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editor’s note

‘A 
rchitecture is an act of producing a thing from a 
place; it is a production by those who live in the 
place. Such acts of production connect place and 
human beings...’ - Kengo Kuma, 2014

It might seem contradictory to introduce an issue on 
building in the rural areas of South Africa with a quote 
from a Japanese architect, but the above is some of what he 
has learnt by working in the rural ‘unseen’ areas of Japan.

Similar sentiments could have also been expressed 
by Peter Rich, Gawie Fagan, Richard Stretton, Chris 
Wilkinson, Rodney Harber, Roelof Uytenbogaardt, 
Kate Otten, Jo Noero, Nabeel Essa, Craig McClenaghan, 
Ludwig Steyl previously of TC Design Architects and 
many other local architects. When architects move 
out of their ‘safe’ metropolitan areas to design and 
create buildings in rural areas, they might be at their 
most vulnerable − or they might be able to renew their 
approach to their work by distilling it to poetic essentials. 

Currently, the pertinent question that needs asking 
is: where, precisely, is the rural? With electronic 
communication and the ways in which knowledge is 
spread, previous intellectual and physical boundaries 
between the so-called cosmopolitan metropolis and the 
rural areas have been blurred.

For somebody as thoughtful as Kuma, as well as for 
many other architects, architectural historians and 
commentators, this flow of attitudes and perceptions 
from the world’s metropolitan centres to the rural areas 
is mostly a one-way street while it should be an equitable 
discussion that goes both ways. It is seen by many as a 
highly destructive process, which destroys the reality 
and knowledge of a local architectural culture and 
place. This destruction is mainly caused by a misplaced 
quest to reflect the perceived ‘advanced’ metropolitan 
architectural ideals without really understanding their 
underpinnings. Sadly, there is often the concomitant 
belief in the ‘periphery’ that the architectural ideas and 
practices of this bigger world are somehow superior. 

Much of the destruction of the ‘local and authentic’  
is based upon the thoughtless, unreflective interaction  
of these forces. Luckily, however, due to the fundamental 
changes in the way knowledge is shared across the  
world, the perceptions of core and periphery − and  
what is of real architectural value − have undergone 
similar changes. 

Increasingly, quality work done by gifted architects 
in the rural, peripheral and largely poor areas of the 
world is challenging the orthodoxies of the developed, 
rich world. Many architects, both inside and outside of 
South Africa, have gained international acclaim from 
the quality of the work they have created in the world’s 
‘forgotten’ parts. So it should be. This challenge is not  
yet very strong; it doesn’t really equalise the scales.  
The might of the developed world’s architectural  
fame-creation machinery is overpowering. The  
extensive public coverage these architects receive  
is a self-perpetuating cycle of exposure − and over-
exposure − of the same images and projects, over  
and over. This creates the impression that these works 
must be ‘good’; worthy of emulation.

The architectural publications that need to create  
the counterpoint to this, as seen from the developing 
world’s perspective, are comparatively small. When  
the architectural achievements of the global south  
reach any publication, beyond its own ill-defined 
borders, it should be celebrated. It might just contribute 
to the tipping of the scales and the creation of a different 
narrative. This other story might also expose the gaps 
and pretentions in the architectural thinking of the 
developed world, which might have forgotten how to 
bring architectural relief to the conditions of poverty and 
bring human dignity to the lives of the ‘forgotten’.  

Perhaps architects working under these difficult 
conditions in rural contexts might not think about it like 
this. But the quality of their work, and the hope it creates, 
may be the best counterbalance in an unequal world.  ■

Building in  
Rural Areas
Paul Kotze  
Editor
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Notes and News

W 
ith the slowing down of global and local 
economic growth, the least thing an architectural 
professional would likely welcome is operating  
in a practice environment that continues to 

bring somewhat unnecessary regulatory bottlenecks. 
In the past few months, we’ve been engaging with the 

South African Council for the Architectural Profession 
(SACAP) in an attempt to amicably resolve pertinent 
matters related to the various documents by SACAP 
that have landed in our architectural practices. As 
the South African Institute of Architects (SAIA), we 
remain committed to vigorously pursuing our advocacy 
mandate, especially where it relates to our dealings 
with SACAP. We value creating conducive practice 
environments as one of the key pillars that defines the 
very reason for our existence. 

In the next few weeks, we’ll release updates through 
the usual communication channels on the outcome  
of these deliberations. We’d also like to point out that  
we’ve sought out various legal opinions pertaining 
to some procurement misgivings on large-scale 

governmental projects. Again, appropriate feedback  
will be transmitted in due course. We are mindful  
of the limitations in the work/project opportunities  
for our members, and will leave no stone unturned  
in at least being instrumental in the creation of an 
environment that makes it easier for our members  
to operate in the country − and beyond. 

In 2017, we will continue with our SAIA board and 
SAIA regions stakeholder engagements so that our general 
membership can air their views on the various challenges 
they experience in the profession. To that end, stakeholder 
sessions that will coincide with the SAIA board meetings 
will take place in the following SAIA regions:

• ClfA − February 2017; 
• SAIA Eastern Cape − May 2017;
• SAIA Free State − August 2017;
• PIA and GlfA – November 2017.

Obert Chakarisa
Chief Executive Officer (CEO)

KEY CHALLeNGES

Obert Chakarisa
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Book review

A llies and Morrison is a well-known architecture 
and urban design practice based in London.  
The majority of their work is in the United 
Kingdom, but they have also completed projects 

in the Netherlands, Germany, Lebanon, Qatar and  
India. In The fabric of place, the practice has compiled  
a record of some of their urban design and master-
plan projects, while some case studies present their 
architecture and its response to their master plans. 

This book includes essays, observations and case 
studies. The essays, written by individuals from  
the firm, outline the theories and principles that  
the practice subscribe to. The observations highlight  
specific issues that relate to the practice of urban  
design and architecture, while the case studies  
describe individual projects. The reader gains  
a wonderful insight into the workings of their practice, 
and how their approach places each of the individual 
projects within the context of the city.

In his essay ‘Cultivating the city’, Bob Allies writes 
on the significance of the pre-existing, the city as 
a continuum constantly building on itself, and the 
necessity for the city to change. Some of the essays 
describe how the practice looks to understand  
a specific location’s place in the city: how it came to  
be; its various functions and types of ownership; its  
current role, whether positive or problematic; and  
how people use the space. In uncovering the histories  
of how specific sites came to be constructed, the  
essays reveal how British cities were fragmented in  
the twentieth century through the introduction of 
modernist planning principles of separation of use, 

This book, from Allies and Morrison, demonstrates 
why architects and urban designers should consider 
the fabric of city spaces, both theoretically and 
tangibly, in order to knit sites back into the city as  
a shifting continuum. 

By: Mark Schaerer, a partner at Scholes Rayne Schaerer Architects in Johannesburg

Pattern 
and place

1 Allies, B. & Haigh, D. 2014. The fabric of place: Allies and Morrison.  
London: Artifice Books on Architecture

combined with the introduction of the motor  
vehicle. The practice’s approach is similar for small  
and large master plans, as highlighted in the varying 
scales − from the BBC Media Village to the massive 
Olympic Games master plan in the City of London. 
Through understanding context, they say the designer 
can understand the ‘fabric’ of a site, propose  
connections and uses that connect seamlessly with  
the existing, and recognise the impact their design 
will have on ‘place’. 

The book is simply, yet beautifully laid out with a 
variety of images, 3D renderings, process sketches, 
models, plans and sections. In one of their observations, 
they display a multitude of plans drawn for the  
Kings Cross Station master plan, including historical 
plans, proposed zoning, shadows, view lines and sketch 
plans. The plans highlight the detail that they delve  
into, the power and descriptive ability of a plan, and  
how they use it to knit the site back into the city on 
multiple levels. Perhaps missing from the book is an 
insight by users of the spaces created, and critique or 
reflection on the successes and failures of their work.

While mainly set in the UK, the practice’s  
principles and theories could equally be applied to  
South African cities that have been significantly 
structured by modernist planning principles. Our 
contexts may be different, but their approach could 
be invaluable for application to our own case studies. 
Beyond the importance of Allies & Morrison’s  
approach is their sharing of their ‘keys to success’,  
which challenges the rather constrained knowledge 
sharing in architecture and urban design in South 
Africa. The book is useful and insightful for  
professionals interested in urban design, and one  
can only hope that local professionals will follow  
suit in describing how they tackle the issues that  
relate to our cities.  ■

1
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I
ntroducing the Silestone® Eternal Collection, the 
new range of colours from Cosentino, the global 
leader in the production of natural stone, quartz and 
architectural surfaces.

The revival trend in the world of decor and interior 
architecture is proof that certain authentic materials, such 
as marble, retain a timeless natural appeal. 

The Silestone® Eternal Collection − a dazzling 
new range of colours, which pays homage to the most 
sought-after, exotic marbles in the natural-stone sector – 
perfectly exemplifies the seductive character that defines 
this noble, enduring material. 

Thanks to the innovation of the Cosentino Research 
and Development Department, the Silestone® Eternal 
Collection offers both advanced functionality and 
enhanced aesthetics, making the range suitable for even 
the most demanding of projects. 

With surfaces modified by N-Boost technology, the 
range’s hi-tech material has a low level of fluid absorption 
and is highly resistant to stains, knocks and scratches, 
making it ideal for kitchens and bathrooms, as well as 
high-use buildings such as hotels, restaurants, hospitals 
and laboratories.

Aesthetically, Silestone® Eternal has an extraordinary 
natural appearance in which different highlights 
contribute to an arresting overall effect. Cosentino has 
achieved penetrating patterns of highlights, visible from 
the surface right through to the depths of the slab, even 
at intersections and edges. The patterns of highlights 
are faithfully repeated with each round of production to 
retain the original essence of the design.

The Eternal Silestone® range includes six shades: 
Calacatta Gold, External Statuario, Charcoal Soapstone, 
Pearl Jasmine, External Serena and External Marquina. 

The Six Shades of Silestone® Eternal
• Calacatta Gold: made up of a white background 

through which wide grey highlights are interspersed 
with unexpected golden glints, paying homage to 
a marble that has been held in high esteem since 
ancient times.

• External Statuario: inspired by the classic Italian 
Carrara marble, it has a white surface with soft 
highlights in a shade of grey. 

• Charcoal Soapstone: its blue-grey finish with defined 

grey highlights is reminiscent of traditional soapstone. 
• External Serena: this grey-stone finish with fine white 

lines drawn through to its depths, serves as a reminder 
of the subtlety and softness of nature. 

• External Marquina: evocative of the beautiful Spanish 
Nero Marquina marble, this offering has an intense 
black background with white details and highlights 
rising to the surface

• Pearl Jasmine: this grey-veined white stone evokes the 
essence of purity.

About Silestone® by Cosentino
Silestone® by Cosentino, the worldwide brand leader in 
quartz surfaces, consists of more than 90% natural quartz 
and is available in more than 90 colours, three textures 
and a range of different formats. 

Silestone® surfaces are highly resistant to stains 
and scratches and have a low level of fluid absorption. 
They are therefore suitable for kitchens and bathrooms 
in homes as well as hotels, restaurants, hospitals, 
laboratories and so on. An exclusive bacteriostatic 
property is also available (qualifies as a special order) 
and Silestone® also includes a recycled series – the 
pioneering and ecofriendly product Eco Line − which is 
manufactured with at least 50% recycled raw materials. 

Silestone® comes with several product guarantees and 
certificates that endorse its quality and includes a 25-year 

SilEstone®  

by consentino
ETERNAL − THE 
DAZZLING NEW 
SILESTONE® 
COLLECTION …
• offers functionality and beauty 

through hi-tech innovation
• available in six shades: 

Calacatta Gold, Statuario, 
Charcoal Soapstone, Pearl 
Jasmine, Serena and Marquina

• designed to include patterns 
of highlights − visible from 
the surface right through to 
the depths of the slab, even at 
intersections and edges. 

The first Silestone® Collection 
manufactured with N-boost 
technology. It makes cleaning 
and maintenance easier and 
achieves a greater intensity of 
colour and increased levels of 
surface brightness. 

1
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warranty. It clearly stands to reason why Silestone® can 
be found in unique constructions, for instance it can be 
seen in the Rafa Nadal Academy by Movistar in Spain, 
where aspiring tennis champs receive professional 
training and quality is at the order of the day. 

N-Boost, the Silestone® 4.0 Revolution
The Eternal Collection is the first Silestone® range that 
is manufactured with N-Boost technology. N-Boost, an 
innovation patented by Cosentino, modifies the surface 
of the material at molecular level, to further enhance its 
technical and aesthetic properties. 

Silestone® N-Boost achieves greater colour intensity 
and surface brightness and makes cleaning and 
maintenance of Silestone® surfaces easier than ever – 
thanks to the material’s water-repellent properties. 

Silestone® Eternal also offers a range of mechanical 
properties characteristic to our brand: high resistance 
to impact and scratching; manufactured in large-
size formats, offering versatility of application. It 
also boasts the international certifications that give 
assurance of its quality: Greenguard and NSF.

Cosentino creates leading global brands such as 
Silestone, the market leader in its sector, for kitchen 
and bathroom quartz surfaces. Since 2011, the 
Cosentino Group has sponsored The World’s 50 Best 
Restaurants award.

