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Curious, I asked one of my companions—let me call him Romesh(6)—how he felt being 
in a place like this. He paused before asking his friend a question in Sinhala. “Infi nity”, she 
replied. Romesh thought a little longer before saying, “I feel like my mind keeps making 
these connections, one after another, to infi nity. It’s diffi cult to explain, words can’t really 
explain it. Actually in Buddhism there’s a good explanation for this.” He then told me a story 
about the Lord Buddha, his disciple and monk, Ananda, and their conversations about the 
search for the sphere of the infi nity of consciousness. Again, he stressed, “I feel like my mind 
is growing and forging connections with something beyond myself.” Finally, that he thought 
only in this type of place could this happen.(7) 

In the terms of landscape geography’s conceptual terrain, Romesh’s becoming infi nite 
might well be read as proof of the nonrepresentational moment, where words fail to 
express his own affective becoming—a becoming that is conjunctural. Indeed, that very 
gap between Romesh’s experience and words to explain his experience seem to hint at 
the nonrepresentational. But to insist as such is to intellectually position oneself outside the 
time–space of Romesh’s emergence in and through this landscape. It is to fail to immerse 
oneself in the specifi cities of this fi eld–space–time; to implicitly place oneself as the Euro-
American analyst who diagnoses the episteme (Spivak, 1999, page 255). Because it is not 
that there are no words to explain Romesh’s experience. It is, moreover, that there are no 
words in English to describe his conjunctural becoming there and then. Romesh clearly tells 
us that a Buddhist textuality of sorts plays a central role in the way that he is constituted there 
and then. The challenge in this sense is to grasp and contextualize these Buddhist aesthetics 
from his testimony in order to fully grasp the effects of the altogether different worldings—
that is to say the sensible manifestations—of Lunuganga’s ‘atmosphere’. It is to join the 

(6) Romesh was not his real name. 
(7) Notes made in my fi eld diary, 26 February 2005. 

Figure 3. [In colour online.] The living area in the Cinnamon Hill bungalow (source: author’s own 
photograph).
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dots between that space and his experience, to make that slow, uncertain immersion into this 
particular ordinary, thus revealing its spatial politics. 

Romesh is both Sinhala and Buddhist, and furthermore both he and his companion worked 
for a well-known Colombo-based tropical modern architectural practice. He is therefore well 
versed in Lunuganga’s textuality, which is to stress that his testimony was in some senses 
well scripted. Furthermore, there is little that is explicitly nationalistic in his sentiments. I 
draw attention to his experience, however, precisely because it indicates a proper—that is to 
say in this context ‘ordinary’—orchestration of body, space, and world that hints precisely 
at that banal kind of nationalism that does not even refer to itself as nationalism. My point 
is that contextualizing Romesh’s affect must be done with considerable geographical 
sensitivity which aims not just at provincializing one’s familiar theoretical toolkit, but more 
fully at “suspending oneself into the text of the other” (Spivak, 2008, page 23). Romesh’s 
becoming infi nite bares some striking similarities to an altogether different fi gure and trope 
in William Wordsworth, who in The Prelude declares the scene before him as he stands at 
Mount Snowdon as the emblem of a mind that feeds upon infi nity. Such a straightforward 
comparison, however, again cannot escape the shadow of Eurocentrism, because separated 
by a plentitude of miles, years, and difference, Romesh speaks his infi nity very differently 
from European romanticism. His is an undoing, an exteriorization of subjectivity—not a 
romantic mind that devours an infi nity-as-object in ways that keep the romantic self intact. 
Romesh’s infi nity is produced at that time, at that place, but defi nitely not by accident. He 
stresses that only in a place like Lunuganga can this happen, his intention being to mobilize 
the same ‘atmosphere’ written into the space by Bawa. And his diffi culty to fi nd the English 
words to explain his experience testifi es to the alterity of that ‘atmosphere’. 

