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editor’s note

ja n ua ry |  f e b rua ry

Paul Kotze  
Editor

The Architect 
and the City

O 
ften, the relationship between the architect and  
the city is not ‘made in heaven’. The consequences 
of this problematic marriage confront us daily 
when we have to face the inequalities and 

difficulties of the built environment. In the space 
between buildings, the crudest forms of confrontation 
and defence play out. It seems that we’ve accepted this as 
the only way we can make our physical world. In South 
Africa, specifically, it is hard to imagine that urban space 
can be benign − a place for personal development and 
the enjoyment of our daily interactions. In this issue, 

emphasis is placed on the more positive 
relationship the architect can have  
with the city. 

Architect and urban designer Dr 
Kathryn Ewing focuses on creating 
enabling, humane environments for 
the poor. Her work is an example 
of how the public environment can 
be shaped to achieve positive social 
benefits. She and her colleagues create 
often seemingly ‘fragile’ or minimalist 
small-scale contributions thus (sadly) 
seen of little consequence in the face of 
the odds that we have to handle in the 
built environment. But we would be 

in deeper trouble in urban South Africa if it weren’t for 
work of this nature. Therein is the relevance of her brave 
contribution, which serves as a praiseworthy example. In 
a similar vein, Thiresh Govender and Holger Deppe of 
UrbanWorks Architecture and Urbanism have opened 
themselves up to ‘listen’ to the everyday world in a deep, 
respectful manner. They are equally brave in charting a 
course in unfamiliar territory, not for any other reason 
than their fundamental belief in the genius of urbanity.

Emeritus Professor Fabio Todeschini opens up a 
discussion about a specific proposed development in 
the Bo-Kaap. He and Professor Stephen Townsend draw 

our attention to the fragile nature of our urban and 
architectural heritage. Once lost, it cannot be regained. 
The public, to whom we are responsible, should be 
informed about architectural and urban matters so  
that their rights and concerns can counterbalance  
unfettered private gain. 

Carl Jacobsz of C76 Architecture, who repurposed 
138 Jan Smuts Avenue in Johannesburg, is another 
architect who fundamentally understands the delicate 
balance between the individual architectural act and the 
power of the city. In some way, the intervention in the 
Wonderwerk Cave, by architect Craig McClenaghan, 
is the odd one in this grouping. However, on closer 
consideration, it displays the same deep sensitivity to the 
layers of man’s physical presence on earth predating our 
contemporary world.

In comparison to these examples, the self-referential 
edifices so beloved by certain architects and their  
clients bear testimony to an emptiness of thought and 
concern. They are always presented in perspective, 
dwarfing the human observer, and preferably 
without any context to ‘contaminate’ the purity of the 
composition. The concern is mostly with ‘style’ – the 
‘how’, not the ‘what’ that has been created. They are  
filled with ‘originality’ and ‘self-expression’, hinting  
at the hero-architect as the misunderstood ‘genius’ 
whose time of universal recognition is in the future.  
Over time, these edifices become exceedingly 
predictable, resulting in environmental poverty despite 
sometimes high expenditure. 

An architecture of more humility, restraint and care 
outlasts these overbearing statements of excess and of  
the ‘now. It produces far better urban environments, 
so why is it so difficult to produce? Maybe we are too 
blinded by our own egos to search in the right places –  
in the world of the ordinary – in order to create value 
and meaning for all of us, not just the few. Why are  
we so afraid of that?  ■

Maybe we are too 
blinded by our own 

egos to search in  
the right places – in 

the world of the 
ordinary – in order 
to create value and 

meaning for all of us.
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Notes and News

K 
evin Bingham, who takes up the reins at 
the South African Institute of Architects as 
president for the 2017 term, was inaugurated on 
24 November 2016 in Durban. The incoming 

treasurer for the 2017 term, Jan Ras, was also 
inaugurated at the glittering event. 

The honourable retired Judge Hilary Gwyn  
Squires and his wife were among the distinguished 
guests in attendance.

The outcome of the voting by SAIA members for  
the positions of vice president and deputy treasurer  
were also announced as Maryke Cronje and Lauren 
Haiden respectively. SAIA has full confidence in the 
ability of this new team of office bearers to take the 
organisation to new heights.

A special word of thanks is conveyed to Sindile 
Ngonyama, the outgoing president, and Andy Hart,  
the outgoing treasurer, who did a sterling job of leading 
the organisation over the past year. Their expertise  
will certainly be called upon from time to time as  
SAIA charts its way forward. Also honoured on the 

same evening was Joan Mackenzie Seirlis, who was 
awarded a Medal of Distinction posthumously, which 
was accepted by her son, Ari Seirlis, and daughter, 
Angela Bax. The following five prominent members of 
SAIA were also accorded Life Membership status:
• Ian Alexander
• Eugene Barnard
• Hassan Asmal
• Trish Emmett
• Herbert Prins
We salute all the work and contributions that  
these distinguished members of our institute have 
advanced towards the profession and the growth  
of the organisation.

As we wrap up the year we would like to wish all 
our members and fellow professionals in the built 
environment a well-deserved break in order to feel fully 
charged to meet the challenges and opportunities of 2017.

Obert Chakarisa
Chief Executive Officer (CEO)

Welcoming SAIA’s  
new president

Obert Chakarisa

contributors

SAIA’s incoming president was 
inaugurated at a glittering 
ceremony in November 2016.

Vedhant Maharaj, M.Arch. 
(Prof) (WITS), won the 
Corobrik SA Architecture 
Student of the Year for 2015 
for his thesis, titled ‘Yantra: 
Infrastructures of the sacred 
and profane in Varanasi, 
India’. In 2016 he founded  
the design and research 
collective Rebel Base.

Fabio Todeschini is an 
architect, city planner and 
urban designer who has 
run a practice spanning 
architecture, city planning, 
urban design and heritage 
resource management since 
1980. He is a past Director 
of the School of Architecture 
and Planning at UCT.

Dr Kathryn Ewing − an 
architect, urban designer  
and town planner, who 
is also the work-stream 
leader for situational 
crime prevention (built 
environment) at the non-
profit company Violence 
Prevention through  
Urban Upgrading (VPUU). 

Eric Wright is a practising 
architect and teaching 
academic. He co-leads Unit 
13 at the Postgrad School of 
Architecture at UJ, and is a 
director at BOOM Architects. 
He is interested in the 
changing nature of cities and 
the  emergent methods for 
practice in shifting contexts.

Yvonne Brecher is currently 
working as architect 
and urban designer at 
studioMAS. In 2009, 
she completed a BSC 
Architecture at the University 
of Pretoria, and in 2012 
completed a BAS (Hon) 
Architecture at the University 
of the Witwatersrand. 
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Roelof S. Uytenbogaardt 
UDISA Memorial Lecture

INTRODUCTION and background
The objectives of the Urban Design Institute of South 
Africa (UDISA) are to promote greater public awareness 
of the value of urban design, and to develop its 
educational, institutional and professional capacity and 
potential. UDISA is a voluntary, non-profit association 
of urban designers and associate members who wish to 
contribute to reaching these objectives.

The second Roelof S. Uytenbogaardt UDISA 
Memorial Lecture served as a gesture to acknowledge 
his outstanding contribution to the fields of architecture, 
urban design and planning in South Africa. Professor 
Uytenbogaardt was the influential architect who 
established the University of Cape Town’s first 
postgraduate programme in urban design. He often 
acted in the public interest, and on behalf of the poor 

and marginalised, while facing challenges and resistance 
from the apartheid regime, in addressing issues that 
remain relevant.

Dr Kathryn Ewing, who presented the 2016 Roelof  
S. Uytenbogaardt UDISA Memorial Lecture, is  
honoured for her contribution towards social change 
through urban design. Through her work, including  
that as director of the Violence Prevention through 
Urban Upgrading (VPUU) programme, she has made  
a significant impact in research, education, advocacy  
and practice in architecture, planning and urban 
design fields. Her work shows a commitment 
towards improving the lives of largely disempowered 
communities in low-income areas, making her a fitting 
successor to continue building on the legacy of Roelof  
S. Uytenbogaardt.  ■

Illustrations are the work of Dr Ewing and VPUU NPC. 1 Monwabisi Park Informal Settlement, VPUU NPC. 2 Monwabisi Park Emthonjeni C-04, VPUU NPC.  
3 Monwabisi Park sketch – built form. 4 Monwabisi Park sketch – public space. 5 Monwabisi Park sketch – access and occupation of space.
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By: UDISA.
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second Roelof S.  Uy tenbogaardt Memorial Lecture

I 
n 2016, I had the privilege to present the Roelof 
S. Uytenbogaardt Memorial Lecture. This lecture 
offered seven key lessons taken from 20 years of 
my experience, and also raised questions about 

sustainable development and the future of our cities. 

HOW DO WE BUILD CHANGE?
LESSON 1: Educating for real – reflective practice
Cities form a platform for creativity and innovation. We 
must learn from examples, noting what’s relevant and 
what’s not. In the 1960s, Jane Jacobs (1992: 6) argued, 
‘Cities are an immense laboratory of trial and error, 
failure and success, in city building and city design. 
This is the city laboratory in which city planning should 
have been learning and forming and testing its theories.’ 
Friedmann (2006) argues that the strength of a region 
is its people, their ways of life and ‘engaging local 
citizens in a common effort by giving them a stake in 
society of which they are a part’. Identity, belonging, love, 
respect, home, job … These are words used by people. 
But we urbanists use such words such as spatial plan, 
development node, urban corridor, economic opportunity 
and so on. Can such spaces be designed to reflect a 
human approach to the building of cities? 

LESSON 2: Reinventing urban planning  
– a city that plans vs the planned city
We live in an urban era, where cities experience 
enormous pressure. It’s 20 years since the United 
Nations Habitat II was set in Istanbul 1996 to address 
the universal goals of ensuring ‘adequate shelter for all, 
and making human settlements safer, healthier and 
more liveable, equitable, sustainable and productive’ 
(UN, 1996). These are solid, meaningful words. But what 
has really changed in 20 years? Cities are complex and 
ambiguous − informal urbanisation even more so, being 
so closely linked to everyday reality. Cities are laden 
with questions of rights, desires, needs and aspirations. 
They’re loaded with deficiencies; struggling against the 
pressures of expansion and climate change. 

In South Africa, the authoritarian emphasis on housing 
has focused on the quantity of houses delivered as opposed 
to the quality of urban environments created – sprawling, 
vulnerable cities lacking identity. Differences between 
theory, policy and practice are still disparate. The random 
interaction of these three spheres regularly determines the 
unjust, unsustainable urban form of our cities.

In 2016, a New Urban Agenda was set at Habitat III. 
‘The New Urban Agenda should promote sustainable 

Building[s] for Change
By: Dr Kathryn Ewing, B.Arch (UCT), BAS (UCT), MI.Arch, PhD (Glasgow), Pr.Arch, TRP (SA), UDISA.

cities and human settlements that are environmentally 
sustainable and resilient, socially inclusive, safe and 
violence-free, economically productive; and better 
connected to and contributing towards sustained rural 
transformation. This is in line with the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, especially Goal 11: to make 
cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and 
sustainable’ (UN-Habitat, 2016). We are moving from 
‘the planned city’ to a ‘city that plans’; a city of integrated, 
multisectoral approaches to sustainable development. 
The aim is to embrace views of citizens, government, 
local leaders, investors and intermediaries. The objective 
is to integrate infrastructure, land use, culture, natural 
resources and education. I call this the inclusive city. 

LESSON 3: Integrated, multisectoral approaches 
Violence Prevention through Urban Upgrading 
(VPUU) is a comprehensive, area-based community 
development programme that aims towards safe and 
integrated sustainable communities, citizenship, pride 
and the improvement of quality of life for residents in 
low-income neighbourhoods. The project is based on 
the understanding that environmental design can affect 
people’s choices. It influences their perception of safety, 
whether perceived or real. The VPUU Programme in the 
Western Cape aims to nurture integrated communities 
by addressing these issues and perceptions. This is 
achieved through multiple partnerships, working both 
with communities and government using a bottom-up 
and top-down approach. The vision is to overcome forms 
of exclusion (economic, cultural, social, institutional and 
spatial) in low-income areas to prevent crime. 

The VPUU Non-Profit Company (VPUU NPC)  
is the Project Executing Authority (PEA) for the  
VPUU Programme, in partnership with the  
Western Cape Government (WCG), cofunded by  
the German Development Bank with engagement  
from various municipalities. The CEO, Michael 
Krause, an urban designer, strategically leads and 
guides the VPUU multidisciplinary team, which 
operates within six work-streams: situational (built  › 

Great cities don’t just happen. They evolve from 
communities with a strong sense of identity,  
trust and active participation.

ARCH83_NN_Uytenboogardt.indd   7 1/20/17   9:03 AM



8 a rc h i t ect u r e sa ja n ua ry |  f e b rua ry

environment); social crime prevention; institutional 
(urban management and local economic development); 
community participation; knowledge management; and 
project management. The team works with partners 
to achieve sustainable development by designing clear 
strategies and processes for operation, maintenance and 
management systems that generate skills at the local level. 

LESSON 4: The participative approach to development
Great cities don’t just happen. They evolve from 
communities with a strong sense of identity, trust and active 
participation. Such cities build on their unique strengths 

and opportunities, whether these are natural assets, people 
assets or livelihood, or − hopefully − a combination of all. 

Community is at the core. The VPUU Programme 
is a participatory research-based approach, featuring 
prevention, cohesion, protection, and research and 
development. It incorporates elements of international 
best practice from organisations including the UN-
Habitat’s Safer Cities Programme and the World Health 
Organisation’s Life Cycle Approach. It combines these 
best practices with asset-based development informed 
by the context and community knowledge within the 
province. All projects should be locally owned and 
determined: Participatory conceptualisation, design, 
implementation, operation and maintenance are the 
programme’s key success factors. Transparency, integrity, 
the promotion of voluntarism and accountability have 
contributed to the high acceptance of the programme. 
Implementation is measureable, and accountable to the 
funding partners and community beneficiaries.