For more information, contact:
Telephone: +27 11 974 8914 (Johannesburg)  
or +27 21 385 1866 (Cape Town)
Email: amkhwanazi@cosentino.com 
Web: www.silestone.com

2

3

1 Silestone® by Cosentino is available in 90 colours, three textures and a range of formats.  
2 Suitable for kitchens and bathrooms, it is highly resistant to stains and scratches.  
3 Silestone® offers a 25-year warranty.
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� e story of Prynnsberg Estate has 
led the authors to research its history. 
Part 1, published here, concentrates 
on the history of the estate and family. 
By: Michael Rayne and Katherine Munro

Prynnsberg 
Estate:
 Background History

1

Part 2, planned for the next issue of Architecture SA, looks 
at the specifi cs of its architectural conservation. 

P 
rynnsberg Estate is � ve kilometres east of 
Clocolan in the Free State, in what was known 
as the ‘conquered territories’1. � e history of the 
manor house and the estate is both romantic 

and tragic. It is shrouded by a cloud of inheritance 
controversy, which rankled with some descendants 
of the diamond magnate Charles Newberry, who 
believed they should have inherited it. 

� is is a story of the Prynnsberg Estate and manor 
house, and of the founding father of the Newberry 
family, Charles Newberry, who attempted to rule from 
the grave and thought he could use the legal device of 
� dei commissum − more commonly called ‘entail’ − to 
prevent the sale of the estate through four generations. 
� is story has captured the imaginations of many and 
has resulted in the preservation of an architectural relic 
that some call the ‘architectural jewel of the Free State’.  › 
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This story has captured the imaginations of 
many and has resulted in the preservation 

of an architectural relic that some call the 
‘architectural jewel of the free state’

2

3 4

5 6
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Prynnsberg Estate

The eastern Free State has a rich history. The Boer 
conquest of the Orange Free State in the 1830s and 
1840s brought new settlers, traders and missionaries 
into the area. This, at first, afforded protection to the 
local Basotho groups in the area who were in conflict 
with other groups over land. Unfortunately, this led to 
a misunderstanding in land ownership, which later led 
to land and border disputes between them and the then 
Free State Government. The eastern Free State became 
an area of conflict2. One of the traders, a man named 
William Prynn, acquired a trading post on the farm 
that later became Prynnsberg. Newberry family history 
records that the trading post was acquired in recognition 
for services rendered to various Boer commandos 
called out to deal with ongoing border disputes. Charles 
Newberry purchased the farm and named it either after 
William Prynn or his wife, Sara (Jane) Clarke Prynn3 – 
the grandparents of Charles Newberry’s future wife.   

Charles Newberry arrived in South Africa in 1864 
to help his brother, John, establish a joinery/carpentry/ 
woodworking business in Greytown, Natal. During  
the diamond rush, the brothers made their way to 
Kimberley to try their luck with diamonds4. 

According to James Alabaster, in Kimberley, ‘the 
brothers divided their time between transport and 
building − mainly the provision of dwellings for other 
diggers − and diamond digging, using the proceeds from 
the former to acquire claims and finance their digging 
operations’. They ‘… accumulated funds with which they 
bought and worked claims and after about seven years 
they amalgamated with other diggers to form the Central 
Company to which they contributed eight full claims, at 
which stage they retired from active digging. As a result 
of further amalgamations, De Beers Consolidated (the 
company which became the monopoly finance vehicle  
of Rhodes to consolidate, create and control the lucrative 
diamond industry of Kimberley) came into existence  
and Charles Newberry became a director’5.

At the age of 37 (1878), Charles Newberry, with his 
financial affairs arranged to his satisfaction, went on 
holiday to Durban. On the way, he stopped off at the 
mission station at Thaba ’Nchu to visit the parents of his 
friend Thomas Daniel. It was here that he met Elizabeth 
Mary Daniel. They were married a year later, after 
which they went on their honeymoon − a long journey 

to Natal via the Garden Route to Cape Town, looking 
for an acceptable site to construct their family home. 
They ended up selecting the farm on which Elizabeth’s 
grandparents had owned a trading station. Charles 
named it Prynnsberg6.

Construction commenced on 1881 with an addition 
to an existing structure, probably designed by Charles 
Newberry. Robin Newberry elaborates: ‘In 1881 Charles 
commenced with additions to the existing building, 
which consisted of a single storey dressed sandstone 
structure’. A photograph taken at the time shows ‘the 
original west wing’; ‘imposing garden steps giving access 
from the north,’ and that ‘the background view of the 
hillside is totally devoid of any cover’7. The additions 
consisted of major extensions to the east of the original 
building, together with an added upper storey, all 
dressed in sandstone. Alabaster noted that in addition  
to the work at the manor house, Charles: 
• laid out the then magnificent formal gardens  

of Prynnsberg; 
• established possibly South Africa’s first private game 

reserve on the estate. He wrote: ‘the main idea was 
that the beautiful and various antelope of South Africa 
were in danger of being exterminated, as many species 
had been already, and it was worthwhile from man’s 
point of view (and the creator’s) that the destruction 
should go no further’8; 

• was also the pioneer tree-planter of the Free State and 
established on Prynnsberg the first commercial timber 
plantations in South Africa outside the Cape Province 
(circa 1881-82).9

In the manor house, the Newberrys filled their home 
with expensive antiques and fittings imported from 
Europe. The London firm James Shoolbred & Co was 
commissioned to furnish and decorate the house using 
‘only the best in furnishings and decorations’, which 
were ‘sent out of the Free State from London’ with a 
team ‘of English craftsman to install and complete  › 

1 Partial north elevation. 2 Partial north elevation. 3 Interior view indicating some deterioration 
due to water ingress. 4 Interior view of ground-floor passage. 5 Staircase link to vaulted billiard 
room. 6 Window into the arch room behind tin weather guard. 7 Prynnsberg original. 
8 Original lounge, now used as a dining room. 9 Original dining room, now used as the family room.

8 97
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Prynnsberg Estate

the decorations’10. This, ‘was quite an achievement 
considering that the nearest railhead was 80km away at 
Winburg, requiring ox-wagon transport’11. The shopping 
list was as varied as it was opulent: a sprung floor for 
the ballroom, 12 dozen long-handled feather dusters, 
furniture, writing paper, fence poles and posts, Persian 
rugs, gilded architraves, a country hotel-sized kitchen, 
parquet flooring, wood panelling, paintings, ivory 
billiard balls, silk wallpaper, a steam generator, stable 
doors, a grand piano, crystal chandeliers, dustbins, bed 
linen, porcelain sculptures for the roof of the house and 
garden, monogrammed crockery, Royal Doulton toilet 

bowls, cutlery, Christmas cards, butler’s uniforms  
and a cookbook12. In its heyday, Elizabeth Newberry 
employed a household and garden staff of 20 people.  
This was fine living on the veld. 

The manor house welcomed guests such as Rudyard 
Kipling, the Duke of Connaught, President Steyn, Lord 
Milner, and Bendor, the Duke of Westminster, amongst 
others13. Family tradition states that a frieze painting  
of Noah’s Ark in one of the bedrooms on the upper floor 
of the manor was done by Kipling himself.

‘After three decades of development, Charles 
Newberry, who had reached an age of 71, drew up  
a mutual will to prevent the random disposal of all he  
had built up over the years. In his will he specified 
that on his or his wife’s death the property should 
revert to his eldest son and imposed a fidei commissum 
(entailment) to run for four generations’14.

Entail was a common inheritance practice in England 
where primogeniture (the inheritance of a property by the 
eldest son) ensured that large family estates and properties 
remained an entity, and were retained in a family through 
the generations. The norm was to entail an estate to the 
third generation, and each generation would in turn 
introduce their own entail. The success of entailment 
depended on marriage and the production of a male heir.

According to Hilary Toffoli in her article ‘the Curse 
of Clocolan’, Charles, in a brief memoir written 10 years 
before he died, stated: ‘My aim has always been, and still 
is, to secure a good start and standing in the world for 
all of my children, and to save them from the anxious 
struggle that I endured’15. Charles believed he was doing 
this. His will was an effort ‘to preserve what he had built 
up for future generations’16. He believed that his fortune 
and everything he had established would sustain the 
estate for up to four generations after him.

Upon Charles’ death in 1922, Elizabeth continued to 
farm and live on the estate until her death in 1936. The 
first glimpse we have that Charles’ aim for the future 
was not viable can be seen in the fact that for a brief 
period in the 1930s an ambitious brochure of 12 pages of 
photos and radiant descriptions of the sporting facilities, 
game and scenery was created to advertise the estate as 
a holiday resort. It was anticipated that the estate would 
become a popular weekend getaway for Johannesburg 
elite. This was done to ‘make the place pay’ (for itself)17. 

After Elizabeth’s death, the property was first 
inherited by their eldest surviving son, Ernest (1936).  
The removal of the skylight (dormer) windows and the 
Royal Doulton minarets on the roof are attributed to 
him. He also apparently commissioned the addition of 
a first-floor bathroom, which adjusted the shape of the 
roof. Since Ernest didn’t like having paying guests, he  
put a stop to the holiday resort idea18. 

On Ernest’s’ death in 1956, the house was inherited  
by his eldest son, Edward. The electrification of 
the manor house is attributed to Edward, and he 
commissioned the addition of the bathroom structure  
to the west of the original library.  ›10-13 Prynnsberg elevations: existing, prepared by SRS Architects.
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North elevation

11

south elevation

12

east elevation

13

west elevation
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In 1965, the South African Government passed a law 
– the Immovable Property (Removal or Modifications 
of Restrictions) Act – the intention of which, according 
to Robin Newberry, was to remove impediments to 
developments in towns where entailed properties  
were involved. This law cancelled the provision of 
Charles Newberry’s will and effectively limited the  
fidei commissum to only two generations19. 

Edward died in 1984. Since the entailment had ceased, 
the property was passed on to his wife, Daphne, and 
their son, Trevor.

In the latter years it becomes clear that the fortune 
had run out. All the inheritors did the barest minimum 
to maintain the property, and the estate was barely kept 
alive through farming − even though the house still 
contained ‘the finest collection of 19th-century Art 
Nouveau and late Victorian relics’ in South Africa. 

Trevor Newberry was the great-grandson of Charles 
Newberry. Robin Newberry states, ‘Although being an 
astute and capable farmer, Trevor was not interested in 
the preservation of the antique items on the property, 
and after the death of his mother [parts of the house  
and] many items deteriorated; others disappeared’20. 
Trevor is said to have demolished the conservatories  
and caused much damage to the house, though many 
of the household contents and finishes remained 
untouched. Trevor Newberry died at age 49, in 1993.  
He was an alcoholic and the cause of death was  
cirrhosis of the liver. 

Trevor had made two wills, one of them leaving 
Prynnsberg to a trust. Regrettably, neither was signed. 
He therefore died intestate and the inheritors were 
defined according to the laws of intestate succession21. 

According to Tofolli, Prynnsberg was then inherited 
by Trevor’s three next of kin: his uncle, Oliver Newberry; 
his aunt, Elizabeth Vellacott (born Newberry); and his 
mother’s sister, Lorna Trollip. All three were over 80  
and were being looked after by their children. 

The heirs elected to sell, and the estate, manor house 
and its contents went to auction on the 25 March 1996. 
Stephan Welz & Co, in association with Sotheby’s, 
produced a comprehensive catalogue. The sale marked 
the end of the Newberry era. The farm was purchased  
by a local farmer, Jacob Johannes Prinsloo, who intended 
to strip the manor house of all of its wood and fittings  
to convert it into a farm shed. Fortunately, this plan  
was never implemented.

In 1998, two London-based art dealers, Charles and 
James Alabaster, purchased the estate from the farmer 
with the intention of restoring the manor to its former 
glory. Unfortunately, this dream was never realised, 
primarily because they couldn’t run a restoration  
project from such a distance. The estate remained 
uninhabited for many years.

In 2003, Rick and Sue Melvill took ownership of 
the estate and started the process of restoration. In 
2009, they employed the Johannesburg-based practice 
of Michael Scholes & Associate Architects (now SRS 

Architects) to assist them with the master planning  
and conversion of the manor house into a boutique  
hotel. The primary focus was to adapt the building  
to incorporate bathrooms and plumbing for all of the 
bedrooms, while restoring the structure to adapt it to  
a new function without compromising its integrity. 

Due to budgetary constraints, the master plan was 
put on hold for some time. This gave the architects the 
time needed to extensively document the manor house 
and some of the other structures on the estate. Since 
2009, the main focus of work to the structure has been 
about preservation and restoration: the leaks have been 
fixed, structural problems have been addressed, windows 
and doors have been restored, the main house is semi 
furnished, and the vast garden has been re-established. 
The game keeper’s lodge (called Aran) was restored  
by Krysia Back Interiors and opened as a B&B. 

Today, this project remains a work in progress,  
with the conversion of the manor house under the 
supervision of Bloemfontein-based firm Roodt 
Architects. The vision of the current owners is to restore 
Prynnsberg Manor to a level where it can compete in  
the world of top-end destinations, as typified in the 
annual Condé Nast Traveler Top 100 of the world’s  
best private lodges and destinations.  ■

All the inheritors did the barest minimum to maintain 
the property, and the estate was barely kept alive 
through farming − even though the house still 
contained ‘the finest collection of 19th-century Art 
Nouveau and late Victorian relics’ in South Africa
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T 
his article aims to contribute to an ongoing  
discussion about new works of architecture on 
South African university campuses. Specifically, 
it considers the design of Building L004 on the 

University of Mpumalanga (UMP) campus as a reflection 
of the tensions and complexities inherent to a project that 
is born from architectural competition, positioned on  
a rapidly developing campus, and responds to a complex 
range of informants. 

The political significance of the broader developments 
at play here is apparent: new universities being positioned 
outside of the main urban centres to reflect South Africa’s 
post-1994 provincial geography. Furthermore, the spatial 
consequence thereof is nearing completion in a time 
of great upheaval in the sphere of tertiary education, 
in which student protests have challenged the spatial, 
economic and cultural exclusivity of public universities 
nationwide (see Hendricks & Leibowitz, 2016). 

