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Outstanding Auxiliary Contribution
SIGNIS Salutation (2005)
Outstanding Auxiliary Contribution
SIGNIS Salutation (2005)

508058 B5®) s®®azcs (2005)

Creative Auxiliary Contribution
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SIGNIS Salutation (2006)
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G718 B Gods w®®1» cece (2008)
Deselt SRE0H® eOE 008 ¥ DAY
Raigam Telees (2010)

Outstanding Performance

SIGNIS Salutation (2011)

Creative Performance

SIGNIS Salutation (2011)

Deselt SRE0® eOB 5008 M3 OO
Raigam Telees (2014)

Outstanding Auxiliary Contribution
SIGNIS Salutation (2015)
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Best Supporting Actor

Hiru Golden Film Awards (2016)
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eDIC® HOD)
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Best Actor
SIGNIS Salutation (2017)
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Best Actor in a Comedy Role
Hiru Golden Film Awards (2018)
Best Actor in a Leading Role
Hiru Golden Film Awards (2018)
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Best Actor
SAARC Film Festival (2018)
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85393038 E353®7 e3®®@azdcs (2018)

Best Actor

SIGNIS Salutation (2018)

Best Actor in a Supporting Role
Derana LUX Film Awards (2019)
Creative Performance

SIGNIS Salutation (2024)
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Mahendra Perera

The Chameleon of Sinhala Cinema and
His Acting Method

Samila Vidanage (actor. Director, writer. Dip -NFC/
undergraduate Uovt)

In the ever evolving landscape of Sinhala cinema,
few actors have demonstrated the transformative power
of performance like Mahendra Perera. With a career
spanning decades across stage, screen, and television
Mahendra is widely regarded not only for his versatility,
but also for his unique and organic approach to acting.

He is, in many ways, the Sinhala cinema’s very
own chameleon able to dissolve into roles so deeply that
the line between character and actor vanishes. But what
makes Mahendra Perera’s method so powerful? This
article explores the man, the method, and the mastery
behind one of Sri Lanka’s most celebrated performers.

A Theatre Rooted Foundation

The theatrical discipline instilled in him an
understanding of;
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Voice Control

Voice control depends on the theatre’s acoustic system
and requires a deep understanding of the balance
between theatrical dialogue delivery and cinematic
delivery.

Ex. — Ath stage play and Bambara Walalla.
Spatial awareness

An actor understands and use of physical space
on stage—including their body, the surrounding area,
and the relationships between these elements—are
crucial. The writer recalls once seeing him portray a
character alone at center stage, yet the audience could
feel his energy and performance fill the space.
Unfortunately, that was the only time the writer saw him
perform live on stage.

Can you define acting? “Well it’s a broad
subject. A good actor has to be basically intelligent and
aware of the industry’s technical side. He has to be
flexible both mentally and physically with a good
awareness about what’s happening around him. A sense
of space and the know how to use your body in front of
the camera is also crucial,” (Mahendra Perera : An
accepted exception By Ramesh Uvais/TV time)

Emotional layering

A character should not think and act the same
way in every situation, as the underlying motivation
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must ultimately serve the story’s climax. For example, in
the film Julietge Bhumikawa, Mahendra Perera plays
the character Supun, a feminine man who is also
required to convey deep emotional layers. While such a
role carries the risk of being rendered
through exaggerated or overly comedic choices, Perera
must exercise restraint to preserve the character’s
authenticity and emotional truth. As the best friend of
the film’s female protagonist, Supun’s role involves
providing sincere emotional support. If the character
were portrayed purely for comic relief, the believability
and depth of the performance would be
compromised, undermining the narrative’s emotional
credibility. This approach aligns with
Konstantin Stanislavski’s principle of truthful behavior
on stage, as well as Uta Hagen’s emphasis on
fully living the role rather than merely presenting it.
Both methodologies advocate for a nuanced and
psychologically grounded portrayal that respects the
inner life and objectives of the character.