LESSON 5: The public realm as the catalyst for change
In the formation of contemporary urban developments 
in Southern Africa, less attention is given to the spaces 
in between buildings − the glue that unites the elements 
of the positive spatial structure; the shared space 
(Mostafavi, 2007), which is a catalyst for social change. 

Why is this so? Public space creates sites for numerous 
encounters and events, political questioning and social 
conflict, spatial tension and productive economies. 
Efforts by the poor to appropriate community space, 
although much contested, are integral to the process 
of self-empowerment and social networking. Public 
spaces open up the divide between strangers. It is in 
these spaces that we can more positively memorialise 
and integrate the past through dialogue, debates and 
celebrations. A critical issue is to design public spaces 
and buildings that are generally difficult for individuals 
to provide due to budgets and scale. The fear of crime 
and losing control of the street, especially after dark, 
is all too common for many South Africans. Primary 
investment in public space is crucial in areas that have 
minimal access to valuable, safe outdoor spaces. It’s 
imperative not to overdesign such space at all scales, but 
to leave room for democratic interaction, adaptation and 
ingenuity – Sennett’s (2007) idea of ‘incomplete’ space. 
Highly designed, crisp public environments can be 
sterile civic places. The key is to provide just enough of a 
design framework to understand the important elements 
and conflicting possibilities that will initiate and shape 
urban development. Contestation and problems over 
space can lead to more dynamic solutions. 

LESSON 6: Recognise informality,  
design for the unpredictable
Informality is a form of city production or byproduct that 
acts outside of the formal frameworks, mostly without 
state of control and law. Informality (shelter, transport, 
land systems and employment) can creatively interweave 

In urban Africa, people and their activities form a 
fundamental, dynamic part of the building of a city.

1

2 3

4 5
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second Roelof S.  Uy tenbogaardt Memorial Lecture
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with formally planned, organised and regulated city 
forms inhabited by a diverse population. The informal 
sector may be regarded as an ‘underground network’ 
(Madrick, 2001: 39). It is viewed as a dynamic process 
(Hays-Mitchell, 1993: 1085), although it may be seriously 
questioned in its simplicity. Informal economic processes 
and activities are generally small scale, typified by 
simple technology, family labour, flexible work sites 
with changing cultural, social, economic and spatial 
boundaries concerning land, shelter and employment 
creation. Lisa Peattie (1997) describes these informal 
spaces as ‘third spaces’ − neither home nor work, 
but inhabited spaces that are informal, spontaneous, 
unprepossessing, where people experience everyday living.

The African city must allow for the unpredictable. 
Under current conditions of ‘extreme’ and ‘rapid’ 
transformation, change manifests itself most evidently 
through space. The urban poor make and remake space; 
they transform and capture space. Through informal 
activities, they intrude into the patterned grid of history, 
permeating into every aspect of the functioning of society 
(adapted from Edensor, 1998). In urban Africa, people 
and their activities form a fundamental, dynamic part of 
the building of a city. They disrupt the coherence of the 
planned urban landscape, retaliating against authority − 
visually, emotionally, resourcefully and powerfully. It is 
important to acknowledge, accept and accommodate this 
spatial change to meet the needs of the people. 

South Africa was instrumental in bringing the  
issue of informal settlements into the Habitat III 
discussion. Informal settlements have been on the 
agenda for many years, so why is this different to 
Habitat II? There is an opportunity to incorporate 
best practice with regard to economic opportunities 
(including financial models), urban tenure and spatial 
planning as a more sustainable approach to address 
the housing issue. There is a quest to prioritise in-situ 
upgrading to respond to the scale of urban poverty. 
This progressive shift doesn’t speak of evictions or the 
elimination of informal settlements. Rather, there is 
recognition and inclusion. 

LESSON 7: Small change, big impact
There is generally a correlation between location and 
scale of public space. Larger spaces are associated with the 
most accessible urban conditions. But smaller, productive 
public spaces and places have a fundamental impact on 
the neighbourhood and its inhabitants, allowing for small, 
but vital, change. Friedmann (2006) says, ‘Most of us live 
our lives locally, not universally, and we treasure the small 
spaces of the city.’ It is often these small ‘leftover’ spaces 
that form the most exciting of places. Hamdi (2004) sets 
out a way of thinking on cities that gives precedence to 
small-scale, incremental change over large-scale projects. 
He shows how the trickle-down effect advocated by 
conservatives doesn’t produce the large-scale changes 
predicted. Instead, the trickle-up effect of self-organised 
systems produce the biggest changes. 

At VPUU, we work with the community on the idea of 
‘Emthonjeni’. This is perceived as a multifunctional place 
for children to play in a safe environment, which provides 
selected utilities. These spaces are focused internally to 
the neighbourhood cluster and encourage social cohesion. 
They are associated with water/washing points and will 
have smaller-scale public spaces as gathering spaces. 
They are located along pedestrian desire routes and are 
seen as the ‘breathing space’ along pathways that connect 
neighbourhoods. Clustering around small open spaces 
helps provide space for economic opportunities and easy 
access. Consequently, previously ‘wasted land’ is put to 
optimal use without the loss of spaciousness in providing 
a hierarchical order. Such places play an important role in 
neighbourhood watch and patrolling exercises, promoting 
respectful community action and moral behaviour along 
with community policing against illegal activities. Spaces 
for small change allow for implementation at site level to 
test methodologies, processes and outcomes, which can be 
monitored through indicators.

CONCLUSION
Why do I believe in building for change? 
- I am fascinated by the unpredictable, people and  
   social networks.
- I am intrigued by informality within the city.
- I am inspired by the gaps in between; the public realm.
- I believe in catalytic social architecture driven by  
   urban design.
- I am passionate about education.  ■ 

1 Lotus Park Neighbourhood Centre, VPUU NPC. 2 Monwabisi Park Emthonjeni M-15, VPUU 
NPC. 3 Monwabisi Park washing line, VPUU NPC. 4 Monwabisi Park Enumeration, VPUU 
NPC. 5 Hatcliffe New Stands, Harare, Zimbabwe, Andrew Curling.im
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A 
MANIFESTO

for the 
Conservation 
of the Built 

Environment
This manifesto will address the currently wide-ranging arguments in South Africa  

regarding the conservation of built environments and heritage management.
By: Prof Stephen Townsend, School of Architecture, Planning and Geomantics, University of Cape Town.
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A  manifesto is a ‘public declaration or proclamation, 
usually issued … by an individual or body of 
individuals whose proceedings are of public 
importance, for the purpose of making known 

past actions, and explaining the reasons or motives for 
actions announced as forthcoming’.1 A manifesto is  
also often intended as a provocation or as an articulation 
of a particular view in the context of public argument  
or controversy. In this instance, this manifesto 
contributes to the currently wide-ranging arguments 
in South Africa regarding conservation of the built 
environment and, in particular, regarding heritage 
management. It is also an articulation of one set of  
the ideas underpinning teaching in the Master in 
Philosophy in Conservation of the Built Environment 
programme of the School of Architecture, Planning  
and Geomatics of the Faculty of Engineering and the 
Built Environment at the University of Cape Town, 
which I have convened from its inception in 2009.

In the past few decades, heritage − be it tangible 
heritage resources or intangible cultural activities and 
practices − has become an increasingly public interest; 
the underpinning ideas and practices have been 
scrutinised by ever-wider, disparate fields of concern, 
provoking ever-sharper controversy. Indeed, the arena  
is characterised by conflict and uncertainty − much  
of it terminological, but much of it regarding 
underpinning values.

Given that the claim of heritage implies a sense of 
ownership different from, and often at odds with, the 
holding of title to the land accommodating the heritage, 
it is inevitable that such claims will provoke tension  
and anxiety. These tensions often pit communal  
identity against socioeconomic good.

Given this, I present this manifesto as a statement  
of my position in respect of the conservation, 
development and protection of heritage resources, be 
they relics, buildings, sites, places, cultural landscapes/
townscapes and/or environments. This manifesto is in 
large part reliant on and based on similar ‘manifestoes’, 
like the international charters on restoration and 
conservation. I acknowledge them as best I can;2 but  
I also recognise that the sociopolitical environment,  
the physical/built environment and the relics, buildings, 
sites, places, cultural landscapes/townscapes and/or 
environments, and the developmental needs in South 
Africa are unique. As a consequence, the identification 
of heritage and the protection, management and use/
development of such relics, buildings, sites, places, 
cultural landscapes/ townscapes and/or environments 
here requires a locally contingent approach3 in  
which the heterogeneity of our national psyche,  
and of the heritage-claiming communities, must  
be recognised and responded to.

THE MANIFESTO
‘Conservation’ is all of the processes and actions involved 
in the research and articulation of significance; the 

recognition or identification of the resource including 
its context; the actions aimed at transmitting the 
significance(s) into the future, including the enhancing 
of and/or adding to those significances. It includes the 
processes of monitoring, interpreting and caring  
for the resource; and it includes the protection and 
development of defined heritage resources.4

Heritage and heritage resources are never intrinsically 
so: heritage is a cultural construct established by 
individuals, groups, communities and nations who 
associate certain meanings and significances with the 
physical; the relics, buildings, sites, places, cultural 
landscapes/townscapes and/or environments that are 
deemed to be heritage.5

The meanings and significances associated with  
and establishing the physical as heritage are wide-
ranging and are derived from the cultural values of  
the individuals, groups, communities and nations 
claiming the physical as heritage. These values include 
those regarding art and inventiveness (including  
but not only formal and informal, fine and craft), 
architecture (including but not only traditional, modern, 
vernacular), history (including but not only political, 
artistic, architectural, technological, settlement-making), 
identity (including but not only personal, group, 
community, national, religious, race, gender).  
In other words, there are no limits to the range and 
nature of meanings and significances that can be 
associated with the physical.

Heritage and heritage resources can, therefore,  
only (or in the first instance) be identified as such by 
individuals, groups, communities and/or the nation  
who associate meanings and significances with the 
physical. In practice, however, such identifications  
are usually articulated and/or made by ‘experts’,  
special-interest groups and/or the heritage authorities 
who, in effect, make claims for the ‘heritage-claimant’  
groups. Often, however, heritage is the relic of  
previous or past regimes.

It is also true that ‘the cultural heritage of each 
is the cultural heritage of all’.6 While this may be  
true in a wide sense, this is rationally relevant only  
with respect to heritage of great(er) significance and  
with particular kinds of significances − for example,  
heritage resources of great historical, scientific  
and/or artistic significance, where the primary  
attribute of authenticity is a ‘documentary’ one  
as ‘historical evidence’.  ›

Often, however, heritage is the relic of  
previous or past regimes. It is also true that  
‘the cultural heritage of each is the  
cultural heritage of all’.
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It is also true that the significance(s) of heritage 
are affected by questions regarding the authenticity 
of the relic, building, site, place, cultural landscape/
townscape and/or environment in question. ‘Attributes 
of authenticity’ include ‘form and design, materials and 
substance, use and function, traditions and techniques, 
location and setting, and spirit and feeling’.7 For 
example, the artistic significance of a building by an 
important architect may be affected by provenance 
and by the completeness of form/image; the historical 
significance of a multilayered building complex may 
be affected by the provenance or reliability of the 
evidence and its patina; the architectural significance 
of a vernacular building may be affected by the still-
living (or lost) local building traditions; and the spiritual 
significance of a place may be affected by the continuity 
and accuracy of the community’s oral record of events 
or activities practised there. In other words, significance 
and meaning are affected by authenticity.8 However, 
the attributes of authenticity are − like the significances 

of the relic, building, site, place, cultural 
landscape/townscape and/or environment 
in question − cultural constructions and 
are, therefore, diverse.

By limiting or threatening to limit the 
use/development potential, the meanings 
and significances associated with the 
physical often effect the economic  
or use-value of the land accommodating 
such heritage. In other words, the 
identification of heritage often introduces 
social conflict − conflict between owners 
of title to land or the users of the land  
and heritage claimants.

Given this, the research and analysis 
involved in describing the history and 
associated significance of claimed  

heritage and its claimed depth (its quantitative value 
relative to other heritage of similar and disparate 
categories) must be provenanced/authenticated and 
assessed rationally and publicly.

South Africa is a developing country with considerable 
development needs. Claims of heritage significance and 
demands regarding state action must be weighed against 
development needs and the costs of protection.

The conflict between owners of title/users of land  
and heritage claimants and/or between claimants of 
mutually exclusive heritage protection can only be 
resolved through law. In other words, the articulation  
of significance and the identification of heritage  
always invoke the law, however subliminally: there  
is no reference to heritage that does not invoke  
state action or responsibility, however distantly  
or obscurely.

Given this, conservation of the physical, of the built,  
is social criticism in action. In other words, conservation 
is all the processes by virtue of which society assesses  
the significances of the physical, the relics, buildings, 

sites, places, cultural landscapes/ townscapes and/ 
or environments (the critique), and then regulates  
the protection, use and development of the heritage  
(the actions it takes).9 

CONSEQUENCES FOR HERITAGE  
PRACTICE AND MANAGEMENT
This view of what heritage is has several important 
consequences for heritage protection and management, 
and for heritage practice more generally. These 
recognitions require that certain principles be adhered  
to in this context. These principles are as follows:

1.   Principle: Significance  
Determines Everything

Significance determines everything. The cultural or 
heritage significance of a site or place or building or 
environment determines the scrutiny and management 
regime, and the type and extent of limits imposed by  
the authorities. No planning or design work can 
be initiated or considered before an assessment of 
the cultural significance of the building/site/place/
environment has been articulated and agreed to by  
the appropriate authority(s).10 Such assessment  
must articulate and evaluate both the types or qualities 
of the significances and the degrees or quantities of  
the significances.11 12    

2.    PRINCIPLE: SIGNIFICANCE IS  
ESTABLISHED THROUGH RESEARCH  

AND CONSULTATION WITH MANY PARTIES
Cultural significance is established by research and  
the compilation of detailed histories, and by consulting 
many parties, as many parties as have knowledge of  
and interest in the buildings/sites/places concerned.13   
In certain cases, the knowledge and evidence of parties 
who are heritage claimants should be regarded as  
expert evidence.14 

 

3.  PRINCIPLE: PROTECTIVE MEASURES MUST  
BE PROPORTIONATE TO SIGNIFICANCE

All protective measures and limitations imposed  
should be directly related to and proportionate to the 
type and degree of significance.15 In other words, state 
interference in private interest (and the rights of property 
ownership) should be directly related to the degree of 
significance. Heritage resources of great significance 
should be expected to be limited by greater demands  
for care and protection, while those of lesser significance 
should be expected to be enhanced, transformed or  
even sacrificed to a greater or different social or 
economic good.