From an architectural historical perspective, there 
are also broader trajectories to be considered: Building 
L004 and its sister projects on the UMP campus (figures 
2 and 3) form part of a long tradition of campus schemes 
commissioned by competition (see Kotze, 2011). These 
projects hope to follow in the footsteps of a variety of 
successful university projects completed in recent times: 
the Faculty of Law building in Pretoria by Kruger Roos, 
the Thakaneng Bridge in Bloemfontein by The Roodt 
Partnership (see reviews in Joubert, 2009) and Michele 

A design critique of Building L004, on the University of Mpumalanga 
campus, another ambitious project that was the outcome of a design 

competition and subsequent collaboration. 

By Jan Hugo and Johan Swart

Sandilands’ UNISA campus extensions in Cape Town  
(see Constable, 2014), to cite but a few. It is within this 
broader context of creating quality campus environments 
that the design under review is considered here in the 
endeavour to make its contribution to these campus legacies.

A NEW LOWVELD CAMPUS
In March 2010, the Department of Higher Education and 
Training (DHET) appointed task teams to establish two 
new South African universities (New Universities, 2017). 
Sites were promulgated in 2013 (Government Notices 630 
and 631 of 2013), establishing the Sol Plaatje University 
(SPU) in Kimberley and the University of Mpumalanga 
(UMP) in Nelspruit as new higher-education learning 
sites. In the same year, it was announced that a series  › 

A place for 

higher 
learning

1 North-western view of Building L004. 2 Collage of material use and façade articulation of new 
buildings on UMP campus. 

2
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of the new buildings for each of the campuses would 
be commissioned through a two-phased architectural 
competition managed by the Wits Project Management 
Team (Wits PMT). The two-phased competition format 
resulted in an extended process of design, which, 
according to the DHET, highlights ‘the important 
influence that the physical environment has on the 
quality of the teaching and learning experience’  
(Leading Architecture and Design, 2013).

The first phase of the MPU campus 
development competition required 
a conceptual campus-wide proposal 
(figure 4) based on a master plan 
developed by Ludwig A. Hansen (Steyl, 
2017). Seven architecture firms were 
shortlisted from this first round to 
take part in the second phase of the 
competition (Leading Architecture and 
design, 2013). The second phase required 
the development of a prototypical 
building for a specific location within 
the campus. During this phase a series 
of spatial, formalistic and material 
explorations were undertaken (DHET, 

2013: 29-32). As a result, four architecture firms were 
tasked with the design of new campus buildings: Cohen 
and Garson, TC Design Architects, Conco Bryan 
Architects and GAPP Architects and Urban Designers 
(Leading Architecture and Design, 2013).

The urban design framework for the MPU campus 
was developed by Ludwig Hansen Architects and Urban 
Designers. As the framework is located within the 
existing Lowveld Agriculture College campus grounds,  
a phased developmental process has been proposed.  
The framework defines the development of three 
distinct sub-campuses. The first phase, Lower Campus, 
is an infill project extending the existing college 
infrastructure. The Hill and Orchard Campuses will be 
on agricultural land on the site’s north-west (figure 5).

The existing college complex consists of a series of 
sandstone-hued face-brick structures set back from the 
access road among an informally terraced landscape. The 
vehicular approach is on the central axis of the building 

complex with the parking areas positioned between the 
building and the access road, amplifying the utilitarian, 
non-specific identity of the place. The Lower Campus 
development retains the existing spatial logic of the 
college campus and extends the vehicular and pedestrian 
movement patterns around the existing dams towards 
the east of the site (figure 3). As proposed, these dams 
will be developed as central green spaces around which 
a series of perimeter block and strip buildings will be 
located with specific focus on articulating the public 
space and pedestrian routes.

Building L004 (figure 1) is a multifunctional building 
with an auditorium located on the ground floor, offices 
for academic and support staff on the upper levels, and 
informal meeting and lecture spaces spread throughout. 
It is located close to the central administration and 
educational complex of the existing campus, filling the 
vacant south-eastern corner of the complex (figure 3). 
The building attaches to an east-west pedestrian 
route proposed by the urban design framework as a 
continuation of an existing pathway linking up with 
future campus development phases towards the east.

DESIGN CRITIQUE
For this review, Building L004 is presented as a series 
of discussion points relating to inherent tensions in the 
design and conceptual questions posed by the project. 
The design affords us the opportunity to discuss the 
unresolved negotiations between its internal logic and its 
contextual determinants; between its conceptual intention 
and its material execution; and between its attempts at 
experimentation and the consistency of its outcomes.

A number of themes were selected: identity, fit, 
layering and craft. ‘Identity’ is both architectural and 
social − in some ways intended and in others inferred; 
‘Fit’ is the attempt to negotiate between concept and 
context; ‘Layering’ overlaps envelope, circulation and 
function; and ‘Craft’ concerns materials and making.

IDENTITY
Building L004, in forming part of a larger urban-design 
framework that connects it to a series of new campus 
interventions, is part of an attempt to create an identity 

Building L004 
represents a 

commendable attempt 
by its designer to 

create an innovative 
campus building that

integrates well within 
an existing campus 

3 4
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for the university − transforming a small rural facility 
into an expansive educational campus. The building is 
by far the smallest of the new campus buildings, and it 
needed to conform to a material palette agreed upon for 
the all of the new campus additions. Against this, one 
can perhaps understand the architect’s formal strategy, 
conceiving of a heavy and grounded monolith – which is 
almost monumental in its immediate experience, given 
the compact footprint, heavy structure and solid edges, 
but also softened in parts by the carving out of niches 
and corners, and the patterning of screens.

Hidden by the external cohesion of the structure lies 
a diverse programmatic sequence (figure 6), which can 
either be seen as a multifunctional typology expressing 
the fluid identity of contemporary learning spaces or as 
a conglomerate of leftover functions. The challenge for 
the architect was to create a sense of belonging for its 
permanent occupants (academic and support staff from 
various departments) while also accommodating the 
daily thoroughfare of students.

The non-hierarchical, chiefly open-air movement route 
circulates through the building, connecting various 
spaces, suggesting opportunities for appropriation, 
interaction, future reinterpretation. But the compact 
plan, cellular layout and heavy structural facades (figure 
8−10) will make the building difficult to adapt or extend, 
and concerns for access control may limit the diversity 
of users and programmes in future. It will be interesting 
to see how the building accommodates changing user 
requirements and institutional identities.

3 Aerial photograph indicating new buildings on UMP campus. (image adapted from Google 
Earth). 4 Rendered proposal submitted by TC Design Architects during the competition phase. 
5 Broader urban framework proposal of UMP Campus.  6 Conceptual drawing depicting the 
hierarchy and distribution of functional spaces. 7 Site plan of Building L004. 8 Section through 
the central arcade and courtyard. 9 Ground-floor plan of Building L004. 10 First-floor plan of 
Building L004. 

FIT
The broader questions about architectural identity 
and typology perhaps determined the conceptual 
development of the building at first, but upon closer 
inspection it is the negotiation between conceptual logic 
and the immediate campus context that deserves further 
discussion. The site presented fixed conditions: a right 
trapezoid-shaped area for the building footprint; the east-
west pedestrian axis to the north; two existing campus 
buildings to the north and west; and a vehicular road 
curving around the south-eastern boundary (figure 7).

The northern edge of the building does well to enforce 
the improved existing east-west pedestrian axis of the 
urban framework, while the western edge allows for 
open pedestrian spaces along a north-south axis aligning 
with the entrance of the existing building to the north 
(figure 11). The crossing of these two axes, as well as an 
expectation for pedestrians to approach the building 
from the west, emphasises the north-west corner as  
a point of arrival. Here (figure 1) the feature elements  
of the design are well presented: a strong brick volume 
layered with brick screens and carved away to receive 
a well articulated steel staircase. But this same point  › 

plans (figures 7,9,10):

01. Auditorium

02. Seminar Room

03. Break-Out Space

04. Meeting Room

05. Toilets

06. Senior Office

07. Atrium

08. Kitchenette

09. PA Office

10. HOD Office

11. Reception Office

12. Admin Block

13. Hall

Strip Section  
(figure 8) :

02. Concrete plinth for  
 air handling units

03. Insulation to  
 suspended slab  
 loose laid over  
 waterproofing with  
 pebble ballast over

04. RC slab

06. Precast concrete  
 lintel

11. Face brick externally  
 laid in stretcher bond  
 flush mortar joints  
 with internal walls  
 plastered and painted

8 9 10

hill campus
orchard campus

existing campus

lower campus

5 6
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of arrival disappoints as a pedestrian embrace − a stark 
corner on the ground floor facing the visitor with two 
emergency exits. The architect does, however, create a 

continuity of public space into the building 
by cutting open a north-south corridor 
further east through the centre of the ground 
floor. In an attempt to leave the ground-floor 
edges of the building unobstructed, this 
axis is almost unmarked and completely 
disappears when the sliding steel entrance 
screens are closed (figure 12 and 13).

In a number of ways, the building is ‘a 
good fit’: its footprint sits well within the 
precinct; its form holds the corner and edge 
of the central campus complex well, but does 
not overpower its neighbours; the ground-
floor auditorium utilises the site contours; 
and the brick masses are shaped to fit the 
irregular site.

However, a counter-argument could be that this results 
in an uncomfortable middle ground between an attempt 
at individuality and a contextual malleability. The boldly 
shaped brick masses lend it an iconic quality, but an attempt 
to fill the site (figure 7) and connect to the landscape 
manifests in a few oddly configured rooms on ground floor 
and a southern faÇade full of bends and extrusions.

LAYERING
As prescribed by the framework, Building L004 adopted a 
perimeter block typology (Hansen, 2016:29). The building 
is enveloped in masonry layers and laser-cut steel screens 

11 View along western edge of Building L004 towards existing campus building. 12&13 Steel 
sliding screen at northern entrance in open and closed positions. 14 View from courtyards 
towards northern entrance, circulation core and seminar spaces. 

The architects,
contractors and  

project managers 
collaborated on  

various projects on 
 the campus, in an 

ecosystemic,
informal exchange  

of knowledge

with programmed perimeter spaces sheltering an 
open arcade and introverted courtyard. With minimal 
apertures towards the surrounding context, this layered 
structure reads as an insular mass, yet it creates inviting 
open spaces on the ground level that serve as a sheltered 
foyer for the auditorium users (figure 14).

The open, light-filled courtyard and upper corridors 
form a highly compact and complex structure (figure 
8). The courtyard also contributes environmentally by 
allowing the occupants to experience additional daylight 
and ventilation within the interior. Unfortunately, the 
courtyard has a flaw: its exposure to the elements and 
limited rainwater protection has led to a proposal by the 
building managers to cover it over. The potential impact 
on the building as a whole has yet to be discovered.

A complex façade wraps the structure and filters  
light ingress, providing security and access control  
and enclosing the compact footprint and form. Yet  
the ground-level threshold into the building is rather 
abrupt. Contrastingly, upon entering, the inviting 
internal spatial composition is progressively revealed  
as one moves through the building, through employing  
a series of small informal seating and collection spaces  
to articulate the various entrances.

While the vertical spatial hierarchy seemingly reserves 
the upper levels for academics and support staff and 
creates access control points in its vertical circulation, 
the interspersing of various informal lecture facilities 
and unprogrammed social spaces throughout the upper 
levels underpins the multifunctional, non-hierarchical 
nature of the project. This results in a dichotomous 
experience of a freely accessible yet securable entity, 
which should facilitate a high degree of exchange 
between various users. These informal facilities should 
enable adaptable learning spaces to facilitate innovative 
teaching and self-driven learning.

As an environmentally sensitive response to the 
local climate, the masonry and concrete structure 
provides considerable thermal mass while the façade 
is selectively opened to enable natural ventilation. The 
architects developed a holistic ventilation strategy by 
shading the structure to limit heat gain, using the central 
courtyard as exhaust, allowing large openings for natural 
ventilation, and limiting air-conditioning to the offices 
and seminar spaces.

The hybrid ventilation strategy entails that only selected 
individual spaces are mechanically ventilated; corridors 
and common spaces are naturally ventilated. Also, all the 
mechanically ventilated spaces are fitted with operable 
windows that not only provide ultimate user control,  
but also contribute to a robust ventilation strategy.

While the overall composition of the screens and 
spatial articulation of the corridors and balconies reflects 
careful consideration, at times the positioning of the 
external windows does not convey the same care and 
discipline. In addition, the design of a homogenous 
envelope results in using the same screened articulation 
on the various building façades. Yet when considering  › 
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solar angles, sun paths and the immediate context, the 
north-facing and west- or east-facing solar controls 
should ideally differ. This would have allowed more 
light into the north-facing offices. Ultimately, weaving 
the envelope together with steel and masonry screens 
achieves holistic integration and a layered identity 
through the innovate use of the construction material.

CRAFT
The climatic response to ameliorating solar gain 
informed Building L004 conceptually and developed 
from a series of explorations into screened buildings 
submitted during the competition’s first phase (figure 4). 
The second conceptual approach developed a monolithic 
structure from which space seems to have been carved. 
As a result, the envelope is articulated with flush-jointed, 
homogenous face brick. Extensive cavity walls are used 
to articulate a heavy, singular structure. In an effort to 
soften the faÇade, a series of patterned masonry screens 
weave the envelope together. Though detailed differently 
to the other new buildings on the campus, the textured 
façade conveys the collective campus identity.