Romesh tells us that in Buddhism there is a good explanation for his experience, and being 
attentive to him (for it is absolutely my intention to listen to him) means thinking about the 
Buddhist biorhythms and environmental aesthetics that persistently deconstruct any logical 
opposition between the natural and the cultural. A Buddhist environmental literacy begins 
with a notion of the universe composed of dharmas, something like energy or forces. This is 
a premise that further conceives modernist knowledge of the nature-object, or any object for 
that matter, as but a projection (Epstein, 2007; Klostermaier, 1991), as Buddhist selves and 
biophysical worlds are better understood as the relational emergence into objective existence 
of these dharmas. Reading for a Buddhist reality then requires grasping that dharma is itself 
unknowable through subjective knowledge of object fi elds, and naturalistic reality is only 
graspable through a realist intuition, as the self unravels. 

Linguistically Sinhala approximations of the word ‘nature’ speak to this nondualistic 
ontology. The word swabhawadharmaya is used to commonly refer to a biophysical—that 
is to say, ‘natural’—world and its use conjoins two semantic prosodies within Sinhala. The 
noun swabhawaya refers to the nature of a thing (where swa denotes thing), but that nature 
is perhaps best understood as essential qualities, such as hardness, coldness, or smoothness. 
In this sense swabhawaya alone might represent the closest literal equivalent to the Latin 
nāturā, or English ‘nature’, which used in its earliest sense refers to the essential quality of 
some-thing and has since come to denote a distinctly nonhuman biophysical object world 
(Williams, 1983, pages 219–224). But in Sinhala swabhawaya is rarely used alone. It is used 
in conjunction with dharmaya which comes from dharma, and so connects the etymology 
back into a notion of Buddhist principles, specifi cally of a universe comprised of nondualistic 
dharma. Swabhawadharmaya then is by no means a simple equivalent to ‘nature’. Idiomatically 
its literal use mobilizes an encompassment of metaphysical principles about the (Buddhist) 
world itself, principles that are irreducible to the duality of subject–object relations conceived 
as anything other than illusory projection. The point here is that the translation required 
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between ‘nature’ and ‘swabhawadharmaya’ involves an epistemic and metaphysical rupture 
of sorts, a transportation of the Eurocentric imagination. Understanding exactly why and 
how Buddhism provides a good explanation for Romesh’s own infi nity therefore requires 
the translational work to learn the spatially contingent aesthetics that, in and through the 
bungalow at Lunuganga, persistently deconstruct any logical dualistic opposition between 
the human and the natural. To be clear, the understanding I seek to bring into representation 
here is that of Romesh’s own (non)self-fashioning, an understanding of the ways that he takes 
hold of his body’s energies to impose upon it regularities and legibilities that themselves are 
spatially contingent.

Focusing on one ethnically Sinhala tropical modern architectural student’s narrative 
here at Lunuganga inevitably raises questions about verifi ability, partiality, and signifi cance 
beyond the singular. There is no doubt that Romesh’s narrative was a performative reiteration 
of how this landscape is meant to be experienced. But this does not invalidate his narrative. 
On the contrary, it is precisely the authority behind Romesh’s poetic articulation of his 
engagement with Lunuganga’s ‘atmosphere’ that helps mark it as simultaneously nonsecular 
(that is to say Buddhist) and hegemonic. Though I do not have the space here, in the broader 
project from which this work is taken there are a raft of interviews that implicate similarly 
nonsecular experiential engagements of tropical modernism. 

To go one step further in reading Romesh’s spatial formation at Lunuganga, it is apposite 
to ask whether the notion of ‘subjectivity’ itself is a robust enough concept-metaphor to bring 
his infi nity into representation? In his work on colonial education, European knowledge and 
the question of difference in mid-19th-century British Bengal, Sanjay Seth (2007) usefully 
attends to the implicit comparativism and teleology in the very notion of ‘subjectivity’, 
stressing that all its forms ultimately culminate in modern forms of (often liberal) selfhood. 
Just as I have argued that the word ‘religious’ obscures the visibility of neither sacred 
nor secular structures of feeling, and just as I have suggested that the concept-metaphor 
‘nature’ cannot help instantiate a dualistic understanding of relationships between humans 
and a biophysical object world, Seth writes “the ‘different’ in ‘different subjectivity’ is 
simultaneously enabled and obscured by the concept of ‘subjectivity’” (2007, page 686). The 
normativity and teleology built into the grammar of Eurocentric thought is diffi cult to shed 
when trying to grasp this kind of alterity. Taking Romesh’s experience on the terms through 
which it is written moves toward imagination the possibility of other kinds of sociospatial 
dialectics in the Sri Lankan context. In this case, selves that in and through moments like 
these live with the prospect of their own undoing through their own metaphysical principles, 
thereby selves placed within the midst of an imagined socius that is intuitively and textually 
Buddhist, thereby ethnically Sinhalese. 