Ensemble work

Ensemble work is a collaborative approach in
which a group of actors, musicians, or other performers
work together to create a unified and engaging
performance. It emphasizes teamwork, shared
responsibility, and a cohesive artistic vision rather than
individual spotlight stealing.

Ex. — In the film Machan, the final speech delivered for
his co teammates. The scene in question serves as a
transitional moment that must emotionally uplift the
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narrative and propel it into the next sequence. It is
intended to be an inspirational scene. However, within
the context of the story, the room is filled with
characters that carry emotionally complex and difficult
backstories, making it particularly challenging to inspire
them convincingly. Mahendra Perera must therefore
deliver a performance that resonates deeply and
authentically. If he fails to do so, the other actors will
struggle to respond with emotionally truthful reactions,
thereby disrupting the continuity of the scene and
weakening the narrative’s emotional arc. This moment
functions as a crucial emotional baton pass; the success
of subsequent performances depends on the credibility
and depth of inspiration conveyed in this pivotal scene.

Theoretical Underpinnings

Theoretical Underpinnings: From Stanislavski to
Screen — Mahendra Perera trained under one of Sri
Lanka’s pioneering actor trainers, Salaman Fonseka,
whose contributions over several decades have
profoundly influenced the development of actor training
in the country. Now, through his studio Artisans and
other institutions, Mahendra Perera himself inspires
numerous performers to engage deeply with the study
and practice of acting.

Mahendra Perera’s foundation in the Stanislavski system
(through his early theatre training) anchors him in three
core principles:

Emotional Memory: Drawing upon one’s own
experiences to inform a character’s inner life.
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Given Circumstances: Fully inhabiting the world,
backstory, and relationships laid out in the script.

Objectives & Super Objectives: Defining what a
character wants in each moment and overall.

Daniel Day-Lewis famously describes spending
months 'living' as his characters (e.g., Christy Brown in
My Left Foot) to establish emotional continuity.
Similarly, Mahendra Perera approaches each role as a
total life immersion rather than merely a performance.
For his role in Arumosam Wahi, he had to embody a
circus performer named Bindu, which required him
to learn and internalize the physical and emotional
nuances of the character

“I studied the subject deeply from Dr. Salaman
Fonseka and later was trained under prestigious foreign
dramatists like Helena Lehthimaki, who was the
Producer of the Finnish MTV. I followed a three year
course under her during which we did Punthila.
(Mahendra Perera : An accepted exception By Ramesh
Uvais/TV time)

The power of improvisation

Stanislavski did not invent improvisation, but he
used and emphasized it as a tool in his acting system.
Improvisation was already present in theatre traditions
long before him (such as in commedia dell’arte), but
Stanislavski integrated it into actor training in a
structured way.
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He used improvisation to:

Help actors explore emotional truth.

Discover objectives, motivation, and subtext.
Develop a sense of presence and spontaneity on stage.

“I always respect the views of the director who
has a clear overview of the situation and character. But
mercifully, my directors allow me to do a lot of on-the-
spot improvisations.” (Mahendra Perera : An accepted
exception By Ramesh Uvais/TV time)

Method vs. the Balance of Truth

This stage training provided him a firm
foundation in the Stanislavski system, which
later became central to his screen acting.

Emotional Authenticity over Artificiality

At the heart of Mahendra Perera’s acting method is
truthfulness. He often says: "The character must
feel real not because I pretend to be him, but

because I become him."

Rather than exaggerating gestures or expressions,
Mahendra works from the inside out, connecting to the
emotional root of the character. This approach aligns
with method acting, though he avoids its more extreme
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versions (e.g., not eating, full isolation, etc.). Instead,
he studies the psychology, sociology, and emotional
memory of his roles.