Structurally, the building uses a concrete framed 
structure with masonry infill. Yet due to the solar  
screens and the depth of the cavity walls, the masonry 
infill is structural in itself. Therefore, while in many 
instances the tactile and structural qualities of bricks 
have been successfully integrated with the concrete 
structure, the complexity of detailing such a heavy, 
monolithic screen-like structure wrapping the concrete 
frame resulted in many intricate joints, which, 
unfortunately, remained unresolved. This inability 
to apply the same quality of detailing throughout the 
building perhaps reflects the complexity of the structure 
and the tight constraints under which the project  
was executed.

As an attempt at sharing and developing technical 
knowledge as a continuum, both new campus 
developments (UMP and SPU) set out to create a culture 
of knowledge sharing. To enable skills transfer, both 
projects mandated that all professional and construction 
teams include young apprentice professionals as part 
of the development team (Steyl, 2017). Simultaneously, 
the large-scaled nature of the project resulted in trans-
disciplinary engagements. In many cases, the architects, 
contractors and project managers collaborated on various 
projects on the same campus, resulting in an ecosystemic, 
informal exchange of knowledge (Steyl, 2017).

The design development process included bi-weekly 
feedback sessions between the urban designers, many 
architects of both the SPU and UMP campuses and 
the WITS project-management team (Steyl, 2017). 
This resulted in a material palette and specifications 
developed collectively manner based on experience, 
availability of local materials and the need to express 
collective campus identities. The interior thus uses a 
limited material palette with minimal finishes and 
robust materials, while off-shutter concrete ceilings, 
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face-brick walls and exposed services convey honesty in 
material use throughout the building.

CONCLUSION
Building L004 represents a commendable attempt by its 
designer to create an innovative campus building that 
integrates well within an existing campus environment 
and provides quality educational spaces. The building 
deserves discussion as an interwoven layering of 
structure and envelope, and as an intriguingly compact 
yet imposing functional object. While the conceptual 
consistency and quality of detailing could have benefited 
from further iteration, the building is a worthwhile 
experiment in cross-programming and plastic form-
giving. This review introduces a number of typological, 
technical, conceptual and contextual dilemmas that the 
production of Building L004 highlights. Many of these 
issues will be faced by other new campus buildings that 
are sure to follow in the near future.  ■

im
ag

es
: T

C D
es

ig
n A

rc
hi

te
ct

s, 
J H

ug
o &

 J 
Sw

ar
t ,

 a
da

pt
ed

 fr
om

 D
HE

T, 
20

13
:6

.

ARCH84_Project2_Building4.indd   25 3/7/17   9:57 AM



The Moruleng Cultural Precinct

In its realisation of a contemporary  
rural museum, this award-winning  
project has charted new territory.

By: Bea Roberts, Photographs: Natasha Laurent,  
Francis Gerard, Beth Stevens

1

Honouring old and new: 

The 
Moruleng 
Cultural 
Precinct
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The Moruleng Cultural Precinct

J 
ust under 200 years ago, Kgosi Pilane − the chief of 
a Tswana group called the Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela − 
settled his people at Mmasobudule on the Elands 
River, in the area today known as the Pilanesberg. 

During the reign of Kgosi Kgamanyane, Pilane’s 
son and successor, the Voortrekkers arrived in the 
Pilanesberg district and started laying claim to the land 
in that region. With their arrival in the early 1800s 
came a system of formal land registration. Before then, 
African law and custom viewed land as belonging to the 
community, not to any one individual. Soon, settler land 
claims encroached on the land occupied by the Bakgatla-
ba-Kgafela and other African communities. 

Life wasn’t easy for the African communities in the 
Transvaal. Besides the fact that they were losing much 
of their land to white settlers, they had to contend with 
cattle raids, inter-tribal battles and white demand for 
labour, which was often offset against land tenure. Boers 
frequently captured black children for indentured labour, 
and droughts, floods, locusts and disease were regular 
occurrences. Nonetheless, under Kgamanyane the 
Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela flourished. Although not formally 
theirs, they had access to large areas of land, and were 
thus able to grow crops and keep cattle, build towns  
and buy manufactured items. The tribe increased in 
number, as did their cattle stocks, but still black people 
couldn’t buy land.

It took farsighted leaders and cooperative missionaries to 
work out ways of ensuring that black communities secured 
their ancestral lands. In 1861 Kgosi Kgamanyane moved 
his capital from Mmasobudule to Paul Kruger’s farm, 
Saulspoort, at Moruleng, on the slopes of the Pilanesberg.  
In 1869, the Dutch Reformed missionary Henri Gonin 
bought the farm from Kruger for £900, with the 
Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela contributing half for the purchase. 
The deed of sale stated that Kgamanyane, his people and 
their descendants would always be allowed to live there.

Today, platinum wealth has enabled the Bakgatla-
ba-Kgafela to embark on a number of significant 
developments. One of these is the Moruleng Cultural 

Precinct on the slopes of the Mmammitlwa Mountain, 
a site of extraordinary historical, cultural and 
architectural significance. 

The precinct is a wonderful example of innovative, 
creative heritage practice. The origins go back to 2009, 
when a Johannesburg-based museum and exhibition 
collaborative, Totem Media, was approached by Kgosi 
Nyalala Pilane of the Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela Traditional 
Administration to install a small temporary exhibition in 
the Mphebatho Museum in Moruleng. Out of this modest 
installation grew a vision of a cultural precinct that would 
allow members of the Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela community, 
as well as visitors, to explore the cultural heritage, 
traditions and history of the Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela.

In 2011, Kgosi Nyalala Pilane gave Totem Media and 
the architectural practice Office 24-7 the brief to renovate 
the existing museum, restore the old Dutch Reformed 
Mission Church adjacent to the museum, and develop 
a precinct with new exhibitions and installations. 
His vision for the precinct was that it should generate 
conversations about cultural values, beliefs, knowledge 
systems and practices as they inform Bakgatla-ba-
Kgafela identity and shape possible futures. 

Office 24-7 is a thinking practice that is constantly 
seeking new ways of working: collaborating across 
disciplines, fields and scales in the frame of heritage, 
exhibition, and museum design and development. The 
Moruleng Cultural Precinct is an exemplary example  
of such a multilayered project.  ›

It took farsighted leaders and cooperative 
missionaries to work out ways of ensuring that  
black communities secured their ancestral lands

1 Amphitheatre. 2 Kitchen building, exterior view.  3 Interior view of new bell tower. 

2 3
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At the heart of the precinct lies the Mphebatho 
Cultural Museum, built as a school in 1937 by a 
Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela initiation regiment. The simple  
and symmetrical floor plan consists of two wings either 
side of a central hall with a small yard to the west.  
The main entrance on the east side leads to both  
wings via a veranda and has a symmetrical façade  
with roof gables. 

In 1998, together with the architect Peter Rich, the 
community renovated the school to become a museum 
for the preservation of the cultural practices and 
heritage of the Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela. Community elder 
Mmakgotla Grace Masuku sourced artefacts from 
more than 30 villages, and shared her comprehensive 
knowledge of Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela customs, traditional 
healing and conservation. 

By 2011, when Office 24-7 started the second 
renovation, the old school building was clearly suffering 

from a lack of maintenance and 
some non-sensitive additions. The 
architectural strategy was largely 
to remove the additions (a built-
in stoep on the west façade and a 
defunct bathroom structure), repair 
structural damage and completely 
overhaul the exterior façade.

The renovated museum allows 
visitors to experience Bakgatla-ba-
Kgafela culture and traditions as 
they have evolved. The exhibition 
is split between two key areas. The 
first considers culture and belief 
from the inside out. Highly visual 
and tactile installations introduced 
by a multiscreen video installation 
explain how creation stories, 

traditional beliefs, healing systems and cattle and clay 
helped the Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela navigate their lives over 
centuries − and still do today. It also explains how the 
key life stages – birth, initiation, marriage and death – 
are observed and celebrated. 

Cultural traditions
Entering the first room of the exhibition is almost like 
stepping into an art installation. A curved, scalloped  
wall central to the exhibition mimics ancient 
stonewalling, acting as a backdrop for the installation, 
which has over 2 000 unique parts. 

The scalloped wall slips into a re-creation of the 
landscape that forms the backdrop to the village of 
Moruleng. Oversized cattle are scattered across the 
landscape, their scale depicting the value of cattle to  
the Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela. 

The design team was committed to working with  
the raw materials traditionally used by the Bakgatla-ba-
Kgafela, including wood, copper, rawhide and clay. The 
scalloped wall fuses precolonial-settlement walls with 
mud walls featuring lekgapo (cow dung) patterns, into  
a digital, pixelated-textured structure. 

Textual information is deconstructed into bite-sized, 
three-dimensional information ‘tweets’. Each conveys an 
idea, belief or tradition of the Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela, and 
they make for easy reading. 

The entire installation pays homage to rural women, 
and their power. The making of the lekgapo marks 
is symbolic of ploughing the soil, growing food and 
sustaining life. The intimacy of the small images in the 
round, copper-edged ‘tweets’ lauds the role and influence 
of women in Tswana culture.

Written history
The museum’s second room looks at Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela 
history from the outside in, drawing on a variety of 
written sources, using the lens of traditional museum 
views. Many of the images are photographs taken by 
the renowned social anthropologist Isaac Schapera, 
who spent a number of years in the 1930s living with 
the Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela in Botswana. These images are 
drawn from an ethnographic archive held at the Royal 
Anthropological Institute (RAI) in London. The RAI 
digitised the collection for the benefit of the Bakgatla- 
ba-Kgafela community.

You exit the museum through a small shop into a 
landscape of iron-age settlement patterns − a detail of 
the first Kgosi Pilane’s settlement that can still be visited 
in the Pilanesberg National Park. 

The precinct forces a complete rethink of the notion  
of the cultural museum. The architectural structures  
and landscape layering are an integral part of the 
exhibition narrative. Numerous historical influences  
on the Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela community are at play in  
this space, from precolonial stone settlements and 
systems to how Christianity and apartheid have  
affected this rural community.

Visitors make their way past the stonewalled 
structures and through the landscaped terrain to a 
beautifully restored Dutch Reformed Mission Church, 
built in 1889. In 2009, it was a virtual ruin, yet its 
potential was clear. Under the meticulous guidance of 
architect Nabeel Essa, the slow process of restoration was 
undertaken, with every detail carefully thought through. 

‘All we had to go on were two historical photos from 
the late 1930s and early 1960s. We had to extrapolate 
from these what the character of the original building 
would have been,’ says Essa. ‘We demolished the original 
southern gable of the church and rebuilt it from concrete 
stock brick. We reconstructed the front door opening 
with a triangular head, using the 1930s photograph, 
and, since there was no information on the timber detail 
of the original door, we inserted a frameless glass door 
into the opening. The side door on the east elevation  › 

The architectural 
structures and 

landscape layering are 
an integral part of the 

exhibition narrative. 
Numerous historical 

influences on the 
Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela 

community are at play 
in this space

4 Site plan. 5 Mphebatha museum plan. 6 Restored Dutch Reformed Church. 7 View of sites of 
interest structure. 8 New museum bathroom, exterior view.  9 Exhibition interior. 10 Amphitheatre.
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The Moruleng Cultural Precinct

Much of the production involved local artisans and crafters drawing on age-old, almost 
forgotten traditions, thus enabling them to bring their knowledge into a modern context  
and pass on skills to a younger generation

1. Selefana display 
 structure

2. New kgotla/ 
 amphitheatre

3. Mphebatho  
 Museum 

4. New ablutions  
 and kitchen block

5. Restored Dutch  
 Reformed Church

6. New indigenous  
 landscape

7. New church  
 bathroom and  
 office block

8. Existing uniting  
 Reform Church

9. New Bell tower

1.  New Lelapha  
 structures

2.  New stairs and  
 ramp to entrance

3.  Kgosi Linchwe’s  
 bust on new plinth

4.  Reception  
 and offices

5.  Exhibition room 1

6.  Exhibition

7.  Exhibition Room 2

8.  Museum Shop

9.  Museum archive

10. Outdoor  
 seating area

11.  Museum  
 coffee  shop

12. Meeting room

4 5

6

7

8

9

10
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THE PROJECT TEAM 
Architects: Office 24-7
Project team: Nabeel Essa, William Dewar, Beth Stevens, 
Letlhabile Shubane
Structural engineers: MVW Consulting Engineers
Electrical engineers: CKR Consulting Engineers
Landscape architect: Patrick Watson 
Quantity surveyor: Quanco Quantity Surveyors
Museum development and project management: Totem Media
Exhibition design: Brainwave
Community liaison officer: Mr Mankgeli
Contractors: BriDev Projects, Thoma Thabiso Construction
Exhibition contractors: Image K, Digital Fabric

Amphitheatre kgotla
Another outstanding feature of the precinct is its 
amphitheatre. Its design draws on the traditional kgotla,  
or meeting place, often centred around a big tree. The raked 
amphitheatre kgotla has been carved into the landscape 
with a latticed pergola structure providing shading. The 
pergola design is a contemporary reinterpretation of the 
lekgapo patterning traditionally used on floors and walls, 
but using lathes and steel. When the sun is overhead, 
beautiful shadow patterns are cast on the ground. 

Settlement patterns
Essa explains the thinking behind the landscaping 
of the precinct: ‘Landscaping was used to establish a 
unifying framework, and to enforce and enhance new 
relationships between the heritage buildings on the site. 
Our intention was to look at the history of the Bakgatla-
ba-Kgafela though a broad lens. As such, the landscaping 
overlays and reconfigures the ground by utilising 
traditional stone walls, reconstructing the pattern of a 
nearby Iron Age Tswana settlement. We also layered the 
site with indigenous traditional medicine gardens.’ 