4. PRINCIPLE: DIFFERENT TYPES OF  
SIGNIFICANCE DEMAND DIFFERENT  

PROTECTIVE MEASURES
Different types of significance shall be protected 
by measures appropriate to the type or nature 

No planning or  
design work can 

be initiated or 
considered before an 

assessment of the 
cultural significance 

of the building has 
been articulated  

and agreed to.
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of significance and to the relevant attributes of 
authenticity. For example:
• Many buildings and sites have considerable 

significance as evidence of particular historical  
events or periods or technologies.16 The  
significance of such heritage resources,  
particularly if the significance as historical  
evidence is great, rely on the fabric itself being 
protected in order to sustain its authenticity  
and provenance as evidence,17 which should  
not be ‘falsified’.18 

• Many buildings and sites are characterised by  
periodic change whose ‘layers’ signify growth  
and change, and whose (usually lesser) significance 
suggests/implies ongoing/continual functional  
growth and change.19 

• Many buildings, complexes or ‘set pieces’ are 
important architectural objects or places  
designed by renowned architects, having positions  
in the history of architecture (local, regional 
or national), whose significance relies on their 
preservation, even restoration, as works of the art  
of architecture.20

• Some sites/places are important because of events  
that took place (or still take place) there and,  
regardless of built form, are significant simply  
as the place of that event/activity.

5. PRINCIPLE: MANAGEMENT OF  
THE VISUAL SETTING/FRAME

In many cases, the significance of a heritage resource 
relies at least in part on its visual setting or frame.21   
In such a case, the particular visual image or  
context should be protected by managing this  
frame/buffer/context.

6.  PRINCIPLE: THE CONSULTATION  
OF INTERESTED PARTIES

In cases where significance has been established  
to be considerable, where that significance is claimed  
by heritage claimants, and where proposed 
interventions may impact on or affect that significance, 
the scrutiny, assessment and approval processes should 
include interested party consultation in respect of the 
likely impacts of the proposed intervention.22 

7. PRINCIPLE: SIGNIFICANCE,  
APPROPRIATE SKILLS AND COMPETENCE

The significances of the site and its surrounds and  
the potential for an intervention to have an impact  
on those significances should determine the skills  
of the assessors, designers and other practitioners 
employed to be responsible for all phases and 
components of such intervention. No professional 
engaged in working with heritage should carry  
out work that he/she is not competent to do.23  
This principle should apply equally to the composition 
of the authorities’ decision-making structures.24 

CONCLUSION
The seven principles articulated here do not exhaust 
the range of principles developed in the international 
(or other national) charters; they are well-established 
principles articulated in the charters that encourage 
clarity in decision-making. They are also echoed in the 
structure and provisions of the NHR Act. 

Importantly, however, given the recognition that 
every claim of heritage invokes, however tentatively or 
indistinctly, state-action or responsibility, all heritage 
discourse must invoke the South African Constitution.  
It establishes both the right of every person/group to 
their cultural identity and to the protection of any 
component of the environment that their identity may 
be contingent upon25 the right to just administration, 
as well as which is defined to be administration that is 
lawful, reasonable and fair.26   ■

1 OED, 1971. Oxford English Dictionary: The compact edition. Clarendon  
Press, Oxford.
2 I rely in particular on the primary principles underpinning the 1964 Venice 
Charter and the 1994 Nara Document on Authenticity. These two international 
agreements contain all of the principles underpinning later charters and 
agreements, such as UNESCO’s 1972 Protection of the World Cultural and  
Natural Heritage (and its Operational Guidelines) and the widely referred  
to Australian Burra Charter (of 1977, but regularly amended − most recently  
and extensively in 1999).
3 This relies on recognition of the primary role of ‘the cultural community that  
has generated’ the cultural heritage in question; cf. the 1994 Nara Document  
on Authenticity, throughout but, in particular, Article 8.
4 This definition echoes many other modern definitions.
5 This is now so widely accepted that it is unnecessary to cite an authority for this.
6 Nara, Article 8.
7 Nara, Article 13;cf Operational Guidelines for World Heritage Sites, Article 82.
8 In the context of debate over cultural significance, ‘authentic’ can mean ‘accurate’, 
‘complete’, ‘of reliable or demonstrate provenance’, ‘comprised of its original 
material’, etc.
9 Cf. Bonelli, R., 1959. Architettura e Restauro. Neri Pozza: Venice
10 The ICOMOS Australia Burra Charter (Articles 6.1 and 6.2) is clear in this regard.
11 Nara, Articles 11 and 12, emphasise the range of values and significances  
of heritage resources.
12 It is emphasised that the National Heritage Resources Act relies on this  
principle regarding types and degrees of significance (see Sections 3 and 7),  
which, in turn, determine which authority is (or should be) responsible  
(Section 8).
13 The Burra Charter, Art. 5.1, emphasises ‘all’ aspects of significance and the  
Nara Document, paras 6, 9 and 13 emphasise the variety of sources of information 
and the range of values underpinning significance(s).
14 This argument is well made by Waterton and Smith, 2010. The Recognition and 
misrecognition of community heritage, in International Journal of Heritage Studies, 
Vol. 16, Issue 1-2: pp4-15.
15 See the Burra Charter, para. 5.2.
16 See the Venice Charter, Articles 1 and 3.
17 Nara, para.s 10 and 13.
18 Venice Charter, Art. 9.
19 Venice Charter, Articles 11, 12 and 13; and Burra Charter, Art. 15.1.
20 Venice Charter, Articles 3 and 7; and Nara Document, para. 13.
21 Venice Charter, Articles 1 and 6; and Burra Charter, Art. 8.
22 Burra Charter, Art. 12; and Nara Document, para. 11.
23 Burra Charter, Articles 4.1 and 30; also, Venice Charter, Art. 9.
24 The national Department for Environmental Affairs’ 2014 Environmental Impact 
and Assessment and Management Strategy articulates this principle particularly 
clearly and firmly. 
25 The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996, Sections 24, 30 and 31.
26 Constitution, Sections 25 and 33.

the South African Constitution establishes  
both the right of every person/group to their 
cultural identity and to the protection of  
any component of the environment that their  
identity may be contingent upon.
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open 
conversation

Controversial architecture: The case of a large building development  
approved by the City of Cape Town in the Bo-Kaap – and the decision appealed.

By: Prof Fabio Todeschini.
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Preamble
A recurring theme in the historical evolution of towns 
and cities as ‘containers for life’ worldwide is that they 
are, and should be, dynamic. During the passage of time, 
some of the individual buildings that constitute a specific 
part of a city are replaced with architectural fabric more 
attuned to the needs, desires and technical possibilities 
of later eras. Cities are thus ‘in a perpetual state of 
becoming’, often as a consequence of creative professional 
imaginings that span many dimensions − from meeting 
societal aspirations and economic opportunities to the 
specific shapes and forms of the buildings involved. In 
urban design, this arena of professional consideration 
is termed engagement with urban morphology. Many 
dimensions are relevant in this regard, and a few are 
pivotal. The most significant of these is the contextual:1  
the study of the specific location of the site within the 
city, and the characteristics of the prevailing townscapes, 
streetscapes and building fabric surrounding it.

Questions relating to context seek to uncover and 
define the degrees of freedom and constraint that  
should inform any development, for the specific site 
in the interests of the common good. At least, and in 
terms of professional parlance, what is required is the 
deployment of appropriate concepts and analysis −  
of comparative urban texture, grain and patterns, 
building heights, building massing and building 
typologies − with a view to establishing some  
reasonable framework for morphological coherence  
and compatibility, considering potential outcomes  
into the future, even as urban morphological change  
may be promoted as a matter of public policy. 

Moreover, given the well-recognised massive 
and alienating negative impacts of some ‘modern 
town planning’ and of ‘architectural modernism’ 
on significant historic areas of towns and cities 
worldwide,2 decades ago international conventions 
and norms, national legislation and many government 
agencies (including the City of Cape Town, CoCT) 
put in place measures to ensure that appropriate 
heritage considerations feature in the assessment of 
development propositions that engage with changes in 
urban morphology.3 Constraints on new development 
propositions should be, or have been, put in place.

The subject of this paper is a significant, heavily 
contested urban development proposal that would 
result in considerable change of form and character of 
(and in) Cape Town’s Bo-Kaap. The paper contributes 
to professional discussions of the issues at hand, in a 
situation where procedural aspects appear to have taken 
precedence over the substantive and the professional in 
considerations of the development applications involved. 
It is also offered because the issues go well beyond the 
specific case. If approved, the development would set  
an extremely damaging precedent for many other 
city sites at a time when, because of the economy, city 
government seems to be projecting facilitation  
of development ‘at all costs’.4

Background 
The Bo-Kaap was founded in the late 1700s as an 
extension of the then compact, gridded colonial Cape 
Town.5 Buitengracht Street was the original north-western 
city boundary, beyond which the Bo-Kaap developed quite 
rapidly into the 1800s. At two respective scales reflecting 
the broader context and the immediate one, the site of the 
proposed building is shown in Figures 1 and 2.6 Figure 1 
shows that the site is in an intervening position between 
the central city and the historic Bo-Kaap. Figure 2 shows 
a large expanse of the existing single- and double-storied 
Bo-Kaap, which is the surviving remnant of the original 
eighteenth-century town extension of Cape Town. It 
still comprises historically distinctive townscapes and 
streetscapes that are representative of adapted colonial 
urban settlement in South Africa. 

The Bo-Kaap has the largest number of historic 
townhouses of any settlement in the country. A part of 
it was a declared National Monument in terms of past 
legislation, it is currently a Provincial Heritage Site 
and the City of Cape Town has proposed that it be the 
subject of a Heritage Protection Overlay Zone (HPOZ) 
in its entirety, inclusive of the site in question. Riebeeck 
Square, directly abutting the proposed development 
site to the east, is also a Provincial Heritage Site. At 
the behest of the city, Heritage Square (the complete 
city block at the northern end of Riebeeck Square and 
proximate to the proposed development site across the 
Buitengracht) was undertaken as a conservation project 
some 30 years ago − at considerable cost, with the tallest 
existing building thereon being four storeys. 

As background information, Figure 3 presents an 
historic (1859) view of Cape Town from the Bo-Kaap,  › 

The Bo-Kaap has the largest number of historic 
townhouses of any settlement in the country.

1 Central Cape Town Table Valley and the development site, coutesy of CoCT. 2 Development 
site in context, courtesy of CoCT. 3 Millard Panorama, c 1859, Cape Archives.
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showing the site in its then context. Figures 4 to 6 show 
the current (2016) situation, while Figure 7 indicates the 
development proposal in context.

The proposed developments first became public in 
November 2015, at a meeting convened by the Bo-Kaap 
Civic and Ratepayers’ Association (BOCRA). Immediately 
after the presentation, it was pointed out unequivocally 
that the proposals were undesirable for many reasons. 

A considerable number of public meetings have been 
held on the matter since, a website was launched and 
over 1 000 written objections to the developments were 
lodged with the city by the deadline of mid-February 
2016.7 In terms of the Cape Town Municipal Planning 
By-Law of 2015, the Municipal Planning Tribunal 
(MPT) heard the matter during June 2016, when the 
development was approved, despite further submissions 
to the contrary. Many appeals of the decision have since 
been lodged and a final outcome is awaited. 

Planning Issues 
The layout and built fabric of the Bo-Kaap tended to 
mimic that of old Cape Town, as may be seen in historic 
panoramas (for example, Figure 3). However, since the 
1930s a modernist city-planning approach to urban-
growth management has tended to be in force. The clash of 
these two traditions of settlement-making is particularly 
evident currently, as conservation of the Bo-Kaap comes 
ever more to the fore, on the one hand,8 but development 
pressures are increasingly evident in the fringe areas of the 
central city, on the other, since permissible bulk is often 
significantly more than current development utilises. 

The proponents, therefore, have aimed to develop 
as close as possible to full permissible bulk, inter alia 
arguing that the existing Heritage Protection Overlay 
Zone over part of the site cannot take away any 
development ‘rights’. To argue, as they have done, that 
considerable densification on the site in question is in 

the public interest is a distortion of City of Cape Town 
adopted city-planning policy. Whilst more inner-city 
residences would have the effect of a concomitant 
decrease in commuting to and from the central city 
from elsewhere in metropolitan space, the proposal, 
per se, would do nothing to encourage the growth and 
development of city nodes other than the central city. 
This is a dire requirement at present for the restructuring 
of Cape Town in the public interest.9 

Additionally, given the traffic gridlock that is currently 
experienced during weekdays on streets and roads around 
the site, to argue that the trips that would be generated 
as a consequence of the development proposal of 249 
apartments and nearly 5 000m2 of retail/commercial 
and related development can be accommodated on the 
existing network defies common logic. The transportation 
Level of Service is already classified at F by transportation 
planners − the worst possible. The servicing of the 
proposed commercial areas off Rose Street would be 
unacceptable, as it would cause even further gridlock and 
massive imposition on a street that is largely of residential 
scale and purpose, though it is used as a private-car  
‘rat run’ by many commuters going to and from the 
central city and the Atlantic Seaboard suburbs.

Development proposals flowing from city planning 
should be appropriate to their context. The insertion of 
the commercial zoning in the ‘Thorn’ identified on Figure 
6, which introduced multistorey building possibilities 
(including multistorey garages related to Buitengracht) was 
in context of now passé city-planning thinking, with the 
retention of Heritage Square proximate to the site in question 
and the introduction of the central city conservation area. 

City engineering/planning from 1934 (when the 
Slums Act came into being) to the 1970s didn’t 

really take heritage into account.

4 5 6
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Indeed, some developments that have been approved 
by the city in recent years should not have been because 
they are intrusive and inappropriate. One example 
is the hotel development at the corner of Wale and 
Buitengracht (Figure 4).

