Pentomi
noes and Soma Cubes see Martin Gard
ner: Mathematical Puzzles and Diversions; 
More Mathematical Puzzles and Diversions, 
published by Penguin). 

The 50S Mothers made the mural 
collage, which incorporates the 50S 
logo, as the backdrop for the stage in the 
assembly hall. Most important and re
warding is that the 50S children them
selves painted two excellent large murals 
at the entrance of the classroom block. 
Noeline forestalling this participation had 
trained the children in art from the com
mencement of construction of the school 
in November 1983. The children also 
celebrated their appreciation and under
standing of the school building with 
numerous line drawings of it, used for 
the cover of a little booklet published to 
commemorate the visit of Dr. Prof Her
mann Gmeiner in February 1985 to inau
gurate the school. 
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Section XX 

Detail of typical and comer classrooms, 

Left: View of inner courtyardfrom comer classroom. 
Above: View of typical classroom. 



Top: Roof detail of typical and comer classroom. 
Above: RCC roof rafter detail. Photograph: Domi
nic Sansoni. 
Right: View.from link through double counyards. 
Right, below: 50S children painting wall mural. 
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Lift: View of play frame based on vesak lanterns 
from rear exhibition lobby. 
Lift, below: View of 'Soma Cube' maze. 
Below: Detail of threshold moonstone. 
Centre: Detail of column base, assembly hall. 
Bottom: Detail of seat, assemby hall. 
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Lift: View of assembly hall. 
Below,for lift: View from 
principal's room, assembly 
hall. 
Below, lift: Door detail, 
assembly hall. 

C. Anjalendran, is a Sri 
Lankan architect in private 
practice. He is interested in 
the pioneers of modem design 
in Sri Lanka. 