The precinct is an approachable, accessible space  
that draws visitors in, and inspires them to engage 
with the history and culture of a unique traditional 
community. It talks eloquently to issues of localised 
identity in a global framework, and its design creates 
several dynamic moments as you move between interior 
and exterior, between age-old beliefs and traditions  
and present-day realities.

The Moruleng Cultural Precinct, officially opened 
in 2015, has been hailed by community members 
and visitors alike. It has charted new territory in its 
realisation of a contemporary rural museum. The 
precinct will undoubtedly change perceptions of rural 
communities and, hopefully, inspire others to be  
equally innovative in their approach to issues of  
identity, history, culture and the future. 

In 2016, Office 24-7 was awarded a Corobrik SAIA 
Award of Commendation 2015/16 for the The Moruleng 
Cultural Precinct. In 2015, Office 24-7 received the Pretoria 
Institute for Architecture Award of Merit and Best Public 
Architecture Award 2014/15 for the precinct.  ■

11 Sites of interest.

was treated similarly. We left much of the original brick 
unplastered, juxtaposed against new insertions. A new 
ramp was constructed to deal with level changes. It was 
made of dark brick to reflect that it is a contemporary 
insertion, and a shadow detail was used to separate it 
from the original structure.’

Today, the church is a mutifunctional exhibition and 
event space. It houses an exhibition, including films, on 
the impact of missionary and colonial influence on the 
Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela, showing how, over the years, they’ve 
found ways for Christianity and tradition to respectfully 
live alongside each other. A new bell tower has been 
erected alongside the church. At the top, visitors have a 
vista over the precinct and the village of Moruleng. The 
stillness is only interrupted by the lowing of cattle in the 
distance, the occasional car passing by, the chatter of 
women and children, and the rustle of grass.

Design and build
The interior and exterior design of the precinct draws 
extensively on traditional craft, skills and building 
methods. Much of the production involved local artisans 
and crafters drawing on age-old, almost forgotten 
traditions, thus enabling them to bring their knowledge 
into a modern context and pass on skills to a younger 
generation. The master stonewaller of the precinct was a 
local community member, Mr Ramafoko, who was well 
into his sixties at the time of construction. Stonewalling 
has run in Mr Ramafoko’s family for generations; as a 
young boy he worked alongside his father, acquiring 
not only the skill, but also the patience and single-
mindedness needed to become a master of his craft.

Throughout the precinct, deliberate effort has been 
made to allow visitors to distinguish old from new 
elements on the site. The new elements were created 
with a dark-brown brick, while the existing items were 
restored to their original white exteriors. 

1.  Moruleng Cultural Precinct

2.  Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela Tribal Authority offices

3.  Rainmaking Rock

4.  Missionary Grave Site

5.  First School

6.  Kgamanyane’s Wall

11

The Moruleng Cultural Precinct
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advertorial

The Equitone fibre cement materials that offer versatile cladding solutions to the world’s 
leading architects have a long and illustrious legacy.
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W 
hat makes each Equitone facade panel so 
unique? The answer lies in the legacy of its 
exceptional material. 

The invention of fibre cement in the late 19th 
century was born out of a filtration process that combined 
the elements of mineral materials, water, air and fire. 
The result made such an impression that the material was 
named ‘Eternit’ in reference to its superior durability.

Etex, the Belgian industrial group and holding 
company of Marley Building Systems in South Africa, 
has manufactured fibre cement materials since 1905, 
and the most prestigious incarnation in this proud 
heritage of unique materials is the Equitone faҫade 
material range.

In the 1950s, leading architects, such as Walter 
Gropius, pioneered the use of coated fibre cement panels 
using the ventilated facade (rain screen) system. And 
today’s leading architects continue to use fibre cement in 
innovative expressions. 

‘Leading architects of our time are exploring and 
transforming the Equitone material into remarkable 
facade designs,’ comments Marinda De Beer, the 
product and specification manager for Facades at 
Marley Building Systems. ‘The highly expressive fibre 
cement sheets are available in 8mm and 12mm widths, 
and lend the perfect flair for a vivid surface texture or 
accent for whichever design options an architect may 
want to explore,’ she says. 

Equitone facades also lend themselves to healthy 
living design as they boast a host of qualities under 
the banner of green building practices, particularly 
the provision of well-ventilated and comfortable inner 
buildings. Environmentally friendly building technology 
is a hallmark of Marley Building Systems, which offers 
innovative, sustainable and complete building solutions to 
the market.

The efficiency and durability of Equitone’s cladding 
solutions speak to this cutting-edge mindset and present 
significant advantages, including: 
• elimination of thermal bridges
• reduction in the impact of direct solar radiation
• reduction of structural movements
• evacuation of moisture, thanks to resistance to mould 

and fungi
• prevention of condensation inside the building.
In addition, Equitone facades provide excellent sound 
insulation and are fire-resistant, boasting an Euroclass 
A2 rating.

Most Equitone facade materials are not treated 
with artificial colour coatings, giving the equitoned 
(or through-coloured) materials a raw, unfinished 
character. There are six different materials in the 
Equitone range, which each have unique finishes and 
colour options:
• Equitone [linea] – a unique 3D material that plays with 

light and shadow.
• Equitone [tectiva] – characterised by a rough, slightly 

sanded surface that is delicate to the touch.
• Equitone [natura] – displays the raw texture of the core 

eternity fibre cement material, comes in a large panel 
size, and can be transformed into any size or shape.

• Equitone [pictura] – a smooth and ultra-matt 
architectural finish.

• Equitone [materia] – the surface is not treated and 
shows the raw texture of the base material.

• Equitone [textura] – the finish is highly glazed, 
granular and acrylic.

Beneath the facade

1 Equitone facade panels are used for various applications. 

For more information, contact:
Ayanda Ndlovu 
Brand and Communications Manager 
Telephone: +27 11 316 2121 
Mobile: +27 82 459 0044
Email: ayanda.ndlovu@marley.co.za 
Web: www.marleybuildingsystems.co.za
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Changing the 

Skyline: 
Hillbrow, 
Berea and 
the Building 
of Ponte
Johannesburg’s most 
iconic building both 
reviles and fascinates.  
It holds a unique 
place in South Africa’s 
collective imagination 
and, as material 
artifact, it – and its 
surroundings − reflect 
both the best and worst 
of this country’s history.

By: Melinda Silverman
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P 
onte looms large – both on the Johannesburg skyline, 
and in the imaginaries of its residents. It embodies 
the city's greatest hopes – and darkest fears. 

This essay explores Ponte as material artefact −  
a concrete manifestation of its time and place. It outlines 
the optimism that engendered its birth; the shifts in 
capital reqired to finance its construction; and the 
technological innovations necessary to build on this 
scale. But Ponte is more than a physical structure: it is 
an ideological construct, channelling ideas about race, 
class and gender. It has come to symbolise the changing 
fortunes of Johannesburg's inner city. 

BOLD BEGINNINGS
Once completed, Ponte was the most swaggeringly 
ambitious residential block in Africa. When it was 
planned in the late 1960s, at the height of apartheid-era 
confidence, the outlook for white Johannesburg couldn’t 
have seemed rosier. Adjoining suburbs Hillbrow and 
Berea were booming. In Hillbrow, towering apartment 
blocks were rising and South Africa’s first 24-hour 
shops were opening. The Hillbrow Tower, capped by a 
stylish revolving restaurant, was set to redefine the city’s 
skyline. The slightly quieter residential streets of Berea 
were changing, too, as huge blocks went up, with Ponte 
destined to be the hugest of all.

Demand for flats was so intense, units were often 
rented out − and occupied − while buildings were under 
construction.1 Pieter Smith, one of the few surviving 
construction managers associated with Ponte, says,  
‘Flats were so scarce, you couldn’t build fast enough.’2

But in the time surrounding the six years that it took 
to construct Ponte, everything changed. Simmering 
township unrest turned into outright revolt, the property 
market collapsed, and white confidence turned to anxiety. 
Conceived in self-assurance, Ponte was born into despair. 
The dramatic building on the Berea Ridge, which  › 
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once shouted unbridled development and irrepressible 
optimism, came to signal hyperbole, if not hubris. 

Hillbrow was established in the 1890s as a 
predominantly residential neighbourhood consisting 
of detached houses for middle-class workers.3 It was 
portrayed as ‘the healthiest and most fashionable portion 
of Johannesburg’.4 The area’s proximity to transport and 
jobs in the inner city made it attractive. But there was 
also a sense of impermanence: Hillbrow was ‘a transit 
camp to suburbia’.5

By the late 1920s, Hillbrow’s position between the 
city centre and the northern suburbs made it attractive 
to property speculators. Soon, low-rise detached houses 
were pulled down to be replaced by three- and four-
storey rental blocks. 

During the 1950s, in the industrial expansion after 
WW2, the physical fabric of Hillbrow was radically altered 
by the construction of high-density, high-rise apartments. 
This boom was spurred by a large population of 
predominantly single, skilled white workers from various 
European countries needing rental accommodation; the 
removal of height restrictions under the newly revised 
town-planning scheme of 1947; and the highly charged 
market for rental flats near ‘town’. Hillbrow became 
a speculator’s market and construction companies 
flourished, as it was a prime site for shops, offices and flats.

MODERNIST INFLUENCES
At the same time, modernist ideas about housing were 
spreading under the influence of international architects 
like Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe and Walter 
Gropius. Tenets of this utopian faith were absorbed in 
South Africa, in the rush to deliver low-cost housing. 
This occurred in the racially segregated townships and 
in the rising flatlands of the city centres, intended for 
whites. Local acolytes of the modernists were soon 
caught up in approaches to solving the housing problem.

One range of modernist ideas was being tested in the 
sprawling matchbox zones of the townships; another 
was being tested in the closely packed city blocks 
of Hillbrow and Berea. More detached houses were 
demolished for now eight- to 10-storey flat blocks. When 
British architectural historian Nikolaus Pevsner visited 
Johannesburg in 1953, he marvelled at the modernist 
flat blocks going up: ‘In their new shape they are the 
outstanding contribution made by Johannesburg not 
only to South African architecture, but to the whole 
of modern architecture in the Commonwealth. I 
doubt if there is any other city in any other part of the 
Commonwealth that can offer the eye so consistent and 
convincing a vision of the style of today.’6 

This modernist architecture resonated powerfully 
with the social and economic conditions of the time to 
produce a fully functional, though racially exclusive, 
urban ensemble. The manufacturing boom provided 
employment for skilled white workers, allowing them 
to pay market-related rentals for their flats. These 
white artisans, many of them European immigrants 
accustomed to high-density urban living,7 contributed  
a cosmopolitan flair to the area.

By the early 1970s, Hillbrow had become an 
entertainment magnet for ordinarily conservative white  
suburbanites. The area offered clubs, jazz bars, late- 
night book stores, record shops and cafés whose names  
evoked a sophisticated European urban ambience –  
Café Zürich, Café de Paris.’8 Hillbrow was like London’s 
Soho, New York’s Greenwich Village.9 ‘The first time 
I saw it,’ recalled journalist Paddi Clay, ‘– blazing in 
neon, peopled edge to edge, pulsating with noise – I was 
amazed. I hadn’t realised South Africa possessed such an 
example of twentieth-century life.’10 

CONTRACTORS AND CAPITAL
For the most part, Hillbrow/Berea was the product of 
Jewish capital and entrepreneurial nous. Although some  › 

1 The Ponte City Building interior cylinder in Hillbrow, a neighbourhood of Johannesburg.  
2 Picture taken in 1971: ‘Foundation problems demanded unusual and unforeseen remedies’ 
(1975: 15). 3 From 1972: ‘A discernible pattern emerges (1975: 16). 4 From 1973: ‘The podium 
being crowned’ (1975: 16). 5 From 1973: ‘The tower begins to demand attention’ (1975: 23).  
6 From 1974: ‘At this stage tenants have occupied floors 11 to 19’ (1975: 33).

2 3 4
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players put up some large flat blocks, most of them were 
built by small-scale Jewish venture capitalists. Unable to 
assemble the capital necessary for large-scale developments 
on their own, they formed syndicates.11 Often, the 
contractors were Jewish, too, with the Miodownik Group 
involved in many of the projects. ‘Half the flats in Hillbrow 
were built by Miodownik,’12 says Smith. 