Overall, even from a narrow city-planning perspective, 
the proposals are out of scale and inappropriate. 

 
Heritage Issues 
There are many strands to the examination of the 
interplay between heritage and development. Suffice 
it to say here that the positive environmental qualities 
experienced in Cape Town are generally acknowledged 
to derive from the dramatic natural landscape and its 
interplay with the historically developed settlement 
patterns evidenced over the centuries − particularly 
those predating the 1950s. A significant, high-order 
CoCT policy states:10  

‘Cape Town is a unique historic city. It derives its 
character from evidence of a layered and multifaceted 
history, its dramatic scenic setting, its historical 
townscapes and cultural landscapes, its cultural and 
heritage diversity, and the traditions and memories that 
arise from its past. The role of the City is to coordinate 
the protection and enhancement of this unique character. 
The protection of heritage sites, and the traditions and 
memories associated with them, are an important part  
of City management.’ 

Yes, the establishment of the Foreshore saved quite  
a bit of the old city centre, which otherwise would have 
been redeveloped. And yes, apartheid virtually wiped 
out District Six and displaced more than 60 000 people 
while, in parallel, it protected parts of what remained 
of the Bo-Kaap (as the ‘Malay Quarter’ and some of its 
peoples) via the application of the infamous Group Areas 
Act, in an historic and direct confrontation between 
the State and the then Cape Town Municipality. The 
confrontation, which neither party really won, arose 

because of the forays of the then city engineer, Dr Solly 
Morris, and his predecessor, who wanted to raze the 
Bo-Kaap to the ground and create an expansion for the 
central city commercial area there.11  

Dr Morris − with his declared propensity for the 
construction of miles of ‘freeways’ inclusive of the raised 
Table Bay Boulevard (which would’ve been built all the 
way to Wale Street on concrete stilts had he had his way), 
as well as a number of planned huge parking garages 
(fortunately, the only one built was the monstrous City 
Park) − managed to put commercial zoning in place over 
the ‘thorn-like’ local corridor of the series of city blocks then 
lying between Rose Street and Buitengracht (from Wale to 
Strand Streets), an area that was then part of the Bo-Kaap 
(see Figure 6). What was changed was not only the extent of 
the Bo-Kaap, which was severely curtailed. The zoning 
facilitated and promoted the redevelopment of fine-grained, 
single- to double-storey urban fabric to commercial 
and mixed-use multistorey structures in a wall-like 
configuration between the Bo-Kaap and the central city. 

Fortunately, and under a more enlightened city 
engineer, the city government tended to reverse the 
prior heavily engineered city policies for the area under   
discussion. During the 1980s, the CoCT gave a more 
sensitive direction to developments in the area and: 
• expunged the prior elevated roadway provisions along 

the Buitengracht;
• divested itself of the whole city block of Heritage 

Square (where a huge multistorey parking structure 
had been planned to replace all the old buildings) and 
passed it on to an entity it created, the Cape Town 
Heritage Trust. In concert with others, it retained  › 

4 View looking north up the Buitengracht. 5 Bird’s eye view of the existing development site, 
courtesy of Blue Green Planing and Design Urban Design Report. 6 The ‘Thorn’ that was put in 
place by city planing from Strand Street to Wale Street. 7 Bird’s eye view photo montage utilising 
Google Earth and Sketch Up showing the proposed building, courtesy of Rick Brown Architects.

7
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as much of the then-surviving two- to three-storey 
historical fabric as it could and recycled it for 
contemporary use. Moreover, the internal planning 
record of the city during the 1980s clearly shows that a 
maximum height of 14 metres was recommended for 
buildings in this context.12  

So we must observe that city engineering/planning 
from 1934 (when the Slums Act came into being) to the 
1970s didn’t really take heritage into account. The urban 
patterns and building typologies that had been the norm 
when the Bo-Kaap had extended and merged with like 
urban fabric all the way down to Long Street were put 
in check. Indeed, heritage tended to be either ignored or 
seen as an impediment to progress: redevelopment was 
rampant. The development ‘rights’ entrenched via the 
zoning scheme during the 1940s and 1950s encouraged 
the consolidation of many then relatively small and 
fine-grained erven into larger properties, so as to permit 
larger, multistorey buildings. 

In urban design and urban heritage resources 
management there is much consideration of urban 
texture, grain and patterns. These are related to the 

significance of the public realm and 
to street typologies that are spatially 
defined by flanking development, 
their grain, the vertical and horizontal 
rhythms of abutting buildings of 
relatively narrow widths, and the 
resulting overall massing and patterns 
of development and enclosure. 
The predominantly fine-grained 
urban building texture − obviously 
derived from a fine-grained cadastral 

ownership pattern of many relatively small properties 
constituting urban blocks − began to be replaced 
by consolidated, coarse-grained, larger properties 
(sometimes one property encompassing most or all of a 
city block, as was the case with the City Park/Christiaan 
Barnard building). It was because of this background, 
and the resistance to it by many public voices, that 
the CoCT founded an Urban Conservation Unit and 
started putting in place Conservation Areas where some 
modicum of controls remained, such as to reduce bulk 
‘rights’ where that was in the public interest. Obviously, 
this relatively recent history has effect on what is suitable 
development for the site in question.

In fact, if anyone seriously thinks about this from a city 
planning and management point of view, tall buildings, 
on the one hand, and the surviving character of the 
Bo-Kaap, Riebeeck Square and Heritage Square, on the 
other, are completely contradictory. If the Bo-Kaap, 
Heritage Square and Riebeeck Square are worth retaining 
as significant heritage resources and indicators of Cape 
Town’s history, then Heritage Square, the Bo-Kaap and 
Riebeeck Square must be protected from unacceptable 
buildings that have too large a mass and height and are 
logically out of place. This is why a Heritage Protection 
Overlay Zone was put in place (Figure 9).

The site is situated directly between two significant 
Provincial Heritage Sites, since both the Bo-Kaap and 
Riebeeck Square are Provincial Heritage Sites (PHSs) 
under the jurisdiction of the provincial authority, Heritage 
Western Cape (HWC). The Riebeeck Square PHS extends 
right up to the Buitengracht boundary of the site in   
question; the Bo-Kaap PHS has its eastern boundary 
across Rose Street from the site (Figures 9 and 10).   

Since a portion of the site is within the Heritage 
Protection Overlay Zone, good practice would require  
that an accredited heritage practitioner establish: 
• exactly what the heritage resources are that are 

situated within the broader context of the proposed 
development, so that:

• these may be mapped in plan and section and taken 
into consideration as constraints and informants to 
the development proposals from a number of heritage 
perspectives, including townscapes (views from far 
and near), streetscapes, and dominant building scale 
and character;

• the character/s of the sub-areas and the interfaces 
between the site in question and its context may be 
defined; so that:

• from a heritage perspective, design indicators and 
constraints are formulated as informants to any 
development proposals. 

Apparently, the above was not done. Heritage Western 
Cape (HWC) was not even approached by the 
development team − or by the city. In pursuit of good 
practice, a Heritage Statement or, better still, a Heritage 
Impact Assessment (HIA) prepared by an accredited 
heritage practitioner would normally be required as  
part of the proponent’s documentation for such a 
development proposal. No such was prepared or required 
by the city administration. A belated and quite deficient 
one was prepared after the due date for objections. 
Also, and belatedly, HWC was asked to comment 
on the development proposals. The comments were 
strongly negative as were those of the Cape Institute for 
Architecture (CIfA) and the Urban Design Institute of 
South Africa (Western Cape Branch). HWC and  
CIfA have lodged appeals of the decision to approve  
the development proposals by the Municipal  
Planning Tribunal.

In this case it became incumbent on objectors to 
the proposals to marshal at least some of the required 
evidence from a heritage perspective. Some of this 
evidence is briefly set out here, only sufficient to show 
that the proposals have not been informed by properly 
derived heritage indicators. 

As may be seen in the current inventory of heritage 
resources prepared by the CoCT, represented in Figures 
9 and 10, the context of the site is rich in heritage 
resources. What is the character of the townscape 
and streetscape insofar as it is derived from heritage 
resources? The inevitable and logical bottom-line answer 
is that, while the dominant heritage-derived townscape 
and streetscape character has been compromised to 

Unfortunately, no 
accredited urban 

designers are on the 
professional team for 
this proposed project.
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8 November 2015 street-level view, with the proposed building shown in white outline, courtesy 
of Google Earth Street View. 9 Heritage sites and the HPOZ, courtesy of CoCT. 10 Heritage 
resources surrounding the site, courtesy of CoCT.
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some degree, developments to the north of The Studios 
building tend to be defined by predominantly low-rise 
buildings, varying from two to four storeys, with a few 
exceptions.13  This fact does not feature in the design 
indicators relating to the height ‘datums’ argued for in 
the mentioned Urban Design Report, as well as in the 
subsequently prepared Heritage report.14  

In any event, as clearly seen from Riebeeck Square 
(Figure 8), The Studios are nine to 10 storeys in height at 
most and Heritage Square ranges generally from two to 
four storeys. In consequence, from a heritage perspective, 
height design indicators could well range from two to 
nine storeys at most, with a maximum height of about 
six storeys for the site in question being the datum that 
would be logically derived. Indeed, in 1987 the city’s own 
planners recommended a maximum height of 14 metres 
(± four storeys).

 
Urban Design Issues 
Since the 1950s, urban design comprises an 
acknowledged arena of expertise within the built and 
natural environment internationally. As a discipline, it 
arose precisely because of the then perceived considerable 
gap that was developing in the practice of modernist 
urbanism between the disciplines of architecture, on the 
one hand, and town and transportation planning, on 
the other. The scope of urban design spans many scales 
and generally requires an academic and professional 
foundation in architecture, further developed at Master’s 
level, often spanning core material and considerations 
inherent in architecture, landscape architecture, city 
planning and transportation planning. 

Increasingly and internationally, urban design is 
seen as providing a critical view on matters of urban 
development both in formal and process terms. With  
the founding of the Urban Design Institute of South 
Africa (UDISA) more than a decade ago here in Cape 
Town,15 this international professional trend was given 
some force in South African urban developments.  
Many municipalities have developed the practice of 
requiring the services of duly accredited urban design 
practitioners in many projects. Unfortunately, no 
accredited urban designers are on the professional  
team for this proposed project. 

With the adoption of a declared Urban Design Policy 
in 2013, the CoCT specifically stated:16  

‘It has also been observed that in many instances 

applicants invest large amounts of time and money into 
developing proposals that are not informed by basic 
urban design considerations and as a result respond 
inadequately to the site and its context. In instances 
where the impact of these proposals on the public realm 
is regarded as negative, applicants are required to amend 
their proposals before approval is granted. This can 
have severe time and cost implications for applicants, 
as typically the proposals that have been submitted for 
approval have progressed so far along the design process 
and are resolved to such a high level of detail that they 
cannot be easily amended without a radical revisiting 
of the concept. This results in frustrations for all parties, 
which is undesirable and unproductive.’ 

In this instance it is clear and sensible that the above 
statement should be made to apply to the development 
proposals here reviewed, as they have NOT been 
‘informed by basic urban design considerations and  › 
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as a result respond inadequately to the site and its 
context.’ What is disturbing is that, in terms of the CoCT 
By-Law of 2015, pre-application meetings between the 
development proponents and the appropriate CoCT 
officials were required and have taken place in this 
instance. The single one-page minutes provided by 
the development proponents seem to reflect that there 
was not strong resistance to the proposals from spatial 
planning, heritage resources management or urban 
design CoCT officials. Precisely what consultations 
between the development proponents and CoCT officials 
covered remains a mystery to objectors, as we have not 
been afforded an opportunity to meet with the relevant 
CoCT officials, despite our several requests to do so. 

The height ‘datum’ and design indicators provided 
in the Urban Design Report of the development 
proponents should be dismissed for many reasons, 
including that they are not logical or correct and have 
not been prepared by an accredited urban designer or an 
accredited heritage practitioner. They are not advanced 
in terms of accurate contextual evidence but, rather, 
in terms of an assumption that the 60m height is ‘as of 
right’ in terms of the zoning of the site. However, that is 
not so because of the HPOZ in place. 

There are many more reasons why, from an urban design 
perspective, it is essential to challenge the development 
proposals. One has to do with the shadows such a building 
would cast, which would have severe negative impacts on 
a large extent of the context of the site. Additionally, the 
proposed building would block the views currently enjoyed 
by many and it would occasion significant wind funnelling. 
Furthermore, the approval of the development proposals 
would logically lead to a precedent that other potential 
developments would invoke. The results could well be as 
reflected in Figure 11 − an entirely unacceptable outcome.

Conclusion 
The Bo-Kaap is a local urban socio-spatial case in 
flux that has passed through an historical settlement-
planning trajectory starting from an early colonial 
urban ‘other’ quarter, as an expansion to the previously 
compact Dutch East India Company town founded in 
the 1650s, through an apartheid-favoured ghetto for the 
then so-called ‘Cape Malay’ community of the 1950s to 
1980s, to a current diverse and dynamic reality, which is 
seeing considerable gentrification and redevelopment on 
the fringes of Central Cape Town, as the desirable built 
environment characteristics of the Bo-Kaap are generally 
re-evaluated by the open market. 

The track record of modernist as well as contemporary 
city planning and urban growth management in the Bo-
Kaap is at best contradictory and poor, as development 
rights, practices and norms have not adequately found a 
reasonable balance between conservation and development.17 
As has been argued, tall buildings and the historic 
single- to double-storey Bo-Kaap are a contradiction.

The current community resistance and objection to 
development proposals of a city block on the Bo-Kaap 

periphery have profiled the need for better-informed, 
more coherent city growth management in the area. 
In such a heritage-rich townscape and setting, city 
planning and management should focus on putting in 
place appropriate constraints to the height and massing 
of permissible development in the broad public interest.18  
The approval of the proposals by the Municipal Planning 
Tribunal is on appeal. At the recent Mayor’s Advisory 
Panel hearing, the author’s concluding remarks were:

‘I want to place the following on record in the broad 
and longer-term public interest:
• The currently prevailing dominant culture within 

the ranks of officialdom at the municipality of Cape 
Town, where senior planning and other officials have 
been instructed by the mayor to simply say ‘yes’ to 
development applications, is deeply undermining of 
the exercise of professional responsibility, development 
control and local government growth-management of 
the built environment.