The interpretive diffi culty of this kind of repositioned literacy beyond Eurocentrism 
should not be seen as a step toward political immobilization via cultural relativism—far from 
it. Instead, the effort to learn what Geoffrey Bawa referred to as Lunuganga’s ‘atmosphere’ 
attempts to get to grips with what Spivak, borrowing from Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, 
has referred to as a “miraculating agency” of sorts, where “as if by a miracle one speaks as an 
agent of a culture or an agent of a sex or an agent of an ethnos et cetera” (1993, page 6). The 
deconstructive critique of those concept-metaphors I have grappled with here simply aims at 
making visible the spatial instantiation of the ‘miraculating’ agencies that produce Romesh 
in that place. They do so, however, by making visible the Eurocentrism that ‘miraculates’ the 
investigating subject, me. 
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An (in)hospitable landscape
Romesh’s infi nity is, of course, no miracle to him. Indeed, it is central to my argument 
that it is entirely ordinary and consistent with a pervasive Buddhist textuality written into 
this landscape not just by Bawa, but more widely by the ways that Sri Lankan society has 
subsumed the success story of this landscape architecture into what I refer to here as a form 
of ‘cosmopolitan’ Sinhala–Buddhist nationalism (see Jeganathan, 2004). To be clear, I do 
not mobilize the ‘cosmopolitan’ as any form of progressive political openness. Instead, I 
evoke an emergent seam of scholarship that critically points out how cosmopolitanism gives 
the lie to progressive forms of multiculture and conviviality while it reinstantiates political 
sovereignties, imperialisms, and closures (for examples, see Brennan, 1997; Jazeel, 2011; 
Mouffe, 2005, pages 90–118). 

Following my stay at Lunuganga, I was taken to the architectural interns’ Colombo 
offi ce. It is a medium-sized, well-established architectural practice. Both senior partners 
collaborated with Geoffrey Bawa in the 1980s and 1990s; a history that to many cements 
the fi rm’s position as heir apparent to Bawa’s work. The practice’s offi ce building itself is a 
stylish, if minimal, tropical modern bungalow designed by one of the senior partners. Inside, 
the offi ce is sparsely yet thoughtfully furnished adding to the space’s uncluttered, organic 
minimalism. Among the offi ce’s very few ornaments is a large stone Buddha’s head, perhaps 
two feet tall, which sits on a table in the CAD (computer-aided design) room gazing across 
computers and architects alike. As young architects come and go, electronically modelling, 
discussing and remodelling their designs, the statue is routinely ignored. It just sits there. 

Like most tropical modern architectural practices, this practice is not a religiously 
aligned institution; in part this is a necessity of its very ‘modernism’. However, conceiving 
of Buddhism beyond a Eurocentric understanding of ‘religion’ requires taking the statue’s 
‘present absence’ seriously to evoke the ways a neither sacred, nor secular aesthetics pervades 
both the practice and the genre of tropical modern architecture more generally. The statue 
speaks a pervasive Buddhist textuality in southern and central Sri Lanka symptomatic of 
the philosophy’s symbolic, practical, and textual presence at every stage of modern life. 
Buddhism is no counterpoint to the modern (and hence Sri Lanka’s modern architecture), but 
incontrovertibly part of Sri Lankan modernity. Iconographically in the Sri Lankan context it is 
true that the sculptural Buddha’s head does not carry the same formally ‘religious’ symbolism 
as the three predominant forms of seated Buddha in narrative Buddhist sculpture.(8) In fact, it 
is the more decorative connotations of the sculptural Buddha’s head that enable it to be used 
by the practice as an ornament. Crucial here is the statue’s unseen taken-for-grantedness—its 
routinized invisibility, yet simultaneous affective presence—which cements its place in the 
choreography of the ordinary. For the statue points to the particularity of a Buddhism that 
in the Sri Lankan context is irreducibly Sinhala, but simultaneously claims a universal place 
within modernity. This is its powerful choreography of the ordinary, its ‘cosmopolitanism’, 
actually. In itself, the statue makes no political claims, but it shapes the very parameters of 
modern life, marking the contours of the taken-as-given. That is its politics: to mark and 
naturalize the parameters of hegemony.