Hillbrow epitomised the exuberance of development in 
Johannesburg. According to architectural historian Clive 
Chipkin: ‘There were canny builders from Scotland, canny 
builders from the north of England […] but they were 
canny and cautious. The Jewish contractors were canny, 
too, but they would take on anything. At any moment, 
Miodownik was working on five big buildings at a time.’13

The Miodownik Group’s three directors each played a 
role. ‘Max Miodownik would get the job done. Ivan Block 
… knew [about] business. Cyril Reid was the hatchet man 
… Max [played] Mr Nice Guy. He’d say, “Calm down!” 
After one of these meetings, the architects were happy to 
settle for half of what they had dreamt of.’14 Ivan Block liked 
to keep an eye on things, too. His son, Michael, remembers 
going on site with his dad to check on progress.15

To build Ponte,16 a huge consortium was established. 
Dubbed Nasbou, the company comprised mostly Jewish 
capital, including that of Miodownik,17 along with 
significant inputs from the Afrikaner bank Santam.18 ‘Up 
until the 70s,’ says Chipkin, ‘the Jewish contractors were 
happy to throw in their lot with the English banks. But 
they soon came to realise that these aristocratic links were 
finished. It made more sense to back the Afrikaners.’19

The success of the Jewish builders rested on hard-
working Afrikaans-speaking foremen. Max Silverman, 
another architect who worked with Miodownik, recalls: 
‘These guys set themselves crazy deadlines – they would 
commit to casting a new floor-slab every fortnight. 
There was barely enough time for the concrete to set.’20 
When Ponte was being built, more than 1 000 people 
were employed on site.21 It took so long for the builders 
to reach the upper floors in the tiny workmen’s hoist that 
half an hour was added to the working day.22

Although the imperatives of the development were 
undoubtedly financial and, possibly, aesthetic, there 

may also have been a political agenda on the part of 
the Afrikaner backers. Ponte, festooned with banners 
advertising the newly incorporated Nasbou, can be read as 
triumphalist. This was the period when organisations like 
Sanlam, Volkskas and Iscor were beginning to gain strength 
ahead of large-scale capitalists such as the Oppenheimers. 
‘Hoggenheimer’ – the caricature of the mining capitalist 
– ‘was no longer the oppressor of the Afrikaner volk, but a 
trusted and valued partner in the joint quest for profit’.23

PONTE GOES UP
Ponte was defined by its bold cylindrical form, its 
visibility and size, and the complexity of its uses, 
combining seven floors of parking, 464 flats and 54 
shops. Initially planned to be 64 storeys high, later 
reduced to 54 at the insistence of the municipality,24 the 
173m structure was ‘the tallest residential building in the 
world outside of America,’ according to The Guinness 
Book of Records,25 or, stated another way, ‘the tallest 
residential building in Africa’.26 

This bigness brought challenges. Firstly, the land parcel 
had to be assembled. This required consolidating six 
separate stands27, the realignment of the surrounding 
roads, and new traffic lights. Bigness also required an 
elaborate professional team. The chosen architects were 
Manfred Hermer and Grosskopff. In Chipkin’s view,  › 

The 173m structure was ‘the tallest residential 
building in the world outside of America,’ according  
to The Guinness Book of Records,  or, stated another 
way, ‘the tallest residential building in Africa’

7 From 1975: ‘At last, the roof!’ (1975: 34). Topping out ceremony on 24 September 1975,  
attended by ‘Mr Charles Ferreira, managing director of Mercabank and deputy chairman 
of Nasbou, Mr I Block, managing director of Nasbou, Mrs Neppe, His Worship the Mayor of 
Johannesburg Clr. Max Neppe, and Mr Cyril Reid, executive technical director of Nasbou’  
(1975: 34). 8 View from one of the upper floors of Ponte.
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the firm’s flamboyant architect, 
Mannie Feldman, made a major 
design contribution. ‘His sense of 
drama, geometry and monumental 
scale had been acquired in Ernő 
Goldfinger’s atelier in London.’ 
Like Goldfinger, Feldman saw 
buildings as ‘giant sculptural forms 
modelled to promote vigorous 
expressionism.’28 According to 
Chipkin, the inspiration for Ponte 
was London’s Trellick Tower – 

‘brutalist concrete, monumental scale.’29 The hollow core 
of Ponte was ‘with the exception of the cooling towers … 
the greatest volumetric space in Johannesburg’.30

Bigness demanded hi-tech solutions. The building relied 
on sophisticated investigations, including rigorous wind 
tests.31 The concrete was tested regularly to make sure it 
would reach the required strengths when set. The concrete 
started to harden while being hoisted to the upper floors, 
so chemical retardants had to be added to the mix.32

The building was also the product of a can-do 
inventiveness. Smith (‘Smithy’) recalls that ‘nobody 
really knew what was needed to build at this scale. When 
we started on the job, I was given a couple of thousand 
rand to go out and buy equipment … So I started with 
two small concrete mixers … No one could believe 
that these two tiny mixers were responsible for all the 

concrete that went into that building.’ Smithy also 
remembers using railway lines as reinforcing around the 
perimeter: ‘there wasn’t reinforcing steel thick enough’. 

Not everything went smoothly. In 1972, when the 
building got up around the 19th floor, the workmen 
installing the guide rails for the lifts discovered a twist in 
the lift shaft. Under the guidance of structural engineer 
Robert Ehrlich, the foundations of the shaft were 
stabilised with anchor cables and the shaft aligned using 
a horizontal strut. A second stiffener beam was installed 
around the 34th floor.33 Marc Feldman remembers his 
dad, Mannie, receiving phone calls from the site, and 
says the struts irritated his father: in the initial design, 
the ‘backbone’ of the building was an unbroken vertical 
column; the struts spoilt the simplicity of the form.34 

According to an article published as Ponte neared 
completion,35 the building was ‘a village’, designed to 
accommodate a mix of households and uses, including 
a pool, playground, tennis courts and a shopping centre. 
The architects compared the population of Ponte, 
estimated at 1 500−2 000, to that of towns like White 
River and Beaufort West.36

The 1974 layout for the shop tenants showed a bottle 
store, estate agency, hairdressing salon, art gallery, florist, 
hardware shop, book store, and large food market. The 
area between the shops accommodated free-standing 
kiosks selling curios, movies, fashion and so on. In 
anticipation of television in 1976, there was a 'record, 
hi-fi, radio, camera and TV shop'.37 There was also a 
restaurant, later fitted out as a pizzeria – a novelty then.

Although the various flats − from studios to four-
bedroom penthouses38 − were arranged hierarchically, 
with the smaller units below the 40th floor, the building 
façade is startlingly uniform. This was obviously an 
attempt to emphasise the building’s height as well as 
the volumetric integrity of the cylindrical form. It is not 
possible to read from the outside that there is a variety of 
accommodation inside. Any architectural differentiation 
would have detracted from the compositional whole; 
from the building’s massive quality and monumental 
form. Looking at the building from afar, it would’ve 
been hard for a tenant to identify the floor on which they 
lived, let alone their unit. 

It’s clear from the plans (floors 41 to 46) that the 
‘luxury bachelor pad’ excited the architects most. These 
units received the most attention. The spaces in each 
pad orbited around a raised platform holding a double 
bed that offered views over the open-plan bathroom 
and living room. Three stairways provided access to 
this inner sanctum. Carpeting swept up these stairs 
and continued up the bed base: soft-core pornography 
rendered in concrete. The ideal tenant of the luxury 
bachelor pad, undoubtedly male, would’ve bought 
his pictures from a kiosk downstairs, in an effort to 
personalise his flat, which came fully furnished in the 
cloying colours of the time – brown, orange, avocado.

If sex and gender were the underlying subtext on floors 
41 to 46, race and class were the dramatic narrative on  › 9 The plan of Ponte (1975: 19).

It is not possible to read 
from the outside that 

there is a variety of 
accommodation inside. 

Any architectural 
differentiation would 

have detracted from the 
compositional whole; 

from the building’s 
massive quality and 

monumental form
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the roof. Here ‘Bar-B-Q’ roof terraces and sundecks 
attached to the ultra-luxury four-bedroom triplex flats 
‘Pallazzo-en-Paradiso’39 were interspersed with the 
spartan rooms designed to accommodate 42 servants. 
Although sharing the same floor level and views, sheer 
side walls ensured physical separation between the white 
penthouse inhabitants and black servants. Should it 
be necessary for a servant to clean the ‘Bar-B-Q’ or for 
the sundeck user to access the fire escape, a small lobby 
within the stairway connecting the penthouses to the 
roof accommodated these practicalities. 

This bizarre arrangement was the outcome of a 
five-year debate between the architects and the Non-
European Affairs Department (NEAD). The initial plan 
was to locate the servants’ quarters at the base of the 
building, contrary to the convention of housing servants 
on the roof. In a letter dated 11 December 1969, the 
architects argued that locating the servants ‘on the roof 
would tax the lift system heavily,’ and ‘Bantu servants 
would be hesitant to live at this height’. Near the base, the 
servants’ quarters were ‘designed and positioned in such 
a way as to screen them from view, both from the road 
and neighbouring buildings, and the design is such that 
they should prove no nuisance either visually or from a 
noise point of view’. Neither seen nor heard. 

In 1971, the debate about who would be afforded space 
on the roof continued. JC de Villiers, director of NEAD, 
returned the sketch plan of Ponte to the city engineer, 
objecting to the fact that the ‘Bantu quarters [were] 
situated on the same floor level as the caretaker’s flat’. 
Finally, in February 1975, the approved drawings showed 
an uncomfortable compromise had been reached, with 
servants and sundecks sharing the roof, albeit looking 
past one another. According to Rodney Grosskopff, one 
of Ponte’s architects, ‘The sills had to be above six foot so 
that they [the black staff] couldn’t look out at the white 
apartments.’40 Neither seen nor allowed to see.41 

By the time of the opening ceremony, 24 September 
1975, the building boom of the preceding two decades 
had slowed. The completion of Ponte, celebrated with hot-
air balloons in Donald Mackay Park,42 marked its end. 

HARSH REALITIES
The 1976 Soweto Uprising dampened the South African 
economy and reduced the demand for flats. Fewer 
immigrants were arriving; young people had less 
money; and military call-up took young bachelors out 
of circulation.43 Journalist Paddi Clay suggested that the 
move of the ‘white hospital’ from Hillbrow to Parktown, 
and the flattening of Doornfontein, also contributed.44 

Within three years of opening, Ponte’s retail component 
was in trouble and had to be reconfigured. While the 
supermarket and dry-cleaner survived, the free-standing 
kiosks made way for bowling alleys. The bottlestore was 
replaced by a ‘proposed community room’.

The failure of Ponte’s shops was a symptom of greater 
changes. The late 1970s saw the onset of white flight. 
White residents, using new loans for first-time home 

owners, moved to the suburbs. This was coupled with a 
severe housing shortage in coloured, Indian and African 
areas. Increasing numbers of black tenants moved into 
the area in defiance of the Group Areas Act.45 Landlords, 
desperate for tenants, were happy to facilitate the 
‘greying’ of the inner city.

Greying went hand in hand with capital flight as 
property owners sought safer investments in emerging 
decentralised nodes. Greying also involved massive 
rental hikes because unscrupulous landlords could 
exploit the vulnerable status of illegal black tenants. 
This made rents unaffordable, which led to subletting, 
overcrowding and excessive strain on building services.46 
By the late 1990s, the area was a slum, as depicted by 
novelist Phaswane Mpe in Welcome to Our Hillbrow.47

A new wave of African immigrants arrived to a less-
than-warm welcome. Phillipe, who came to Hillbrow 
from the Congo, put it this way: ‘At first when you meet 
a South African black man … the first question they will 
ask you is, “Where are you from?” The second one, “Why 
did you come here?” The third one, “When are you going 
back to your place?”’48 Nevertheless, thousands of new 
arrivals found a home in the high-rise blocks. By the late 
1990s, stories suggested Ponte had become a criminal 
haven; that some tenants were Nigerian druglords.49 The 
building was protected by armed guards. There were 
suggestions that it be turned into a prison. By 2002, not 
one of its eight lifts worked. The accumulated rubbish, 
thrown into the building’s hollow, reached the third floor.

REVIVAL EFFORTS
From 2003 there were various efforts to rehabilitate 
Ponte. The first involved repairing the lifts, removing the 
furniture, and finding new tenants for the retail level.  
But 30% of the flats remained vacant and only two of the 
parking levels were used.50   ›

10 The cityscape of Johannesburg and Ponte at sunset.

10

Forty years after it was built, Ponte 
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In 2007, there was a more ambitious attempt to 
reinvent the building. Nour Addine Ayyoub and  
David Selvan approached the original developers – 
who’d been trying to sell Ponte from the moment of its  
completion − to buy the building. Their intention was to 
renovate the flats and sell them to individual owners, for 
R400 000 to R938 000. Flats were redecorated, offering 
prospective buyers six different ‘lifestyles’, including 
Glam Rock and Old Money51. In advertisements, the hip 
white bachelors who’d formed the target market in the 
1970s were replaced by interracial gay couples and  
‘black diamonds’. Real-time seduction on the raised 
double-bed of the ‘luxury bachelor pad’ was supplanted 
by the vicarious thrills to be had from the flat-screen  
TVs many residents planted squarely in front of the 
windows, blocking out the views.

Within a year, this scheme had failed. Ownership 
reverted to the original developers, sectional title was 
abandoned and rental tenure reinstated. According to 
Jason Kruger, spokesperson of the Kempston Group 
(into which Nasbou had been absorbed52), flats were now 
being targeted at ‘middle-income tenants, such as nurses, 
police officers, inner-city government officials, and 
those working in the mining and banking houses still 
operating out of the CBD.’53 

Forty years after it was built, Ponte continues to appal 
and enthral. For Michael Block, the problem with Ponte 
was that it was ahead of its time: ‘Ponte then is what 
Melrose Arch is now – live, work and play in the same 
place.’54 For Smithy, however, there was never any sense 
that he was working on something extraordinary: ‘You 
took it in your stride, it was a daily job.’55  ■
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Exploring the spatial economies of circulation space in dense, low-income housing -  
Part 1 of a two-part article, which will conclude in our next issue, Edition 85. 

By: Kayla Brown
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H 
istorically, low-cost housing in South Africa 
has primarily been based on a low-density, 
low-rise model.1 Both apartheid housing and 
Reconstruction and Development Programme 

(RDP) housing was comprised of single-storey, detached 
or semi-detached units. The apartheid-era flats and 
hostels found in the impoverished areas of the Cape 
Flats were previously the only exceptions to low-income 
housing’s low-rise form.2 However, these housing blocks 
are regarded as undesirable spaces that do not offer 
inhabitants the same opportunities as the freestanding 
alternative. While the privately owned freestanding 
model has many advantages, such as offering inhabitants 
greater change potential and economic agency through 
its ability to be renovated, it also gives rise to a sprawling, 
inefficient and low-rise urban landscape.