• This culture is patently tending to result in 
professional officials becoming compromised ethically 
and not being able to do their jobs effectively.

• I have personal knowledge of very able professional built-
environment officials who feel compromised and intend 
to leave the employ of the municipality because of this.

• It is more than ironic that the mayor of this city, 
the very person who will ultimately decide on this 
appeal, is the very source of this prevailing and crass 
development-at-all-costs culture that is tending to do   
great harm to our city.  ›

I have personal knowledge of very able  
professional built-environment officials who  
feel compromised and intend to leave the employ  
of the municipality because of this.

11 The logical outcome likely if the development is approved, courtesy of Rick Brown Architects.
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• The outcome of this appeal will have serious 
consequences for Cape Town. I pray that the Mayoral 
Advisory Panel will provide appropriate and solid advice.’

Professionally, the matter is of great import and should 
be properly debated. 
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book review

T 
he United States of America has a population  
of approximately 320 million people, of 
which 13% are black, yet it currently has only 
approximately 2 000 licensed African-American 

architects. South Africa, where black people constitute 
nearly 80% of our population of about 55 million, 
has just 307 registered black architects and 84 black 
candidate architects (excluding the other categories  
of registration for which there are no equivalents  
in the USA). 

The crises of the African-American architect: 
Conflicting cultures of architecture and (black) power 
focuses exclusively on the situation in the States. 
However, it is broadly organised along two narrative 
streams that align with our prevailing concerns: 
the lack of black architects and the definition of 
Afrocentrism in architecture. The author, Melvin 
Mitchell, is a Fellow of the American Institute of 
Architects, with qualifications from Howard University 
and the Harvard Graduate School of Design. Apart 
from practising architecture, he is also an academic.

He writes that when he was young, he and his 
friends responded to the US inner-city turbulences by 
propagating the view that the ‘exploding black urban 
ghettos of America should be replanned and designed 
by black architects and planners’. He advocates that 
black architectural practices should become involved 
with design-build and development in affordable 
housing, and that the focus of black architects should 
be on community development and urban housing. 
Furthermore, Mitchell is adamant that ‘architects are 
cultural agents’; that black architects should promote 
black social and economic development. On the 
question of why there are so few black architectural 

1 Mitchell, M. 2003. The crises of the African-American architect: Conflicting cultures of 
architecture and (black) power. New York: Writers Advantage. 

students, he is explicit: ‘It makes no sense to study 
architecture if prospective students are told that 
architecture is not about money, but about personal 
self-satisfaction’. He explains: ‘Salaries are from  
one-half to one-fourth of those paid to new graduates 
of professional programmes of similar duration and 
difficulties such as law, business, computer sciences, 
engineering or the medical sciences.’ The situation  
in South Africa is very similar.

In the book, he makes a bold claim: ‘I am saying 
simply that what black architecture looks like is the 
architecture that Wright and Le Corbusier were  
making between 1905 and 1960 in Europe and 
America’. The question of a black architecture is at 
present particularly relevant as Africa is geopolitically 
and economically increasingly prominent in a  
global context. The concept of an African Renaissance 
is no longer purely idealistic. It is inconceivable to 
have an African Renaissance without developing 
architecture with an African identity, and Mitchell 
proposes that the attempt must be made ‘to reconstruct 
a meaningful African-American and African 
architecture for the twenty-first century’. Interestingly, 
he goes further: ‘My lingering suspicion [is] that, as  
a person of West African descent, I indeed have 
as much claim to ownership in the Picasso-Cubist 
inspired architecture of Le Corbusier as does any 
person of European descent.’ He continues by claiming 
that Afrocentric architecture evolved to its ‘logical 
aesthetic conclusion in Le Corbusier’s voluptuously 
curvilinear chapel of Notre-Dame-du-Haut’ and that 
Chandigarh, in India, is ‘openly black-African inspired’.  

This book challenges current orthodoxies, and it 
succeeds in being provocative. The author argues  
his case with such conviction that the book offers  
an eminently appropriate agenda for further  
debate in South Africa. It should be read by every  
South African architect, black or white, practising  
and/or academic.  ■

The crisis of the 
African-American 
architect
By: Prof Gerald Steyn, from the Department of Architecture 
at the Tshwane University of Technology.
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Proving 
Architecture

I 
n a recent conversation, a scientist posed these 
questions: ‘How do you explain what architecture  
is all about to a first-year architecture student? How  
do you begin to excite them as to what it could be 

doing? Is it primarily about a relationship to society?’
To engage these questions in the heat of unanimous 

calls for radical transformation − of not only the 
training of architects, but also professional training 
and education of all disciplines at large − educators and 
practitioners are seeking broader definitions for what 
architecture can do rather than what it already is. If we 
consider practice to be ‘in a relationship with society’, 
architecture is less inclined to remain predetermined, 
finite or once-off as a response to ever-shifting societal 
pressures in the many conditions of our context.  
By this definition, the ‘site’ is much more than the  
hard terrain of bottom-line deliverables, tangible  
systems and physicality. 

Conversations with 
UrbanWorks Architecture 
and Urbanism about 
emerging practice.

By: Eric Wright.

1 2
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Emerging practice

Of course, these fundamental considerations are 
intact, and remain important, in the production of 
space. But in tackling the many layers that surround 
these elements, practice takes on a different position. If 
this position is underpinned by interfacing with society 
(as the collective body of multiple influential factors), 
the process of producing appropriate manufactured 
responses simultaneously opens doorways that enable a 
perpetual ‘feeding back’ into practice; from delivering 
architecture to broadening the impact of architecture. In 
this continuous feedback loop, each action in the process 
of design and delivery contributes to nurturing a societal 
understanding of what architecture actually is and does. 
It’s a pluralist, emergent mode of practice that is equally 
pragmatic, radical, big and small, and is particular to any 
site, project, investigation or conversation at hand. When 
society is the primary site for practice, architecture is 
open to the challenges of politics, economy, culture and 
space as connected stimuli that influence it. 

UrbanWorks is an architecture and urbanism design 
studio that approaches practice with this pioneering 
spirit, actively seeking out alternative ‘deposits of 
value’ in the landscape of the city. As practitioners who 
design, teach and conduct research, they’re interested 
in architecture-as-hybrid: The studio is the home for 
projects (and ideas) and each stage of ‘completion’ 
is seen as the next discovery that feeds back into the 
rearing of an emergent practice. Opening the practice in 
Johannesburg was not coincidental. It was deliberately 
selected for the array of hard-set, interwoven strands of 
power and people − referred to by the principals as ‘the 
perfect storm’ of conflicting and converging urban forces. 

From the outset, UrbanWorks was conceived of as a 
process-oriented practice, inspired by the relationship 
between space and politics experienced in similar 
developing countries. Initially operating as a solo outfit, 
Thiresh Govender was later joined by Holger Deppe in 
2012. Govender and Deppe met briefly in Cape Town 
while collaborating on public projects, working with 
Jakupa Architects and Urban Designers and Makeka 
Design Lab, respectively. Even though their Cape Town 
collaboration was momentary, a shared curiosity was 
ignited. A shared fascination with space and politics 
grew in depth and purpose through what they call 
‘conspirative coffee-shop conversations’. Now, four years 
on from the joint anchoring in Johannesburg, the pair of 
directors rely on each other’s differences to inform their 
practice, in which architecture as product is challenged 
and practice as process is pursued.

Emergent practice 
The studio simultaneously denies and reinforces its own 
definition. In this conflict of directive and openness, 
architecture as dialogue weaves together project 
influences, people and politics, power players, game-
changers, the system at large, the hustle, the gamble and 
street cred. This messy array of dynamic forces is the 
context for UrbanWorks. As self-identified prospectors in 

Johannesburg, they don’t want to find a way out; they don’t 
want to leave the city. They want to cultivate an exchange 
through practice − to instigate, infiltrate and interrogate 
the perpetuated norms of making space in cities; to engage 
public culture and space-making beyond convention. 
All their sites of operation are traversed as research and 
development spaces − controlled experiments; first moves 
on the game board of the city, after which they read the 
scratches of the various pieces as they move and interact. 
When asked the big ‘Why?’, the following conversation 
unfolded during September and October 2016…

Conversations with UrbanWorks 
TG: Thiresh Govender; HD: Holger Deppe
UrbanWorks appears to operate with a series of 
obsessions (relevance, findings, meaning, scale etc.). 
What is at the core of this? Why do you do what you do? 
TG: To test ideas, to build something, to build an 
understanding – to build architecture – and to create  
a loose space where everything is tested.
HD: It’s about the value we put in, not what comes out. It’s a 
humanist approach to space and architecture. We hope that 
what we put into the practice will impact future generations. 
Architecture is the result of this process and not so much a 
fixed value set that guides or preempts an exact outcome.
Is there something in this emergent approach to 
practice that is about validation?
TG: In a way, but it’s not about the validation of the 
architect or practitioner. We’re obsessed with relevance, 
findings and meaning; seeing practice as method as 
opposed to output. The validation emerges through the  
life of the architecture, not at the moment of it.
Is this in any way connected to a ‘collective guilt’ 
or calling to ‘fix’ the spatial (social, political and 
economically rendered) errors of the making of what 
we know as the city?
TG: It’s fascination and curiosity − we don’t subscribe to 
guilt. We work with discoveries in an unknown city, an 
illusive place. It’s a hard place – to mess it up is actually 
quite difficult. But sometimes you just need to roll up your 
sleeves, get dirty, and make some deals … The reality of 
this is both frustrating and motivating.
There seems to be a paradox in the work of the studio; 
a tension between governance (and people), and the  › 

The pair of directors rely on each other’s 
differences to inform their practice, in which 
architecture as product is challenged and 
practice as process is pursued.

1 Spatiality of shebeens. 2 Yeoville Recreation Centre Colonnade. 3 Yeoville Recreation  
Centre permeability strategy.  
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freedom and autonomy of design. Is this part of what 
you refer to as the motivating frustration?
TG: In the Yeoville Recreation Centre project, we were 
confronted with the reality that the state is not a direct ally 
in realising ‘the commons’. The big moment of learning is 
that you need to be conscious of what the different parties 

are looking for if you are interested 
in reconciling competing objectives. 
The plan was to intentionally occupy 
that tension, suggesting that the 
state is not naturally your public 
ally. There’s the community centre, 
there are the playgrounds at the 
back, the tennis courts and there’s 
the swimming pool, and we were 
deliberately instructed not to talk to 
them. We were looking at making 
the project bigger because if you look 
at the community centre purely in 
its administrative role you aren’t 

going to go anywhere – don’t talk to the library, just do this 
thing. This is what you must do and only this.
There is much said about social positioning and, 
specifically, co-production in your work. How did the 
experience of working with stubborn stakeholders in 
Yeoville impact your understanding (and application) 
of these ideologies? And how do you differentiate 
what is commonly referred to as ‘codesign’ − the 
protracted process of consultation at the front end 
of ‘socially engaged’ projects − from what you call 
‘co-production’?
TG: We tried to dig into the method of co-production  
here, the building in of weak links that can deliberately 
be put in place that allow for changes in the future − 
architecture that is preemptive of being changed through 
how it is occupied and appropriated. We differentiate  
co-production from codesign – allowing the material 
delivery to change as needed to suit human needs; 
delivering an artefact that is open to be co-produced 
through how it’s lived in. 

It appears that this does two things; it makes 
architecture, as a considered response, while 
simultaneously undoing the fixedness of 
predetermined spaces. Is there a struggle between 
the autonomy of the architect through the ‘control’ of 
the design, while maintaining the open dialogue and 
critique through observing the life of the building?
TG: Our work has revealed incredible resilience. The shebeen 
work has been extraordinary for us to see how a particular 
‘type’ is so adaptable. When a business owner changes − 
in health or lifestyle − the space changes as the person does. It 
is fascinating for us to imagine architecture that does that.
HD: One could say that a measure of good space is to 
accommodate change in architecture. 
TG: People ask us how we manage this. I think it’s about 
making – not lifestyle choices – while teaching and the 
collaborative studio we need to make sure it maintains  
an integrity and focus; to do what it is supposed to be 
doing, which is to work (produce) and to be the home  
(an environment for growth). 
Does this ‘studio as home’ framing refer to any sort 
of ‘familial’ relationship to projects? It is suggestive 
of a kind of ‘care’, or even love, for what you do and a 
commitment to see the results – whether substance, 
idea, artefact, network or person − grow into the future?
TG: I think of ‘ family’ over time; us as custodians of the 
work. This idea resonates with me; the sharing of ideas, 
not only through the projects of UrbanWorks, but in this 
space, our studio. 
HD: That’s where the term family comes in, because if ideas 
come from a home, they are related. They act upon each 
other; have similarities. And ideas are changed by experience. 
Is that what the current body of work is seen as −  
a collection of ideas that, through interaction with  
the world and their environments, have become their 
own thing?
TG: That fits. There’s a deliberate intention to probe in the 
early projects. That scanning is important in creating a home 
for those ideas, and not allowing them to take root elsewhere. 
In this environment of cultivating and raising ideas, 

‘OUR WORK HAS REVEALED 
INCREDIBLE RESILIENCE. the 

shebeen work has been 
extraordinary for us 

to see how a particular 
“type” is so adaptable.’ 