Observation as a Tool

Mahendra is a keen observer of everyday life.
Whether portraying a fisherman, a corrupt politician, or
a grieving father, he often draws inspiration from people
he has observed on buses, in marketplaces, or on the

streets. ~ This  “anthropological”  approach  to
character development imbues his performances with a
lived-in authenticity, making even minor

roles remarkably memorable. For instance, in the
Tharadevi teledrama, his portrayal of a drug addicted
character i1s particularly striking the subtle gesture of
frequently touching his nose reflects a common physical
behavior observed in individuals struggling with
addiction. Such nuanced detail could only emerge from
careful, empathetic observation; without it,
such authenticity would be difficult to achieve.

The broker character, Kulathunga, portrayed by
Mahendra Perera in the film Ran Diya Dahara, is a
testament to his skill in embodying nuanced, deeply
observed roles. His subtle reactions during the
character’s first encounter with the main actress, the
distinctive way he holds his cigarette, and his peculiar
gait—enhanced by wearing edge-cut slippers—
collectively contribute to the authenticity and depth of
the performance. These meticulously crafted physical
details reflect Perera’s keen observational ability and his
dedication to character embodiment. Such layered
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portrayal is not achievable without a profound
understanding of human behavior and movement. His
performance was rightfully acknowledged with the Best
Supporting Actor award at the Sarasaviya Awards,
further highlighting the impact of his detailed and
immersive approach to acting.

“I also learnt a great deal on actors, acting and
the cinema world in general from Gamini Fonseka,
Tony Ranasinghe, Joe Abeywickrema and other
respected figures. I personally believe that the ability to
absorb as fast as possible whatever you learn is the key
to success.” (Mahendra Perera : An accepted exception
By Ramesh Uvais/TV time)

Voice and Silence

Known for his understated delivery, Mahendra
often allows silence, gaze, and breath to do what
dialogue cannot. He avoids theatrical over enunciation
unless the role demands it.

In Burning Birds, Mahendra Perera’s portrayal of
characters such as the slaughterhouse
owner demonstrates that his power as an actor often lies
as much in what he withholds as in what he expresses
overtly. His performances are marked by the ability to
convey complex inner conflict through subtle micro-
expressions, controlled body tension, and restrained
physicality. Particularly in Burning Birds, his role as the
slaughterhouse owner is underscored by a disturbing
psychological nuance he embodies a character who waits
patiently, calculatingly, for the right moment to exploit
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Kusum, played by Anoma Janadari. The tension of this
waiting period is conveyed not through dialogue, but
through his intense gaze, minimal gestures, and silent
observation, all of which reflect a chillingly realistic
depiction of predatory behavior. Perera’s performance
thus exemplifies the power of minimalist acting
techniques in conveying psychological depth and moral
ambiguity.

In the first episode of the teledrama Golu
Thaththa, the opening shot features Mahendra Perera
running eagerly with a smile on his face. From this
initial moment, it becomes apparent through his
expressive body language rather than dialogue that he is
portraying a character who is mute or has limited
speech. This carefully constructed opening leads directly
into the title sequence and effectively establishes the
emotional tone of the narrative. His interaction with the
little girl in these early moments serves as the emotional
subtext of the entire teledrama. Remarkably, Perera
conveys this depth of feeling and relational significance
within just a few shots, demonstrating his ability to
communicate profound emotional resonance through
minimal, non-verbal performance.

Role Preparation: Immersion, Not Performance

Q- Your character Sergeant Bandara is an
interesting mix of ego, bias, arrogance, and also
a hapless victim of the system. Have you done
something of this sort before?
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A - I had played a police constable in Kosthapal
Punyasoma (2014), a comedy, which was a
huge theatrical success in Sri Lanka. While working on
Paradise, Prasanna advised me to be careful not to
repeat that performance, as I had become fondly
associated with that character. Bandara, though, is
completely different from Kosthapal Punyasoma, and it
was really interesting as I enjoy being versatile. To
convince Prasanna, I even did an audition
before deciding to take on the role. I've played a few
other police roles as well, but nothing quite like this
one, and I've decided that this will be my last cop role; it
was enough for me. Maybe, I’d consider doing it if
Prasanna asked me because I know he wouldn't offer me
another Bandara.