However, in 2004 the Breaking New Ground (BNG) 
policy framework was launched by the Department of 
Human Settlements, indicating a significant shift in 
housing delivery.3 The strategy refocused policy attention 
to the development of ‘integrated sustainable human 
settlements’4 rather than merely delivering houses. As a 
result, densification has become a fundamental outcome 
of the BNG framework as the Department of Human 
Settlements attempts to offer previously disadvantaged 
communities the opportunities that the city offers.5  ›  

INTRODUCTION TO THE PARTS
This article explores the spatial economies of circulation 
spaces in a variety of dense, low-income housing projects, 
considering the trade-offs between the efficiencies and 
regulatory requirements of circulation spaces, and the need  
for spatially rich, socially welcoming circulation spaces. 

It considers three typologies − high-rise apartments, 
medium-rise walk-ups and two-storey backyard flats – and 
analyses these according to four criteria: efficiency; safety; 
place-making; and social and economic implications. The 
various dense housing types analysed include international 
examples, such as Le Corbusier’s Unité d’habitation, as well  
as local ones, such as the Brickfields social-housing project,  
by Savage and Dodd. 

Part 1, published here, includes the research background 
and begins the analysis. While the case studies are varied in 
type, scale and geographic location, the conclusions (in Part 2, 
Edition 85) aim to inform the design of circulation spaces within 
affordable, dense housing projects in South Africa, in order to 
create vibrant, healthy social spaces.

1 The low-rise sprawl of RDP houses in Delft South.
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In addition to denser subsidised houses, BNG proposes 
a move towards social housing and new rental models 
in the form of four-storey walk-ups, in order to alleviate 
the overwhelming housing gap.6 Furthermore, for the 
first time in South African policy, backyard dwelling is 
acknowledged as a legitimate means of densification.7 
Although BNG does not mention the option of high-rise 
models, various successful social-housing tower blocks 
have been built over the last 20 years, such as Brickfields  
in Newtown (Johannesburg Housing Company).8

This shift from low- to medium- or high-rise housing 
places new-found importance on circulation systems as 
communal spaces that can become fundamental spaces 
of social and spatial contact, helping to create vibrant, 
healthy communities.9 In walk-ups, the staircase is a 
critical space that connects residents living on the upper 
floors with activities on the ground plane.10 However,  
often housing projects compromise on the social 
implications of these spaces in order to increase the  
spatial and economic efficiency of the building. 

Considering housing’s shift to higher-rise forms and  
the significance this shift places on circulation 
systems, this article explores the spatial economies of 

circulation spaces in a variety of dense, low-income 
housing projects. It considers the trade-offs between the 
efficiencies and regulatory requirements of circulation 
spaces, and the need for spatially rich, socially 
welcoming circulation spaces. The housing models are 
divided into three typologies: high-rise apartments, 
medium-rise walk-ups and two-storey backyard flats. 
Housing projects from the three typologies are analysed 
according to four criteria of circulation systems: 
efficiency; SANS safety requirements; place-making; and 
social and economic implications. Conclusions drawn 
aim to inform the design of circulation spaces within 
affordable, dense housing projects in order to create 
active, healthy social spaces.  

MEDIUM-DENSITY SOLUTIONS, HIGH-RISES  
AND THE BACKYARD FLAT
The framework of BNG builds on the work of Dewar 
and Uytenbogaardt (1991) and their commitment to 
medium-density solutions as articulated in South African 
Cities: A Manifesto for Change, written in the context of 
intensified urbanisation.11 They argue that in order to 
create high-performing cities, the form of the city must 

2 3

4

Circulation systems 
in dense housing 
projects become 

fundamental spaces 
of social and spatial 

contact, helping 
to create vibrant, 

healthy communal 
spaces
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2 Breaking New Ground’s N2 Gateway Phase 1 walk-ups in Joe Slovo, Cape Town. 3 Brickfields 
social-housing development in Johannesburg, comprised of five-storey walk-ups and nine-storey 
tower blocks. 4 A double-storey backyard flat in Delft South.

be compacted in order to allow development over time 
that works at the ‘scale of the pedestrian’.12

One argument for compaction is to maximise the 
‘generative capacity of urban systems’13. In the case of 
small economic enterprises, a more compact urban 
environment results in more economic opportunity 
and reduced distribution costs.14 Another reason for 
densification is that high levels of social and commercial 
services can be more efficiently, conveniently and 
equitably accessed,15 by pedestrians rather than cars. 
Furthermore, viable public transport is much more 
likely to work when a city is dense.16 Uytenbogaardt and 
Dewar do not suggest that high-rise housing blocks are 
a solution, but rather propose a move towards ‘urban, 
ground-related environments through encouraging 
greater use of attached housing and two-, three- or four-
storey walk-up housing forms’.17 

While the argument for medium-density housing 
is convincing and has resulted in many successful 
developments, it often can’t compete with the economic 
efficiencies of high-rise buildings. Social housing’s reliance 
on containing a certain number of units (about 200) in 
order to be economically viable, as well as being located 
close to the city, means it can often only exist as dense 
high-rise housing. Property economist Francois Viruly 
(2013) argues that with the exponential growth of South 
African cities, high-rises are inevitable.18 Economically,  
a larger floor area generates a greater rental income, which 
is especially true of buildings close to city centres, where 
the fixed costs are higher.19

However, the construction of high-rises relies on an 
amount of capital often only available from the state 
or wealthy developers. Converse to this, low-income 
areas have witnessed the organic emergence of a new, 
prominent housing typology: the informal two-storey 
backyard flat. These flats occur in RDP settlements where 
homeowners have demolished their units in order to 
build dense two-storey flats. Areas such as Delft and Du 
Noon, on the outskirts of Cape Town, demonstrate such 
low-cost densification. This typology, while illegal for its 
neglect of building regulations, provides beneficiaries  
of the RDP system with an income opportunity and 
offers rentals to people who don’t qualify for a free  
house, thus alleviating the housing gap.

Medium-density walk-ups, high-density housing 
blocks and informal backyard flats are three examples  
of affordable typologies. They all present denser 
alternatives to the single-ownership freestanding 
model and are becoming increasingly prevalent. Each 
typology has its own specific set of spatial requirements, 
particularly in terms of its circulation systems, which 
will be explored in the following section.

1 ANALYSIS 
A variety of dense housing projects, including medium-rise 
walk-ups and informal backyard flats, will be analysed: 
Unité d’habitation (Le Corbusier, France); Narkomfin 
(Ginzburg, Russia); Byker Wall Estate (Erskine, 

England); Brickfields (Savage and Dodd, South Africa); 
Springfield Terrace (Uytenbogaardt, South Africa); Cape 
Flats walk-ups (South Africa); and the Langa hostels-to-
homes upgrade (Architects Associated, South Africa).

The context of the projects is diverse, with the Cape 
Flats walk-ups, Langa hostel upgrade and the Du Noon 
flats all being located within impoverished peripheral 
township areas, and Springfield Terrace and Brickfields 
being closer to their respective inner cities. While the 
projects are situated both locally and internationally, 
the purpose of this research is located within a local 
context and any conclusions drawn are for the purpose 
of both critiquing and designing affordable housing in 
South Africa. The projects were selected due to their 
commitment to a clear or unique circulation strategy  
and not necessarily due to their success as a dense 
affordable housing solution. The diverse compendium 
of projects used for this research have been analysed 
according to four criteria:
Efficiency of system: The number of units per corridor 
or staircase, and amount of metres squared dedicated to 
circulation versus the square metres of habitable space.
Place-making: The ability of the circulation space to 
create positive place-making.
SANS requirements: The safety parametres of circulation 
spaces according to South African National Standards.
Social and economic implications: The social 
dimension of the circulation space and how it contributes 
to economic generation.

1.1. Efficiency of system 
The diagrammatic plans included here analyse the 
efficiency of the eight projects’ circulation systems, 
showing: the number of units per corridor/staircase; 
floor area dedicated to circulation; and average amount 
of overall circulation space per unit. The research is 
concerned with the efficiency of communal circulation 
systems and not with circulation within individual units.

High-rise flats: 
In the Unité d’Habitation, Le Corbusier provided a 
generous amount of corridor space to evoke the idea of 
‘streetscape’.20 While the width of the corridor is relatively 
generous, a large number of units share  › 

In order to create high-performing cities, the form 
of the city must be compacted to allow development 
over time that works at the ‘scale of the pedestrian
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the communal corridor, resulting in a highly efficient 
circulation system. Furthermore, because the units  
are split over two storeys, either above or below the 
corridor, only one corridor per every three storeys is 
necessary.21 That 337 units over 12 floors share five lifts, 
three staircases and only seven corridors demonstrates 
the economic and spatial efficiency achieved by the  
long corridors. There is one corridor for every 48 units 
and for every square metre of circulation space there 
is 8.9 square metre of habitable floor area. The Unité 
demonstrates high efficiency both economically  
and spatially.

Although Ginzburg’s Narkomfin was a source of 
inspiration for the Unité d’Habitation, it is not as 
efficient in its circulation. The corridors are an even 
wider 4m and lead to half the number of units because 
units are only placed on one side of the corridor to 
allow for natural light to enter on the opposite side. 
While the Unité provides one corridor for every 48 
units, Narkomfin provides one corridor for only every 
27 units and whereas the rate of circulation area to total 
habitable area for Unité is 1/8.9m2, for Narkomfin it is 
only 1/5.5m2. Thus, as was intended by Le Corbusier, 
Unité d’Habitation epitomises the idea of ‘a machine for 
living’ in its efficiency, while Ginzburg compromised on 
efficiency in order to create a more pleasant circulation 
space, with much natural light, ventilation, double-
volume space and even heating in order to emphasise  
the importance of the collective space. 

Erskine’s Byker Housing has an even more efficient 
circulation system than Unité, with a rate of circulation 
area to habitable area of 1/10.9m2 and an average of 310 
units per corridor. Over the entire ‘wall’ of 897m there 
are only 13 circulation cores, comprised of a lift and fire 
escape stair. While Unité and Narkomfin have a corridor 
every three floors, Erskine achieved only one corridor  
for every five floors by creating access to duplex 
units from the ground floor. Furthermore, Unité and 
Narkomfin have an average amount of circulation  
space per unit of 16.5m2 and 17.5m2 respectively,  
whereas Byker has an average of 7.7m2. 

Conversely, Brickfields Social Housing project, 
in Newtown, is an ambitious social-housing project 
aimed at regenerating the inner city of Johannesburg by 
providing high-quality rental housing in a mixed-use  › 

5 Diagrammatic plans of Unité d’habitation’s circulation systems showing: units per corridor/
staircase; floor area for circulation; and average amount of overall circulation space per unit.  
6 The diagrammatic plan for Narkomfin, showing circulation details. 

5 6

unite d’habitation
Total number of units: 337
Number of floors: 18
Number of staircases: 3
Number of lifts: 5
Number of corridors: 7
Average number of units  
per corridor: 48

Area of circulation space: 559m2  
(per every three floors)
Total area per floor: 2775m2 
Total circulation area: 5574m2

Total floor area: 49950m2

Area of circulation space  
per total area: 1m2/8.9m2

Area of total circulation space  
per each unit: 16,5m2

narkomfin
Total number of units: 54
Number of floors: 5
Number of staircases: 2
Number of lifts: 4
Number of corridors: 2
Average number of units per corridor: 27

Area of circulation space: 343m2 (per every three floors)
Total area per floor: 1060m2 
Total circulation area: 948m2

Total floor area: 5300m2

Area of circulation space per total area: 1m2/5.5m2

Area of total circulation space per each unit: 17,5m2
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environment. Savage and Dodd Architects operated   
under tight budget constraints for this large three-block 
development, comprising of 345 units in four- and 
five-storey walk-ups and nine-storey tower blocks. They 
discovered that circulation could be economised in the 
tower blocks by effectively stacking three-storey walk-
ups on top of one another by allowing the lift to stop only 
every three floors. In order to mitigate this compromise, 
every three floors they provide a generous lobby space 
with a three-level void above. Thus, while the tower-
block circulation system appears spatially inefficient, 
with a circulation space per unit of a high 34m2 and a 
rate of circulation area to habitable area of 1/4.5m2, in 
reality it shows high economic efficiency, allowing the 
project economic viability. 

Medium-rise walk-ups: 
Uytenbogaardt’s Springfield Terrace compromises on  
its economic efficiency to create vibrant, integrated 
spaces. Foregoing corridors means that one staircase 
serves only four units. The many staircases make for  
a more expensive system. Yet spatially the system is 
highly efficient, with a rate of circulation to habitable 
area of 1/20m2 and a low average of 3.6m2 of circulation 
space per unit. 

Similarly, a typical Cape Flats walk-up has many 
staircases and no corridors and each staircase also only 
serves four units. A walk-up has a rate of circulation 

to habitable area of 1/27m2 and an average of 2m2 of 
circulation space per unit, making it spatially efficient. 
However, the many staircases results in a more expensive 
circulation system. 