   − Thiresh Govender

4 5
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with integrity, how architecture is ‘proved’? Or is it 
seen as self-proving?
TG: The measure of that proving is not always pretty, not 
aesthetically so. For example, if you look at the benches 
in Soweto and downtown Joburg, they are bastardised, 
messed up. But it achieved in allowing people to occupy 
the street. Why are people always reduced to being 
commuters through space, not occupiers of it? Where  
can you just spend some time and take the space in for  
a while? To layer other uses into the future of these things 
is something we’re interested in. But it’s not easy to 
photograph. You probably won’t see it in a magazine.  
This business of ‘proving architecture’ is a messy business. 
What is the ‘proof’?
TG: In the Yeoville Recreation Centre, the proof was   
initially in the built success but more in the rereading of the 
use – the whole thing is now fenced off. In the past, there 
were diagonal shortcuts through which you could almost 
move freely. They’re all gone, and there’s a turnstile there. 
So it’s not necessarily about proving the architecture, but 
taking what is learnt from the life of it back to the studio. 
In this way, the proving of architecture is a perpetual thing. 
You have to put these artefacts out there as way of testing 
and finding the proof for the next move, the next project.
So you’re saying it can’t be proven in the instance 
of a single work; that the proof emerges through an 
accumulation of findings through a continuous  
series of tests?
HD: This talks very much to the idea of process as  
the result. In the creative process, the design is part of  
the methodology. 
Could we suggest a shift in the making of architecture 
here? Moving from handover on completion to 
handover for completion? Do you take the stance that 
realising architecture is simply part of the bigger 
process and, once ‘finished’, will change? Is the essence 
of this position that architecture is only finished once 
it is changed through its use? 
TG: This is about having an obsession with ‘less of how 
something looks’ (presents itself) versus how something 
works. It has an operative dimension. It needs to do XYZ, 
and whatever shape or form it does that in is the measure 
of proof for us. 
HD: It’s the physics behind it all − why things work the 
way they do.
TG: This is the proving of architecture that we’re looking 
to do; we’ve got all these insights… 
Are you saying that demonstrating how the 
architecture adapts through routine use and 
inhabitation proves it to be a good project?
HD: We are saying that the workings are more important 
than appearance, but we’re interested in the ambiguity − 
research and participation, while still having a strong belief 
in good design. The one might be dominant in a particular 
project, but a central belief is in good design that, through 
the process of design and realisation, not only facilitates the 
workings of the environment, but is also open to change to 
unforeseen workings. These things emerge in parallel.

In these parallel interests, ‘the workings’ and ‘good 
design’, does beauty and balance feature?
TG: Balance is too simple a word. There’s an almost 
coexistence in the approach… 
HD: Symbiosis…
TG: … both how things work and good design happen  
at the same time. It’s often not an ornate thing and  
beauty comes at unexpected times, whether it’s  
shadow or other qualities… 
HD: Let’s talk about, now three years later, not giving up 
on the African Food Hub. 
TG: In that project we’re talking about taking static 
programmes, elevating them and proposing an 
indeterminate use that is always on the ground. It’s  
a simple concept, but if you want to know where all the 
ideas that have emerged over the years come together, 
it’s in this project – reflecting economics, politics, science, 
heritage, social interaction.

The ambition of the project demonstrates a raw 
conflict of emergent practice, a conscious grappling 
with multiple influences. The design was conceived on a 
slow-built understanding of how things work (processes, 
people, politics), how to assemble these systems, and how 
to push constraints while delivering what’s appropriate. 
The design is conceived to accommodate a series of 
futures − second, third and fourth lives − building in a 
resilience to allow for scaled versions of the project to 
be realised, dependant on state partnering (in varying 
capacities) as well as potential state resistance. 

Is this success due to the value that UrbanWorks places 
in research; where the preemptive study of the project 
(context, people, patterns, habits), the design and 
implementation, and the reading of the project through 
its use are all integral stages of the scope of the project? 
Could it be said that your projects are different stages 
of realisation of the architectural project (as opposed to 
a single project), where each architectural project not 
only changes what the practice delivers, but changes 
how you conceive of what is next delivered?
TG: Working through the many scales is important 
because sometimes an idea takes better root in smaller 
things, bigger things, graphics, or whatever. We are trying 
to find out where the idea has most resonance.  › 

‘Spatialising shebeens was an important  
project about understanding a hand-made, 
consequential urbanism − the impulses of those  
on the margins carving out a space despite the 
situation.’ − Thiresh Govender

4 Serpent Planter illustration. 5 Domino benches.
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UrbanWorks is the result of conversations with a range of co-conspirators who may have 
once occupied a chair in the studio. The principals are Thiresh Govender and Holger Deppe.

Does the scale matter?
TG: Irrespective of scale, it’s about ‘asking’. Sometimes it’s 
about the body politic, the reading of bodies in space, to ask 
‘Can you dare imagine an architecture that exaggerates or  
simply puts relationships of human beings into play?’ From  
a simple question at a particular scale, for instance the 
urban interventions and provocations, we learn things about 
intimacy, distance, solitude … it becomes about constructing 
the whole scene. This leads to the next question: ‘Is there an 
architecture that can encourage and support some of these 
human conditions?’ Spatialising shebeens was an important 
project about understanding a hand-made, consequential 
urbanism − the impulses of those on the margins carving 
out a space despite the situation. These projects were 
breakthrough moments in which we learnt to read the 
urban landscape in an informed manner across scales.

Pillars of practice
An extension of the studio’s scale obsession is evidenced 
in the deliberate propping up of their interests on what 
they call ‘four pillars of practice’. The pillars range in 
scale and scope, and are anchored in different ‘sites’ in 
the city. The studio (as a place) and the practice (as a 
process) live in the terrain between these sites. 

The first pillar, Commitment to research, is an entry 
point for understanding. The base of this is situated in 
the academy, as both principals teach at the University 
of Witwatersrand and the University of Johannesburg. 
The relationship with teaching and learning fuels a 
range of understandings, from the hard aspects of the 
city to societal conditions, and enables a dexterity to 
‘move quickly’ between contrasting environments where 
students test and interrogate established methods in 
search of the next version. 

These understandings push against the second pillar, 
Urbanism at large, which brings a focus to placing 
emergent understandings in the real context of the 
city. Scale plays a role once more in this context where 
site is located between tangible and systemic realities; 
politics and power, public and private, fluid and static. 
Architecture itself is the third pillar where the artefact of 
architecture, the building, is manifest as a part of an open 
process. The fourth pillar is Artefact beyond architecture, 
an interest in public art and intervention as a device to 
instigate responses and collect value by engaging public 
culture. This pillar sits within the preceding three as an 
extension of experimentation and testing across the scale 
of sites within research, urbanism and architecture. 

The description of the studio sitting atop four pillars 
contradicts a stable elementary structure of practice. A 
neatly stacked four-cornered domino silhouette becomes 
a fluid feedback loop, rather than a static construct. The 
intention of each pillar is to grow in scale as needed 
for any particular project, stretching the membrane 
of the studio to doorways in all surrounding sites. The 
imperative here is that the studio, as a home for ideas and 
a place of practice, becomes a catchment area collecting 
all the value that enters into it, and capitalising on the 
growing collection of findings and ideas. UrbanWorks 
acknowledges that this is the foremost potential of the 
elasticity of the studio − to aggressively ‘prove’ architecture 
at all scales of intervention where the architectural artefact 
is itself viewed as a momentary piece of co-production. 
Orchestrating an environment that is shaped by the user 
commands flipping the research-first paradigm on its head 
and claiming a sense of authority to produce architecture 
that is deliberately left open for appropriation. 

conclusion
Since their formation, the studio has momentarily 
constructed fixed framings and in-process snapshots in an 
attempt to quantify and define the limits and possibilities 
of what they identify as an emergent practice approach. 
In August 2012, in a lecture titled Making sense of practice 
in Joburg, the studio was described as a mechanism to 
carve space meaningfully and practice critically. What 
was put forward then as an articulated position has 
since been acknowledged as the central question and 
foundation to what drives their work. The studio now asks 
more questions than it answers in a committed effort to 
understand how architecture can be considered to live 
within society, and change through how it is lived in. 

Four years after stating their interest-as-manifesto, the 
current studio-as-home framing fits more accurately as a 
description of their multiple ways of working. In their most 
recent public lecture, at the AZA 2016 Conference, they 
alluded to their work and themselves as being the products 
of many places. This sentiment − of the multiple and the 
many, and architecture being resultant of − tracks its way 
through all aspects of studio functions: the personas of 
the practitioner/s; scale/s in the city; situations; ‘site/s’ of 
practice; research; urbanism; architecture and art.  ■6 Illustration of the African Food and Culture Hub in the Johannesburg CBD.
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T 
hose who go looking for Wonderwerk Cave will 
find it between Danielskuil and Kuruman in the 
Northern Cape. Its formation from fructified 
dolomitic limestone signals its origins in a time 

when the Kuruman Hills formed part of an underwater 
landscape, when the cave was sculpted by the routing of 
an underground river. 

A more recent addition to the landscape is a 
140m-long pathway inside the archeologically active site 
of the Wonderwerk Cave, a National Heritage Site. The 
pathway stretches far beyond its physical reaches, as it 
connects the extraordinary discoveries of human history, 
development and life found here. Resisting the need 
to match the impressive pedigree of the extraordinary 
archeologically sensitive site that houses two million 
years of some of humankind’s most significant 

developments, the architecture instead is modest in the 
face of the site’s obvious historical significance. 

The project is respectful to the surroundings, so as 
almost to disappear. It traverses a journey back in time to 
uncover prehistoric layers of human existence; making 
a pioneering architectural expedition into the creation 
of spatial gestures responsive to human histories, and 
an excursion navigating the significance of cultural 
landscapes. The pathway project is the kind that blurs the 
lines between building project and human endeavour.

  Since the pathway creates a spatial palimpsest between 
architecture and archaeology, which makes the building 
significant only because of the site itself, the architect had 
to be someone bold enough to meet the challenge posed by 
the site’s significance, while still able to recognise that the 
project would be bigger than the design or the designer. 

The new pathway through the archaeological excavation site of the 
Wonderwerk Cave shows a deep sensitivity to the wonders that surround it.
Architect: Mr Craig McClenaghan. By: Mr Vedhant Maharaj.

beneath What 
lies

1
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The architect, Craig McClenaghan, took on the challenge, 
which was his first solo project after leaving Mashabane 
Rose Associates to embark on a path of his own.  

The Cave of Miracles
The cave, as the name suggests, is a place of wonder. 
It is the source of archaeological findings unlocking 
secret passages to millions of years of human ancestry. 
According to Dr David Morris, co-author of the 
book Pathways through the Interior and the head of 
archaeology at the McGregor Museum in Kimberley, the 
cave’s ‘miracle’ lies not only in the revelation of its hidden 
treasures, but in the ‘quite miraculous’ discovery that 
one site could produce evidence of continuous human 
activity spanning two million years. 

The greatest moment of humankind’s development 
was unlocking the power of fire. The Wonderwerk 
Cave is historically placed at the exact moment of 
this discovery, as charcoal and charred animal bones 
dating back some 800 000 years suggest. This find lifted 
the cloak on the origin of controlled fire, establishing 
Wonderwerk as the global location of the first one 
known to humankind. 

Prehistoric signs of human progress
In excavating the secrets held by sites like Wonderwerk 
Cave, archaeologists unveil the earth according to a 
system of grids. Plotting discoveries on a horizontal 
grid allows them to be linked across the site, forming an 
axis of the specific relationships between objects, much 
like those plotted on an architectural plan. This plan is 
then extruded vertically to create a three-dimensional 
coordinate system. The vertical axis cuts through layers 
of strata as an axis of time. Excavating deeper means  
a journey further back in time. 

Morris explains how deconstructing the journey through 
the earth’s layers produces a timeline of human development 
that plots both smaller shifts in habits and behaviour, 
and dramatic climatic and environmental changes. 

The strata contain, for example, two-million-year-old 
evidence of human culinary habits. The earliest strata 
show that humans ate hare, tortoise and big game. 
Expanding this menu required an expanded set of tools and 
weapons, which is precisely what’s revealed in analysing the 
unearthed discoveries. Moving through layers of earth 
and time reveals the growing sophistication of tools and, 
with it, the implied improvement in the hominid’s cognitive 
skills. Plotting from the early Stone Age to the present 
shows the early use of cleavers, refined into axes and 
blades, and further into small, sharp arrowheads. 

The layers of earth also contain the signs of more 
significant environmental and ecosystem changes. Animal 
remains mark dramatic changes, such as the extinction  
of species, and signal other shifts, such as dietary changes, 
when compared with the stratified remains of the same 
species over time. These findings reveal the patterns of 
climate change and allow archaeologists to plot cyclical  
ice ages and other extreme shifts.

Art on the internal walls of the cave provides a 
different perspective on the humans who inhabited 
it. It shows the growth from early engraved geometric 
patterns to finger paintings in the likeness of animals. 

More recent cave-dwellers
The most recent, and last, inhabitants of the cave 
lived there as recently as 1911. From 1909, the cave 
was inhabited by a farmer named PE Bosman. He was 
accompanied by his wife and their 11 sons and three 
daughters, who used the cave as a temporary home while 
building their farmhouse. Later, Bosman used the cave 
as a storeroom for his wagons and oxen. This is perhaps 
why the cave had been described as ‘being big enough  
to turn an oxwagon in’. 

Even more ignominious, however, for a cave later 
described in terms of miracle and wonder, was the period 
during the 1940s, when the cave was the site for the 
mining of bat guano and ash to sell as fertiliser. Sadly, 
this process destroyed many artefacts. But when some 
exceptional objects were found on the site, it prompted an 
archaeological investigation that has continued for 70 years. 

The McGregor Museum is the current servitude-
holder for the site. Professor Michael Chazan (University 
of Toronto), Dr Liora Kolska Horwitz (Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem) and Dr Francesco Berna (Simon 
Fraser University, Burnaby) are the current codirectors 
of current research there. 

The architect
Before going solo, Craig McClenaghan worked for 
Mashabane Rose Architects (MRA) for 14 years. After 
joining the firm as a graduate, he became not only the 
trusted right-hand man to the late Jeremy Rose, but also 
one of South Africa’s leading architects. McClenaghan’s  › 

Plotting discoveries on a horizontal grid allows 
them to be linked across the site, forming an axis of 
the specific relationships between objects, much like 
those plotted on an architectural plan.

1 The 140m-long pathway. 2 The entrance to the Wonderwerk Cave, between Danielskuil and 
Kuruman in the Northern Cape desert. 
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career has been bookended by the two phases of 
the construction of the Wits Origins Centre. In the 
intervening period, he developed an ability to be creative 
about seeking work. During his career at MRA, there were 
many instances where the firm actively initiated projects. 