Returning to Geoffrey Bawa’s view at Lunuganga, this is the same grammar of ordinary 
thought that Bawa articulates when he writes that “the long view to the south ended with 
the temple.” Bawa does not need to specify that he refers to a Buddhist rather than Hindu 
temple, because in this Sinhala–Buddhist idiom, in his ‘atmosphere’, ‘temple’ cannot be 
anything other than Buddhist. The temple is woven into the fabric of this tropical modern 
(8) Those being (1) dhyãna mudrã, the highest station of ecstasy through meditation, in which the hands 
are crossed in the lap, (2) bhumisparsa mudrã, in which the right hand is moved forward across the 
right knee, and (3) dharmacakra mudrã, with hands raised before the chest (Coomaraswamy, 1964 
[1916], pages 330–332).
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space, metaphysically naturalized, whereas any non-Sinhala, non-Buddhist presence must 
be announced, a “Chinese jar” for instance. This is a space whose purview is hegemonically 
Buddhist and Sinhala; a space where Tamil, Muslim, or any other ‘other’ can only arrive as 
guest, marked as Tamil, as Muslim, named as ‘other’. If the space is plural, or ethnically 
hospitable, it is so in a conspicuously and power-laden ‘cosmopolitan’ tradition (see Derrida, 
2001) wherein its structures of feeling accommodate, that is to say ‘tolerate’, non-Sinhala–
Buddhist otherness, at the very same time reinscribing the signature of that Sinhala–Buddhist 
ethnos as host. For there is little doubt that Lunuganga’s ‘atmosphere’ is idiomatically and 
aesthetically both Buddhist and Sinhala. As Pieris (2011, page 346) has recently written, 
Bawa’s postindependent architecture was a key mode of cultural expression for liberal 
forms of “vernacular cosmopolitanism” amongst Sri Lanka’s national elites who sought 
a new utopian, Sinhala, and Buddhist national spirit by mobilizing “unbroken links with a 
precolonial past”. Mobilizing cosmopolitanism this way is to stress its benign forms of ethnic 
and political marginalization in the Sri Lankan landscape context.

Writing of this ‘cosmopolitan’ Sinhala–Buddhist nationalism, Pradeep Jeganathan rightly 
argues that it is unavailable straightforwardly to conventional anthropology (2004, page 195). 
Anthropology, like human geography, works through its own universals that can only describe 
Bawa’s space and Romesh’s infi nity through concepts such as ‘Buddhist nature’, ‘religious 
experience’, or ‘different subjectivity’. What is much harder, and what I have posed as a 
methodophilosophical challenge postcolonial landscape geography, is the immersion into the 
ordinary dimensions of this space; dimensions that are occluded by those very same terms, as 
well as by theoretical coercions to regard this landscape as nonrepresentational merely because 
geography’s Euro-American disciplinary squint does not possess the representational tools to 
learn those nondualistic Buddhist ontologies inscribed here. At Lunuganga is an alternative 
ontology far more political, more hegemonic, more ostensibly Sinhala and Buddhist; one 
inscribed by Bawa and through the experiential mobilization of his ‘atmosphere’. Reading 
for these landscape aesthetics “is not simply a matter of imaginative geography but also of 
discontinuous epistemes” (Spivak 2008, page 8). 

It is the connections between Buddhism and a majoritarian Sinhala ethnicity that make 
the political stakes of this kind of analysis great. The necessity of these kinds of critical 
readings of Sri Lankan tropical modern architecture is today enhanced given the position 
of this genre in a national, regional, and international context.(9) As stressed above, Bawa’s 
work was heavily co-opted by an increasingly nonsecular Ceylonese/Sri Lankan state from 
around the 1970s. His own ‘art for art’s sake’ became a vehicle for the cultural expression of 
a new nationalism that saw in those notions of the Sri Lankan ‘vernacular’ an articulation 
of precolonial ethnicized purity that was Sinhala and Buddhist—not Tamil–Hindu, nor 
Muslim, nor Catholic—all the way back. 