Langa’s hostels-to-homes upgrade uses both external 
corridors and staircases to reduce the number of 
staircases needed, thus increasing economic efficiency. 
While the hostel blocks differ, a typical two- or three-
storey block has six or eight units with one corridor on 
each level and two sets of stairs. It has a rate of   › 

byker wall:
Total number of units: 620
Number of floors: 3-8
Number of staircases: 13
Number of lifts: 13
Number of corridors: 1-2
Average number of units per corridor: 310

Area of circulation space: 2071m2  
(per every three floors, depending on height)
Maximum area per floor: 6638m2 
Total circulation area: 4800m2

Total floor area: 49950m2

Area of circulation space per total area: 1m2/10.9m2

Area of total circulation space per each unit: 7.7m2

7

springfield terrace:
Total number of units (in one block): 16
Number of floors: 3
Number of staircases: 4
Number of units per staircase: 4

Total circulation area: 59m2  
Total floor area: 1183m2 
Area of circulation space  
per total area: 1m2/20m2

Area of total circulation space  
per each unit: 3.7m2

8

9

Diagrammatic plans of circulation systems, showing: units per corridor/staircase; floor  
area for circulation; and average amount of overall circulation space per unit for: 7 Byker Wall;  
8 Brickfields in Newtown; and 9 Springfield Terrace.

brickfields:
Total number of units: 54
Number of floors: 9
Number of staircases: 2
Number of lifts: 2
Number of corridors: 9
Average number of units per corridor: 6

Area of circulation space: 250m2 (every third floor)
Area of circulation space: 186m2 (every other floor)
Total area per floor: 981m2 (every third floor)
Total area per floor: 917m2 (every other floor)
Total circulation area: 1866m2

Total floor area: 8445m2

Area of circulation space per total area: 1m2/4.5m2

Area of total circulation space per each unit: 34m2
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circulation to habitable area of 1/10m2 and an average   
of 5.3m2 of circulation space per unit, demonstrating 
both economic and spatial efficiency.

Informal backyard flats: 
A typical Du Noon flat has a highly efficient circulation 
system for the building size due to tight economic and 
spatial constraints. The spatial constraints of the single 
plots result in tight circulation, typically comprising  
a single internal stair and corridor. On average, six to  
10 units use a single corridor. While its rate of circulation 
to habitable area is 1/5m2, its average of circulation  
space per unit is only 3m2.  ■

Part 2 continues in Edition 85. 

langa hostel upgrade:
Number of units: 18
Number of floors: 3
Number of staircases: 2
Average number of units per staircase: 6

Total circulation area: 97m2  
Total floor area: 985m2 
Area of circulation space per total area: 1m2/10m2

Area of total circulation space per each unit: 5.3m2

Diagrammatic plans showing the circulation system details for: 10 Langa’s homes-to-hostels 
upgrade; 11 The typical Cape Flats walk-up; and 12 The typical Du Noon backyard flat. 

cape Flats walk-up:
Number of units per block: 30
Number of floors: 3
Number of staircases: 5
Average number of units per staircase: 4

Total circulation area: 60m2  
Total floor area: 1615m2 
Area of circulation space per total area: 1m2/27m2

Area of total circulation space per each unit: 2m2

du noon flat:
Number of units: 18
Number of floors: 2
Number of staircases: 1
Average number of units per staircase: 18

Total circulation area: 53.2m2  
Total floor area: 275m2 
Area of circulation space per total area: 1m2/5m2

Area of total circulation space per each unit: 3m2
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Building 
the future

SAIA bursary programme
On 22 February 2017, the South African Institute of 
Architects (SAIA), following the launch of its bursary 
programme last year, awarded its first three bursaries  
to deserving students,.

All bursary recipients are studying at a masters level 
and have impressed in terms of their marks, while they 
also awed the panel during interviews. The bursaries 
were awarded following a very strict selection process 
conducted by the SAIA Bursary Adjudication Panel 
headed by SAIA Chair of Transformation, Mr Fanuel 
Motsepe and SAIA Vice President, Ms Maryke Cronje. 
The recipients are: Ms Nwabisa Madyibi (University 
of Cape Town), Mr Lindelo Nzuzu (University of the 
Witwatersrand) and Mr Kgaogelo Mashego (University 
of Johannesburg). 

The bursary recipients are extremely appreciative 
towards SAIA for supporting them to achieve their 
study goals and work towards furthering their careers. 
Ms Madyibi: said, “I am very grateful for this bursary 
and hope to one day, work closely with SAIA to aid the 
institute to further its objectives.”

SAIA’s CEO, Mr Chakarisa congratulated the three 
bursary recipients and wished them well with their studies. 

Stakeholder engagement
SAIA is fully aware that while government processes and 
regulations are essential in our built environment, they 
frequently impact heavily on our members.  Meetings 
between SAIA members and key stakeholders in the 
built environment has been initiated and representatives 
include a ward councillor, mayoral committee 
members, the South African Association of Consulting 
Professional Planners (SAACPP) and the Master Builders 
Association in addition to others. The SAIA often meet 
and work with local government, as well as with officials 
at the highest level of government.

1 From left: Mr Kevin Bingham, SAIA president; Mr Lindelo Nzuza (student) Ms Nwabisa 
Madjibi (student) Mr Kgaogelo Mashego and SAIA CEO, Mr Obert Chakarisa.

Through these stakeholder engagements, SAIA is 
pursuing all possible avenues to ensure that the interests 
of members are safeguarded. “We appreciate the 
willingness of key stakeholders to engage with us and to 
iron out difficulties, making the operating environment 
more conducive for everyone,” SAIA’s CEO, Obert 
Chakarisa said.

21st celebration of the Digest  
of South African Architecture 
During 2017, we are celebrating the 21st year that the 
Digest of South African Architecture (Digest) has 
been published. The first magazine was published in 
1996 by Picasso Headline, proudly part of the Times 
Media Group (TMG). Prestigious publications, such as 
Digest afford the publishers the opportunity to invest 
in professional communities and to achieve their vision 
through partnerships which result in positive actions. 

“This is an extremely important celebration as  
the Digest is published annually and has become 
respected as an archive of the best work produced  
by the profession,” says Professor Iain Low, editor of  
the Digest for the past 10 years.

South African Institute of Architects (SAIA)  
SAIA is the representative national body of professional 
architects as well as corporate architectural firms.  
With a total of 11 regional affiliates, SAIA continues to 
be the leading voice of architects in South Africa as well 
as in the Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) in the African continent and globally. 

Members of the institute, registered as professional 
architects, are educated and trained to provide 
leadership, critical judgement, specialist knowledge, 
skills and aptitude for the design and development  
of the built environment.    

For more information, contact Deborah Kirk, the 
Executive Marketing and Communications Manager of 
the South African Institute of Architects (SAIA). You 
can email her on Marketing@SAIA.org.za or call her on 
+2711 782 1315 and fax on +2711 782 8771. To get all the 
information you need, visit us on www.saia.org.za.  ■

SAIA promotes the youth, engages with 
stakeholders and celebrates the 21st publication 
of Digest of South African Architecture.
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The beauty of    
brick weave

The brick screens around the University of 
Mpumalanga’s Building 4 are both practical 
and aesthetically pleasing. 
Architects: TC Design Architects, By: Mike Louw, 
Photographs: Michael Schmucker and Ludwig Steyl

Sectional 3D legend
1. Facebrick roller-course coping.
2. Concrete plinth for air-handling units.
3. Insulation to suspended slab (loose) laid over waterproofing with 

pebble ballast over.
4. RC slab.
5. Facebrick soldier course lintel to all openings.
6. Precast concrete lintel.
7. Facebrick (both sides) laid in stretcher-bond flush mortar joints 

with headers omitted to form screen.
8. Cut facebrick on edge of windowsill.
9. Galvanised-steel brickwork support angle-bolted to structure.
10. Aluminium window.
11. Facebrick externally laid in stretcher-bond flush mortar joints 

with internal walls plastered and painted.
12. HDPE sleeve cast into slab with drip.
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Flemish bond, soldier courses, and the distinctive  
open-bonded honeycomb brickwork pattern  
of the screens. 

The brick screens have been carefully positioned 
to allow for natural ventilation, while screening the 
windows behind from the harsher morning and 
afternoon sun. They admit dappled natural light  
into the interior during the day, and at night they 
turn into a glowing chequerboard. Together with the 
perforated metal balustrades and the round HDPE 
sleeves cast into the slab behind that allow for secondary 
illumination of the ground-floor walls, the woven brick 
walls turn Building 4 into a shimmering lantern that 
illuminates its prominent intersection at night.  ■

1 The space between the brick screen and the weather façade showing 
the HDPE sleeves (by Ludwig Steyl). 2 The shimmering brick screen as 
viewed from the southeast (by Michael Schmucker).

I  n his seminal work The Four Elements of 
Architecture, Gottfried Semper describes masonry  
as a natural evolution of the original wall or 
enclosure, which consisted of hanging carpets  

or woven mats and covers. Semper describes the  
hanging carpet as the ‘true wall’, which only in some 
instances received a more solid wall behind it for  
load-bearing purposes, permanence or security.

The brick screens that have been wrapped around 
Building 4’s weather façade are clearly this building’s 
true walls. The brickwork references the earlier  
facebrick buildings on campus, while performing  
an Aalto-esque play of patterns that include a 
combination of stretcher bond, stacked bond,  

Section legend
1. Facebrick roller-course coping.
2. Concrete plinth for air-handling units.
3. Insulation to suspended slab (loose) laid over waterproofing with 

pebble ballast over.
4. RC slab.
5. Facebrick soldier course lintel to all openings.
6. Precast concrete lintel.
7. Facebrick (both sides) laid in stretcher-bond flush mortar joints 

with headers omitted to form screen.
8. Cut facebrick on edge of windowsill.
9. Galvanised-steel brickwork support angle-bolted to structure.
10. Aluminium window.
11. Facebrick externally laid in stretcher-bond flush mortar joints 

with internal walls plastered and painted.
12. HDPE sleeve cast in to slab with drip below.
13. Cavity brick wall; facebrick externally laid in stack-bond flush 

mortar joints with internal walls plastered and painted.
14. Plywood doorframe on concealed timber structure.
15. Auditorium acoustic panels.
16. Steel gate.
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A 
lthough discussions around architecture with 
a unique South African identity started before 
1994, we’ve made little progress. One reason 
could be that the debate was largely confined 

to academia, and didn’t include those best able to 
contribute: practising black architects. The solution  
I proposed was simple: let’s talk to them. 

According to the South African Council for the 
Architectural Profession’s 2015/16 Annual Report, there 
are 3 772 registered professional architects here; 297 (about 
8%) are black. Although women constitute around 21% of 
registered architects, we don’t known how many are black. 
As a prelim to our research, we collected data on which 
to base it. In a pilot study, fifth-year architecture students 
interviewed randomly selected black architects in Gauteng, 
representing about 4% of total registered black architects. 

When respondents were asked to name their favourite 
architects, those over 40 frequently identified the ‘old 
masters’, like Mies van der Rohe and Frank Lloyd 
Wright. Those between 30−40 chose Tadao Ando, 
Herzog & de Meuron and Santiago Calatrava; those in 
their twenties chose Bjarke Ingels. Thorsten Deckler, 
Kate Otten and Peter Rich were local favourites. 

Eighty percent of interviewees thought South 
African architecture too Eurocentric − ‘placeless and 
contextually inappropriate’ … ‘insensitive to cultural 
and architectural diversity’. The unfortunate imbalance 
between European and African influences deprives our 
architects of opportunities to foster cultural inclusion 
and expression. However, one respondent believed 
‘European architectural history is admittedly better 
structured and packaged’. Many interviewees said 
Western trends can’t be ignored, given globalisation.

Interestingly, 30% dismissed Afrocentric efforts, saying: 
‘Eurocentric versus Afrocentric is often just a question 
of decoration’. They dismissed these attempts as a mere 
veneer over Eurocentric design. On what the essential 
elements of an appropriate local architecture should be, 
recommendations included respect for African culture, 

climate and demographics, and that buildings should 
respond to site and context. ‘Self-sustainable’ vernacular 
technologies, local materials and craftsmanship 
contribute cultural value, and creating social spaces that 
recognise our unique cultural heritage is more important 
than aesthetics. Several participants suggested that subtle 
reinterpretations of the organic shapes frequently found  
in African architecture could be relevant. 

Some respondents were specific, recommending 
courtyards for social interaction; building with baked 
clay bricks; replicating tones and textures of earth walls; 
and designing buildings informed by the site’s landscape. 
Appropriate architecture would ‘fuse concepts of 
the past with current, context-specific, sociopolitical 
and environmental challenges’. The Hector Pieterson 
Memorial and Museum, by Mashabane Rose Associates, 
is an outstanding example.

 Interviewers heard more complaints about architecture 
being undervalued, and the ‘egocentric’ industry, than about 
Eurocentrism. On anticipated changes to how architecture 
is approached, 60% of interviewees said green-building 
techniques and energy-saving will become increasingly 
important, and that digital technologies will dominate. 

The respondents believed theory taught in 
architectural schools should be holistic; not simply 
promoting imitating admired examples. Afrocentric 
architecture and culture should be introduced to students 
early on. Students should be trained to analyse quickly, 
and know that architectural practice requires not only  
a design studio, but also a realistic business approach. 

The ideas expressed were pragmatic. No interviewees 
associated Afrocentricity with race, ideology or identity. 
One suggestion summarised the general position: we need 
‘a more definitive Afrocentric approach framed by critical 
regionalism’. Responses suggested Afrocentrism is not ethnic 
branding: It’s sensitivity to the physical, metaphysical context, 
and mindfulness of globalised technological advantages.

Although the survey wasn’t strictly representative, 
from the insightful ideas interviewees expressed, it’s 
clear that the profession could benefit by acquiring a 
larger body of opinions − from more black architects 
within a wider geographical framework − in order to 
imagine a more appropriate national architecture.  ■

Insights on 
Afrocentricity

Feedback on the results of a pilot study of the views of some of South Africa’s black architects.
By: Gerald Steyn, a research professor at the Department of Architecture of the Tshwane University of Technology

1 A good example: The Hector Pieterson Memorial and Museum, Soweto.
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