The second phase of the Origins Centre, the WITS 
Rock Art Research Institute (RARI), was initiated in 
this way. McClenaghan was originally asked to make  
a storage facility to house RARI’s exhibit, which had  
been in the Rembrandt Gallery at the Faculty of  
Law and Commerce. However, when visiting the 
exhibition, McClenaghan felt that the rocks were of 
such historical significance, warehousing them in 
a storeroom would be a waste of an opportunity to 
adequately showcase something of the collection’s 
importance. He approached Emmanuel Prinsloo, 
the head of WITS procurement, with a design and 
presented a costed plan to make what is now the  
WITS Rock Art Research Institute. 

This project also signalled the transition of 
McClenaghan’s career from MRA towards operating 
solo. During this time, McClenaghan constructed the 
pathway that traverses through the archaeological 
excavation site of the Wonderwerk Cave. 

The project’s origins
The origins go back to the beginning of the first phase 
of the WITS Origins Centre, when McClenaghan 
met Helene Smuts, who’d later play a pivotal role in 
McClenaghan’s involvement in the pathway project. 

Smuts, a writer of catalogues for museums and exhibitions, 
was central to developing the museum narratives for both  
the Origins Centre and RARI. Smuts is also the director  
of Africa meets Africa, a non-profit company she founded  
in 2000. In focusing on indigenous knowledge systems, 
Smuts finds relationships between cultural intelligence  
and contemporary forms of learning, and links rural 
and urban education systems. These linkages broaden 
the discourse as to what culture and heritage is here, and 
about who participates in these discussions.

After the dawn of South Africa’s democracy, during 
the post-1990s museum-building frenzy – a process to 
which MRA made a significant contribution − Smuts 
worked closely with McClenaghan on the Origins 
Centre. They collaborated on a number of other projects 
over the next 15 years. Over time, they developed a 
fruitful partnership between architect and narrator. 

In 2009, Morris approached Smuts with the idea of 
developing a visitor pathway in the Wonderwerk Cave. 
The site had been open to the public since 1993, when the 
cave was declared a National Monument. The existing 
public path was at the same level as the archaeological 
excavations, which put the excavations and cave walls 
at risk of damage. A contained space was needed to 
accommodate public access to the cave, and also protect 
it. Smuts knew McClenaghan was perfect for the job. 

The project had no funding, brief or framework. 
McClenaghan approached the South African Heritage 
Resources Agency (SAHRA), and persuaded them to fund 
the preliminary work necessary. A team of geotechnical, 
structural and electrical engineers brought together to 
study the conditions compiled a report for SAHRA, which 
formed the basis of the project tender. McClenaghan was 
later appointed to oversee the construction of the pathway. 

Obstacles along the way
After two failed tender attempts, the design team 
put together an invited tender based on a heritage 
management and information package compiled  › 3 Wonderwerk Pathway Composite Site Drawing. 4 Wonderwerk first excavation Area. 
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with painstaking care. Due to the nature of the site, 
the sensitivity with which the builder approached 
constructing the pathway was essential.

The constraints on construction were considerable. 
No welding, painting or sanding could be done on 
site. As the air at the back of the cave doesn’t circulate, 
any such work would result in fumes being trapped in 
those cavities for centuries, so the pathway had to be 
premanufactured off-site. 

Finding a builder with the right skills to operate within 
the constraints, and in the middle of the Northern Cape, 
was a challenge. What was required was both high-level 
technological ability to construct off-site, and a skilful 
sensitivity to the context and requirements of the site. 

McClenaghan mentions some of the peculiarities  
of a design process stretching over several years.  
A cross-section of the project would show, much like 
the collection of human histories it seeks to protect, 
the process of advancement in technology, skill and 
endeavour that took place from the origin of the project 
to its completion. The original project was drawn in 
AutoCAD, but this had been overtaken by more advanced 
technology when the project was about to be built. 
McClenaghan commissioned a team to conduct a digital 
investigation of the cave. A laser scan of the cave was done 
by the University of Cape Town’s Zamani Project. Their 
work is focused on spatially capturing three-dimensional, 
digital versions of heritage landscapes and buildings in 
Africa. This opened a new world of information about 
the inner workings of the cave. Using this information, 
McClenaghan used the site as a drawing board on which 
he mapped out the points of construction. In this way, 
he met the need to ensure that no part of the precious 
archaeological site would be damaged by responding in 
an instinctual architectural way.

Deciding on the form of the pathway was difficult. 
How does one create a non-invasive architectural gesture 
and stay true to the already contradictory demands of 
accommodating people, and protecting the site? After 
toiling with a number of options, the decision was made 
to use the path of least resistance. By tweaking the 
existing path for public use, the team installed an object 
that would gently touch the ground. 

The success of the project would not depend on the 
use of expensive material or technological glitz, but 
on a sensitive, considered architectural approach. The 
path was never meant to be precious, but to fit into a 
robust space where archaeologists were working, while 
still having the sophistication of an exhibit showcasing 
millions of years of unearthed human history. 

Unveiling the pathway
The built pathway remained true to its design 
philosophy. The materiality is raw and untreated. The 
elements are simple. The composition is impeccable, and 
the construction required using only basic skills well. 

Elevating and containing the path above the ground 
alters the visitor’s engagement with and experience of 

the site, allowing the archaeological site to be viewed but 
not physically accessed. The raised platform is created 
through detailing that is considerate to the sensitive site. 
Concrete sleepers on the ground beneath the pathway 
were designed by considering the weight that the 
compacted powder sediment of the cave could withstand. 

Steel supports are fixed into the sleepers to carry 
the pathway, so nothing is fixed to the cave itself. The 
path changes with the gradient of the cave, so it bows 
and dips with the landscape. Where this causes a kink, 
small pause spaces were created. Steel balustrades are 
hidden behind the unfinished mesh steel screen while 
timber handrails slide themselves in one uninterrupted, 
seamless line along the length of the pathway. The 
floorboards follow the path of the handrails running 
lengthwise instead of across the path. This drags your eye 
along the path. 

This pathway unravels an intricate relationship where 
architecture and archaeology are the antithesis of one 
another, with one seeking to cover the earth and the 
other to remove it. 

Path into the future
McClenaghan and the McGregor Museum team have put 
together a proposal for SAHRA to build an exhibition 
centre and a visitor’s centre, and create a formalised 
landscape and parking area. Wonderwerk Cave is on the 
cusp of becoming a World Heritage Site and an initiative 
such as this one should give it the exposure it needs.

McClenaghan is part of a new breed of architects, 
who don’t just receive a brief, they create their own. The 
lessons he has learnt have given him the opportunity 
to create his own innovative space – one that explores 
the hidden cultural narratives within the South African 
context. Projects that grow in these innovative spaces, 
like the Wonderwerk Cave and the Origins Centre, 
provide essential bridges between cultural narratives that 
aim not only to protect and preserve heritage sites, but to 
expose the hidden histories of our country. 

Perhaps in navigating the demands of this precious, 
ancient site, McClenaghan has uncovered other secrets 
about our humanness, such as an understanding of the 
ultimate fragility of human experience. And through 
the absence of grandiosity and a respect for context that 
preserves wonder, a humility that holds those who wonder 
so that they can coexist in a complicated, beautiful space 
without destroying the treasures it holds.  ■

Projects that grow in these innovative spaces, like 
the Wonderwerk Cave and the Origins Centre, provide 
essential bridges between cultural narratives that 
aim not only to protect and preserve heritage sites, 
but to expose the hidden histories of our country.
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E 
very year Caesarstone, the original quartz surfaces 
manufacturer since 1987, invites SA’s design 
institutions and universities to participate in the 
annual Caesarstone Student Designer Competition. 

Architecture and interior design departments from 
universities, colleges and design institutions around 
South Africa are invited to submit their top five entries 
for adjudication, leaving the judges to evaluate only 
the cream of the crop. The competition has become 
renowned for creating job offers for the winners and 
finalists before they even graduated.

This year, the glamorous awards ceremony took  
place in Sandton on October 6. Douw de Kock  
(lecturer: Colleen Cocotos) of Cape Peninsula University 
of Technology’s interior design department walked 
away with the first prize, an all-expenses-paid trip to  
an international design fair of choice worth R100 000  
for himself and a lecturer, courtesy of Caesarstone.  
In second place was Erik van Renssen, with Kasha  
Botha in third place.

This year’s competition brief, “Education & 
Incubation”, was conceptualised by well-known South 
African interior designer and long-standing competition 
judge Dorothy van’t Riet, of Dorothy van’t Riet Decor & 
Design Consultants. The brief addressed agriculture and 
unemployment in South Africa. Participants had to cast 
their focus on global climate change, as it will adversely 
affect agricultural production in the future. 

The competition was judged by industry heavyweights, 
including Jonathan Anstey of Anstey Steynberg 
International, Mphethi Morojele of MMA Design Studio, 
Stefan Antoni of SAOTA, Stephen Falcke of Stephen 
Falcke Interiors, as well as van’t Riet.

Caesarstone Marketing Director Trevor King says the 
quality and diversity of the judging panel is what gives 
the competition its legitimacy. 

The 9 competition finalists were:
•	 Kasha	Botha,	Tshwane	University	of	Technology,	

Department of Interior Design; lecturer: Jolene Kotze
•	 Douw	de	Kock,	Cape	Peninsula	University	of	

Technology, Department of Interior Design;  
lecturer: Colleen Cocotos

•	 Marnich	Moller,	BHC	School	of	Design,	Department	
of Interior Design; lecturer:  Donna Wills

•	 Muhammed	Sadiq	Noordien,	Tshwane	University	of	
Technology, Department of Interior Design;  
lecturer: Rene van der Merwe

•	 Craig	Stevens,	Cape	Peninsula	University	of	
Technology, Department of Interior Design;  
lecturer: Colleen Cocotos

•	 Jeandre	Toua,	Cape	Peninsula	University	of	
Technology, Department of Interior Design; 
lecturer: Colleen Cocotos

•	 Anke	van	Dyk,	BHC	School	of	Design,	Department	of	
Interior Design; lecturer: Donna Wills

•	 Erik	van	Renssen,	Cape	Peninsula	University	of	
Technology, Department of Interior Design; 
Lecturer: Colleen Cocotos

•	 Luke	Zanon,	Cape	Peninsula	University	of	
Technology, Department of Interior Design; 
lecturer: Colleen Cocotos.

About caesarstone
Caesarstone quartz surfaces are ideal for virtually any 
interior surface, from kitchen countertops, bathroom 
vanities and stairs to wall panelling and interior furniture.

The brand offers an attractive and versatile finish for 
commercial and institutional buildings in a wide variety 
of colours, and the design and is tough enough to handle 
wear and tear and high-traffic risks, yet beautiful enough 
to complement any design scheme. Caesarstone carries 
all the important international certifications for health 
and environmental management, and all products come 
with a generous warranty. 

For more information about their products, visit  
www.caesarstone.co.za. Watch the awards online at  
blog.caesarstone.co.za.  ■

Stepping stones
The Caesarstone Student Designer Competition has become renowned for creating job offers 
for winners and finalists once they have graduated.

1 Mphethi Morojele, Dorothy van’t Riet, Jonathan Anstey, Stephen 
Falcke and Stefan Antoni made up the judging panel. 2 Bernard 
Deeb, Dorothy van’t Riet and Caesarstone Marketing Director  
Trevor King. 3 Kasha Botha (3rd place), Douw de Kock (1st place)  
and Erik van Renssen (2nd place) pose for the winners’ photo.  
4 CPUT lecturer Colleen Cocotos and Caesarstone Student Designer 
winner Douw De Kock share a moment.
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 138 This creative, collaborative space activates street life and 
revitalises a corner that is likely to be a key cultural precinct.
Architect: C76 Architecture. By: Ms Yvonne Brecher. Photos: Maritz Verwey.

Jan Smuts
Johannesburg

1
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U 
sually, a place has a name or is identified by a 
reference point within the city. 138 Jan Smuts is 
situated between 142 Jan Smuts (Chester Court) 
and 132 Jan Smuts (by Architects McLennan, 

Chalis, Roy, 1973). Close by, the Jan Smuts-Bolton street 
corner is recognised by the Goodman Gallery and the 
intersection where Rosebank meets Parkwood. 

For years, this section of Jan Smuts lacked identity 
despite its prominent location. Potentially, this bend 
holds important urban significance. Not only does it 
border Rosebank CBD, but it is also within walking 
distance of Gautrain’s Rosebank Station. It also forms 
part of Rosebank’s Keyes Art Mile, where people 
accumulate every first Thursday for exhibition openings. 
The emerging arts precinct promotes public gathering, 
activates the street edges and shapes the sidewalk 
experience, transforming Rosebank into a model for a 
‘walkable city’. People are also encouraged to make use  
of alternative transport modes.

‘Most cities have identifiable art and cultural precincts 
that attract locals and tourists for entertainment. These 
spaces have the potential to capture the imagination of the 
city and instil local pride. Current trends provide strong 
evidence that arts and culture precincts are being used as 
deliberate models for urban regeneration and as a stimuli 
for commercial opportunities.’ (Creative Victoria, 2014) 

The assemblage of individual addresses at  
138 Jan Smuts forms a collective crust, an urban  
façade, which slowly develops meaning over time.  
138 Jan Smuts is an instigator − a newly renovated 
insertion intended to revitalise and transform the  
corner and the neighbouring buildings with an urban 
domino effect. With all the new street shops that have 
opened, it is clear that the Jan Smuts-Bolton corner is  
in a process of redesign that will improve its appearance 
and make people more aware of its importance. In 
future, mixed-use programmes could maintain  
day-and-night activity on the urban ground floor to 
unlock around-the-clock vibrancy in the area. 

embracing the public
There is a vision within the vision: Rosebank being 
supported as a cultural arts district. The future of 
Rosebank lies in building a city that people want, which 
can only be achieved through small-scale planning 
and pockets of initiatives. One recent example is the  › 

138 Jan smuts

the future of Rosebank lies in building a city that 
people want, which can only be achieved through 
small-scale planning and pockets of initiatives.

1 The eastern façade lets one track the history of the building through the various types of 
brickwork. Round and perforated openings allow glimpses into the spaces within.
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138 jan smuts

positive impression of, and incite conversation about, the 
changing city. This was achieved by redesigning spaces, 
and the existing building envelope, into a new branded 
office space with comfortable working environments and 
a public street front that spills activity onto the sidewalk. 