Did you find it difficult or conflicting to portray
Bandara, given that you have personally lived through
the crisis depicted in the film?

A - Not really. I enjoyed working with Prasanna
and didn’t dwell on the implications of portraying such
a police officer. Beyond the objections to his character,
Bandara is still a human. He simply wants to resolve the
issue as quickly as possible, but as he becomes
more involved in the case, he begins to see himself as a
troubleshooter. Given that Prasanna is one of the best
directors in the country, I relied entirely on him. His
scripts don’t specify how a character should behave in a
particular scene; he improvises that on set, as he enjoys
exploring the depths of human nature and emotions.
Under his guidance, I believe I did my best.
(cinema express 2024)
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For more emotionally heavy roles, Mahendra reportedly
prepares by:

Isolating him briefly to imagine the backstory of the
character

Wearing the costume well before the shoot to “feel” the
character

Practicing breathing patterns that suit the role (e.g.,
short, nervous breaths for anxious characters)

Studying dialects and regional speech rhythms for
authenticity

Signature Roles and Memorable Performances
Some of his most iconic performances include:
Machan (2008) — A subtle, grounded role that
made international audiences take notice Sudu
Kalu Saha Alu — A haunting portrayal of a

tormented soul

His ability to move between comedy, tragedy, and
realism without ever losing authenticity has made him a
director’s favorite.
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Mahendra’s Philosophy of Acting

In interviews, Mahendra often emphasizes humility in
the craft. He sees himself not as a star, but as a
“medium” through which stories travel. He avoids over
celebration of celebrity and prefers to work with
younger, independent directors who challenge
conventional narratives.

He is known to say:

“Acting is not showing the audience how clever I
am. It’s making them forget I’'m acting at all.”
Mahendra Perera’s acting method is not bound by
technique alone. It is shaped by empathy, observation,
and a profound respect for human emotion. His presence
whether in a leading role or a supporting one elevates
the screen. As Sinhala cinema moves further into the
digital era, Mahendra remains a timeless figure,
reminding us that great acting is not about being
seen but about seeing into the soul of the character.

Legacy and Influence

Younger actors in Sri Lanka often cite Mahendra
Perera as a major influence. Not just for
his performances, but for his commitment to truth,
discipline, and artistic integrity. In a time
where commercialism often overrides creativity,
Mahendra stands as a beacon of craft over glamour.

“I firmly believe that talented newcomers
should be groomed to inject fresh blood into
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the industry. My ultimate goal in life is to someday set
up a multipurpose complex or center with facilities to
mould a new breed of actors and actresses. It could have
library facilities and also serve as a meeting ground for
people in the field. It will not be a profit oriented project
but I wouldn’t mind paying a reasonable rent if anyone
is willing to provide a suitable place.”

Mahendra Perera’s journey through Sinhala
cinema is a testament to the power of
humility, dedication, and authentic storytelling. More
than just an actor, he embodies the essence of a true
artist—one who serves the story rather than seeking the
spotlight. His commitment to emotional truth, rigorous
preparation, and collaborative spirit has not only
enriched his own performances but also raised the bar
for Sri Lankan acting as a whole.

As the industry evolves amid technological
advances and shifting audience tastes,
Mahendra remains a steadfast guardian of craft and
conscience, inspiring new generations to prioritize depth
over glamour. His vision to nurture fresh talent through a
creative hub reflects his enduring passion for the art
form and his desire to give back to the community that
shaped him.

In celebrating Mahendra Perera, we celebrate the
soul of Sinhala cinema itself a medium where stories
live, breathe, and transform through the quiet strength of
an actor who truly understands that to act is to become.
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