Bawa’s work has given rise to three glossy, expensively produced Thames and Hudson 
architecture/landscape books that celebrate his achievements in terms of the production and 
establishment of Sri Lanka’s own regional modernism (Robson 2002; 2007; 2008). The 
architecture has come to be seen as emblematic of Sri Lanka, and of Sri Lankan modernism. 
Indeed, this kind of architecture and landscape architecture is not just wrapped up with a 
suite of contemporary artistic production (including textile production, fi ne art, photography, 
interior design, and sculpture) dubbed ‘Sri Lankan style’ by some of its chief purveyors 
(Daswatte and Sansoni, 2006), it arguably and justifi ably provides the leading innovative 
edge of contemporary modes of Sri Lankan modernism.(10) The work has fl ourished not just 
(9) Critical engagements with Bawa and tropical modern architecture are limited, but see Pieris (2007a), 
and Goonewardena (2002).
(10) A modernism that can be traced through Sri Lanka’s ‘1943 Group’ of artists that included George 
Keyt, Justin Daraniyagala, George Claessen, and Ivan Peries. For an outline see Dharmasiri (no date).
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across Sri Lanka, but also and importantly across South and Southeast Asia. As one of Bawa’s 
biographers puts it, “Geoffrey Bawa has come to be regarded as one of the most important 
Asian architects of the twentieth century” (Robson 2002, page 12). And the proliferation of 
rather brilliant work by Bawa’s progeny of Sri Lankan tropical–modern architects has only 
enhanced the genre’s repute. 

The simple point of this in closing is that if the style has become emblematic of the Sri 
Lankan national, it is emblematic of a particular idiomatic articulation of Sri Lankan-ness. 
This is an aesthetics that this paper has worked through in detail, an aesthetics that instantiates 
a hegemonic ‘cosmopolitan’ Sinhala–Buddhist national in the most subtle, often occluded, 
of ways. If, as I have argued, a landscape geography working through the challenge posed 
by comparativism helps to make visible the faint trace of this nationalism in Lunuganga, 
then the connections to the ways that Romesh’s body is fashioned as not just Buddhist, but 
by implication Sinhala also, are far more than merely coincident. The connections between 
landscape and ethnicized subjectivity are what this paper ultimately teases out. To develop 
the ‘landscape geography beyond Eurocentrism’ that I have worked through in this paper is 
to ask not only what kinds of reality haunt the estate, but what kinds of cultural and political 
norms are grounded in those realities, in those worldings. From Lunuganga’s ‘atmosphere’, 
an atmosphere knowingly inscribed by its principal author Geoffrey Bawa, this paper has 
teased out the faint traces of a ‘cosmopolitan’ Sinhala–Buddhist nationalism whose politics 
reside in that very (in)hospitable ‘tolerance’ of Tamil–Hindu, Muslim, or Christian difference 
as it asserts its own claims to territorial and aesthetic sovereignty. 

As I have stressed, Sri Lankan tropical–modern architecture rarely makes explicitly 
political or ethnicized claims, its authors preferring instead to regard the work as ‘art for art’s 
sake’. So, there are legitimate questions that can be asked about the value of ceding a fi gure like 
Bawa—and by extension the genre more generally—to Sinhala–Buddhist nationalism. But 
the radically realigned comparativism that makes visible the ethnicizing politics of tropical–
modern landscapes like Lunuganga is precisely what highlights the importance of asking such 
questions of fi gures like Bawa and his infl uence on Sri Lankan modernism. My approach asks 
what role such spaces play in ‘miraculating’, in fashioning, identity, and essence, and how 
they instantiate particular forms of ethnicized hegemony in the representational practices 
of everyday life. Though it is beyond the scope of this paper, I suggest the importance of 
raising more questions, not least around what kinds of connections, disconnections, or 
ambivalences Tamils, Muslims, and others experience in such ethnically hegemonic space. 
It has been my intention in this essay to move toward folding the critique of landscape 
geography’s Eurocentrism into a conceptual labor that interrogates the spatial fi xities of Sri 
Lanka’s political present. The methodophilosophical work of reading Lunuganga beyond 
Eurocentrism has, fi rstly, urged that we cease to dissimulate the postcolonial landscape, and 
secondly, sketched the chalk outlines of new and urgent problem-spaces through which we 
might productively engage Sri Lanka’s problematic political and spatial present.
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