‘If the business brand in market is human, open, 
friendly, then the internal structure should mimic this too. 
Perhaps through new methods of organising employees, 
opening dialogue, training leadership to engage on 
openness and pulling this thread all the way to how 
customers engage.’ (Holley, n.d.)

Being a refurbishment, the redesign communicates 
visually the difference between old and new, revealing 
the reasoning behind important design decisions. One of 
Jacobsz’s design philosophies is to find a balance between 
the contemporary and industrial. At 138 Jan Smuts, 
historical layers are displayed on the eastern façade, with 
recycled bricks from the original structure dating the 
building’s phases through time. Materials used in the 
new additions are mainly exposed brickwork, steel, glass, 
Duroplastic and wood. The main design determinants 
were optimising comfort levels within the building and 
being as environmentally responsible as possible.

The distinctive aspect of 138 Jan Smuts is that its 
experiential character is apparent upon first impression 
as well as to the day-to-day user. 

The ground floor, which includes gallery and retail 
spaces and the sidewalk, spills out onto the street front  › 

2

3 4 5 6

new Trumpet building situated in a cluster of attractive 
destinations, such as the Circa and the Everard Read 
Galleries. According to the South African Art Times: 

‘[The Trumpet building is] taking the first exciting step 
to transform Keyes Avenue into an open fusion of art and 
architecture – where art, design, life, leisure, fun, friends 
and work will form one seamless experience. This is the 
vision of Keyes Art Mile – a neighbourhood with art at its 
heart. Comparable to a village ‘high street,’ Keyes Art Mile 
will evolve to include a series of galleries and exhibition 
spaces showcasing local and international art and design. 
Residences, cafés, coffee-on-the- go, artisan eateries and 
a boutique butchery, as well as vibrant shops and spaces 
new to the Johannesburg scene, complete the experience.’

The architects’ notion behind 138 Jan Smuts is to make 
a memorable impact on an urban level. The ground-floor 
plane becomes the public realm − the street being as 
important as the building − with the presence of people 
increasing perceptions of accessibility. 

As one of the main role players in the city block, 
138 Jan Smuts has the potential to transform the Jan 
Smuts-Bolton corner into a place of urban significance. 
Architect Carl Jacobsz, director and owner of C76 
Architecture, was briefed by the client, Amber Brand 
Properties, to convert the 1960s apartment block into an 
office hub where creatives can collaborate and integrate 
business ventures, branding and innovative intelligence. 
The game plan for the new building was to make a 

Historical layers are displayed on the eastern  
façade, with recycled bricks from the original 

structure dating the building’s phases through time.

2 Graphic illustrating the various types of brickwork on the eastern façade, representing the history of the building. 3 Sectional scale model illustrating the rainwater 
harvesting system implemented in the building. 4 Sectional scale model illustrating the various shading devices used on the building in summer and winter. 5 Sectional scale 
model illustrating the heat dispersion in the double-volume loft offices. 6 Sectional scale model illustrating the natural ventilation through the building. 
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138 Jan Smuts

7 8 9

7 The western façade is practical and playful. Mechanically operated screens provide shading 
and security. 8 Exposed steel doors and unplastered concrete soffits emphasise the industrial 
feel. A plain palette adds airiness. 9 Clean lines, textures and exposed raw materials add to the 
contemporary, industrial look.

RefeRences
Art Times. 2016. High street transformation begins on Keyes Art Mile. 
Available at: http://arttimes.co.za/high-street-transformation-begins-
keyes-art-mile/

Creative Victoria. 2014. Melbourne Arts Precinct Blueprint. Available 
at: http://archive.creative.vic.gov.au/projects_initiatives/cultural_
infrastructure_projects/melbourne_arts_precinct_blueprint

Holley, M. n.d. Why brand architecture needs to turn into business 
architecture. Available at: http://blackafricagroup.com/why-brand-
architecture-needs-to-change-to-business-architecture/

as public open space along the entire block, activating 
street life and facilitating interaction. Here, people 
can converge and share their experiences on common 
ground, rather than driving into an exclusive and 
isolated parking basement. 

To truly get a feel for the building, you can simply  
start by walking off the street, through the front door.   

The entrance lobby separates the internal programme 
from the busy street. An entrance from the back links 
parking and an external courtyard, allowing space to 
flow seamlessly onto the sidewalk, constantly reinforcing 
the connection with the street. The external courtyard 
provides an area for work functions, events and 
meetings. The rest of the building features collaborative  
office spaces – which encourage like-minded creatives to 
work together – as well as galleries and exhibition spaces. 
To link users back to the city, a roof deck offers exquisite 
views of Johannesburg and its beautiful sunsets.

The aesthetic language of the building is a direct 
translation of key design measures: visuality, time, 
and environmental responsiveness. These decisions 
reveal meaning and intent. The architect clearly wanted 
to make these features prominent; to communicate 
integrity, sensitivity and craftsmanship. 

Back to the future
Jacobsz is passionate about passive design, heating and 
cooling buildings naturally through clever innovative 
strategies. The shape of the dormer roofs creates a zig-
zag silhouette, allowing northern light into an east-west 
facing building. This exposure to northern light was 
optimised by merging the second and third levels into 
a double-volume loft office, meaning two-thirds of the 
building is adequately warmed and lit up to enhance 
atmosphere, comfort levels and productivity. To avoid 
sacrificing the beautiful view to the west, the architect 
proposed deeper balconies to retain heat in winter, 
while a pulley system with operable shading devices 
ventilates the space and allows unobstructed views in 
summer. Jacobsz says, ‘It was a conscious decision to 
make the balconies part of the roof design to form a 
continuous element with the roof rather than having 

separate balcony structures congesting the façade.’ 
In addition, 70% of the roof area gathers rainwater 

that is harvested to flush toilets and irrigate planted 
areas. The vertical service ducts on the western façade 
create rhythm and pattern, which accentuates the break 
between office spaces.

The eastern façade or rear yard of the building 
is quite different to the front. The back façade is 
punched with circular porthole windows and 
openings, reminiscent of 1960s architecture, which 
simultaneously function as openings for natural cross-
ventilation. The play of light falling onto surfaces is 
captured between the brickwork openings, forming 
distorted dapples of shadow and light.

The building’s backstory becomes most evident in the 
courtyard: The bricks from the existing building were 
recycled and express distinct brick-textured planes that 
map the stages of the building from 1957 to 2016. A bright 
yellow service staircase pops out as a fire escape and 
additional circulation. The yellow against the brick and 
steel expresses wit and playfulness. In time, greenery will 
climb the building to soften the façade. The courtyard will 
be filled with people, galleries and retail spaces, drawing 
people in. The Jan Smuts-Bolton corner will establish its 
own identity within an ever-changing urban fabric.  ■
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T 
his 16 December marks the twentieth anniversary 
of the signing of the South African Constitution 
into law. In 2011, this small intervention was 
commissioned to commemorate the fifteenth 

anniversary date. It captures a sense of our difficult past 
and the hope for the future the Constitution embodies. 

It consists of a series of highly symbolic additions to the 
existing lightbox that was added to the old awaiting trial 
tower on Constitution Hill by OMM Design Workshop 
and Urban Solutions Architects and Urban Designers a 
few years earlier. The project demonstrates UrbanWorks’ 
ability to work across scales, from the urban to the detail 
level: A new bank of floodlights sends a beam of light  
200m into the Johannesburg sky, equalling the height of 
the Brixton Tower, while a finely detailed plinth and a gas 
flare in a copper bowl allows for individual contemplation. 

The placement of specific elements was carefully 
considered in relation to the tower’s urban setting and 
the sightlines from surrounding buildings in order to 

Flame of 
Democracy at 
Constitution Hill
A new addition to this historic site in Johannesburg features historic layering and symbolic  
details that honour South Africa’s journey to democracy.
Architects: UrbanWorks Architecture and Urbanism, in collaboration with The Library Special Projects, Photographs: Peter Morey, By: Mike Louw.

maximise its contribution to the public realm, while 
offering a variety of experiences on a personal level. 
A series of details that formed part of the original 
proposal, but which haven’t been implemented yet, 
include 15 copper tile inserts in the cobble paving with 
the signatures contained in the Bill of Rights, as well 
as quotes and phrases from the Bill of Rights that were 
going to be etched into the balustrade uprights. 

The power of the site − the flame is directly opposite 
the doors of the Constitutional Court − and the 
specification in the brief for a strong statement were key 
drivers for the design, as was the idea of historic layering 
and continuity. The subtle additions to the existing tower 
allow the site’s previous narratives to remain present. 
Like our democracy, this building is a work in progress 
that encourages reflection on the values and memories 
that reside in every individual, while also serving as  
a beacon and an ethereal reminder to society of its own 
fragility – lest we forget. Image on following page.  ›

Detail of plinth and gas flare:
1. Copper bowl to specialist detail. Bowl to be safely 

and securely fixed to plinth and allow for removal for 
maintenance of gas services. Copper/bronze lining to 
have 15mm clearance around gas flare surround.

2. Top of plinth to equal top of tread.
3. Stone plinth by specialist manufacturer.
4. 15x25mm cuts into base.
5. Cavity for gas flare services.
6. Gas flare mechanism.
7. 25x25mm recess in contact with existing stair.
8. Gas flare with one 50mm and two 25mm sleeves.

1 Plan and section of memorial. 2 The column of 
light emanating from the Awaiting Trial Tower.2

1
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new lighting platform

roof service platform

access room

viewing 
platform

ngl

basement

flame of 
democracy

Existing roof to be removed  
and flashing trin reinstated

Bank of floodlights to lighting engineer’s specification

New service platform and substructure with access 
hatch to engineer’s detail

New steel access ladder to engineer’s detail

Existing glass

New mentis grating service platform and 
substructure with access hatch to engineer’s detail

Existing corrugated roof sheeting with timber rafters

New lighting to architect’s detail

New clear safety glass to architect’s detail
Flame of democracy to architect’s detail

Steel balustrade to architect’s detail

New opening made to stair to allow for gas servicing  
between flame and control

Gas control box to specialist’s detail
Existing 110mm diameter PVC pipes
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end note

H
uman endeavour, in all its forms of expression, is 
forever evolving − the discipline of architecture 
included. Just 50 years ago, the world was a 
different place. The 1960s now look funny in films 

or magazines. Imagine 2067, 50 years from now. Where 
will the changes to our special environment come from? 
Will we be instigators or followers?

Historically, architecture has resided in the quagmire 
of exclusivity and privilege. Recently, in a bid to play more 
relevant roles in society, professionals and academics have 
been engaging in more socially conscious discourse.  
The practice of architecture is changing, but change 
will be more appropriate and rapid when it incorporates 
interest groups that have previously been under-
represented. The argument for addressing inequality, 

exclusivity and access in society 
continues to be well made. Too 
much in society is determined by 
gender and race. We need to get to 
a place where these are backdrops 
to the discourse, not the main items 
on the agenda. Yet the motivation 
for more inclusivity is multilayered 
and extends beyond moral confines. 
A nation cannot reach its true 
potential if it can’t capitalise on its 
greatest resource: its people. So why 
is it taking so long to tap into these 
resources? Why do women and 

black architects remain under-represented.
It behoves architectural educators, students, colleagues 

and employers to remember that the black architectural 
student, though intelligent and capable: 
•	 is	unlikely	to	have	understood	what	architecture	is	

about before commencing studies;
•	 is	unlikely	to	have	parents	or	relatives	in	the	profession;
•	 is	likely	to	be	working	within	the	family’s	competing	

basic priorities;
•	 is	likely	to	have	financial	constraints	that	affect	their	

ability to fully express themselves or compete;
•	 is	likely	to	believe	that	her	tutors	don’t	really	expect	

much from him or her;

•	 is	likely	to	see	the	architectural	programme	as	 
foreign and irrelevant to their experience and 
circumstances; and

•	 is	unlikely	to	have	a	surfeit	of	role	models.
Even after training in the subject, an architect’s real 
development happens after graduation. The black 
practitioner:
•	 is	likely	to	be	restricted	in	which	offices	they	can	

continue their training;
•	 is	unlikely	to	be	exposed	to	the	variety	and	size	of	

projects that would build up competitive experience;
•	 is	unlikely	to	be	appointed	by	major	private	patrons;
•	 is	likely	not	to	even	have	the	confidence	of	potential	

black private clients; and
•	 is	likely	to	get	messages,	subliminal	or	otherwise,	 

that they’re not good enough.
These are serious hurdles to overcome. Admittedly, 
this may be a worldwide phenomenon, but that’s a 
poor excuse. The lack of attention in this department is 
holding back the development of architecture in South 
Africa. We’re missing out on the potential contribution 
of large sectors of the community that can expand the 
discourse further. South Africa has much to offer the 
world of architecture − if only because of its diversity. 

This is not a cry for special treatment from ‘victims’. 
This is an appeal for colleagues to open their eyes and 
take advantage of the wealth that accompanies diversity. 
Privileged groups have always fought against change, 
usually out of ignorance and fear. Fear of losing one’s place 
in the pecking order? Should there even be a hierarchy? 

This is an appeal: embrace and welcome the other; expose 
yourself to the richness that is in South Africa’s fabric; 
absorb the new perspectives that are developing, thanks 
to fresh players in the field. Be courageous enough to see 
yourself, and your perspective, through the eyes of others.

The narrative has centred too much on the ‘apparent’ 
sacrifices of the privileged few, rather than on the 
opportunities lost by not supporting our sisters and 
brothers who, ironically, may be better attuned to the 
nuances of the fractured South African landscape. But 
these are my thoughts − what do you think? Please, do 
join the conversation.  ■

A BLACK ARCHITECT  
IN sa TODAY
South Africa has much to offer the world of architecture, provided we become open to the 
richness of diversity and widen the discourse around representation. 
By: Tunde Oluwa, architect and director at Odyssey Architects and part-time lecturer at School of Architecture & Planning, 
University of the Witwatersrand.

Too much in society is 
determined by gender 

and race. We need to get 
to a place where these 

are backdrops to the 
discourse, not the main 

items on the agenda.
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