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editor’s note

R 
eminding ourselves of these often quoted words 
by T S Elliot from his essay Tradition and 
the Individual Talent, published in 1919, we 
become aware of personalising traditions and 

our collective history. Everybody who acts within the 
making and shaping of the built environment do so 
within a frame of reference and experience: this truism 
applies equally to the architect and the non-architect.  
We are also all equally affected by the successes and 
failures of a world that we have created. 

When we consider the individual building, it all  
seems easier to recognise the influences and traditions  
of the past or the inspiration emanating from the  
natural site. However, when we look at the complexities 

and contestations of the urban environment 
it would seem that it is so much more difficult 
to act with a view of our collective history or 
future in mind. South Africa has been blessed 
with generations of architects who could 
creatively assimilate a local culture of building 
lasting relevance and beauty, both on local  
and international level.

When Chris Wilkinson proverbially 
cracks open a semi-precious stone found 
in the Northern Cape to commemorate its 
internal crystalline structure by means of an 
abstract mosaic pattern in his design for the 
CX003 Building at the Sol Plaatje University 

in Kimberley (ASA 82), or when Nabeel Essa engages 
with the palimpsest of a collective history for the design 
inspiration for the Moruleng Cultural Precinct (ASA 84), 
or when Boogertman & Partners chooses to respect and 
enhance the design integrity of the BMW Building in 
Midrand designed originally by Hans Hallen; or when 
Stan Field analysed the boulders of Khyber Rock for 
the Miller House in Sandton and uses the flight of birds 
to inform the design of ‘The Reeds’ in KwaZulu-Natal 
Midlands or when he engages in an equally profound 
manner with the landscape of Israel or California – they 
all endeavour to transform their understanding of the 

physical and cultural characteristics of a specific ‘place’ 
into built form. The same approach of engaging with the 
local conditions in order to promote the universal is  
evident in the work of Piet Louw and Dave Dewar for 
Katutura in Windhoek, Namibia. In their proposals  
they place emphasis on reinforcing that, which is  
already there, while enabling many options for private 
and individual expression. 

This they have done in a manner that will always 
preserve the emerging public space of Katutura. 
The counterpart of these kinds of approaches is also 
alarmingly true. When architects produce these objects 
seemingly informed by independent inspiration or 
undigested architectural theory they mostly create 
spaceships increasing the daily alienation between the 
average person and the built environment. 

It is at the level of the city where this approach is 
the most destructive. One only needs to look at a city 
like Johannesburg in its efforts towards densification 
alongside major routes where there seems to be no other 
model than the armed and defensive perimeter wall and 
the cookie cutter independent blocks within – always 
excluding any possibility from the site of any social life 
or urbanity. By constantly ignoring what generations of 
architects and urban designers have learnt we build on 
a daily basis a disaster in the making. We seem to have 
forgotten the lessons that the demolition of the Pruitt 
Igoe housing project in St. Louis have physically and 
symbolically taught us. We also need to reintroduce  
the highly relevant principles that Jane Jacobs have used 
in her epic battles with Robert Moses in New York. 

Here the more humanist approach to city making  
and architecture came face to face with the ‘pure’ 
numbers game of an engineering and more singular 
economic approach. In this battle the only winners will 
be on the side of a balance of options that places value  
and emphasis on our collective and longer-term 
engagement with the history of a place. As successful 
architects and urban designers, we all engage with  
the past to create a platform for the future.  ■

The continuity 
of the past

Paul Kotze  
Editor

The historical sense involves a perception, 
not only of the pastness of the past, 
but of its presence.  
T S Elliot

AS successful 
architects and 

urban designers,  
we all engage  

with the past to 
create a platform 

for the future. 
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notes and news

o 
ur profession is facing serious challenges, and 
it is no secret. This was shown in the recent 
petition signed by architectural professionals 
and addressed to the South African Council for 

the Architectural Profession (SACAP), which raised a 
number of concerns. While the South African Institute 
of Architects (SAIA) did not endorse the petition, it 
nevertheless engaged SACAP directly with regards to 
some of the concerns raised, most of which were already 
under discussion between SAIA and SACAP.

We want to assure our members and the architectural 
profession at large that SAIA will leave no stone unturned 
in its quest to create practice environments that are 
conducive for its members’ work. This is especially 
important given slow economic growth, coupled with 
the downgrade to junk status by Standard & Poor’s (S&P) 
following the recent Cabinet reshuffle that resulted in 

former Finance Minister Pravin Gordhan being axed. 
It is no longer business as usual: political instability 
is certainly having a tremendous effect on economic 
growth and stability. The least we would expect in 
such an environment is further regulatory hardships 
being exerted on our members. We would like to report 
that SACAP and SAIA have agreed to set up specific 
committees to deal with critical items that have long 
been in the discussion corridors, without being resolved. 
Ranking high on the list of matters under consideration 
are the Identification of Work (IDoW) Policy, 
professional fees, and the contents of the proposed 
SACAP and Voluntary Associations Memorandum  
of Understanding, amongst others.

Communication on the progress of these deliberations 
will be communicated to SAIA members through the 
usual channels.

Profession 
in turmoil

Obert Chakarisa, 
SAIA CEO

NISHA VAN DER HOVEN  is 
an associate director at 
Boogertman & Partners. Her 
influences include interior 
design, art and the psychology 
of space. Her recent exhibition, 
Paper Architects, explored 
the relationship between 
architecture and art.

JUSTUS VAN DER HOVEN,  a 
director of ARC Architects, 
is passionate about using 
movie-making to develop new  
concepts. His drawings focus 
on future city narratives and 
explore topics such as urban 
migrancy, overpopulation  
and bionetworks.

Jan Hugo is a lecturer at the 
University of Pretoria; his 
research focus is on sustainable 
and resilient architecture.  
He completed his M(Prof) 
Arch with distinction and  
has worked for various 
architecture firms locally  
and internationally. 

contributors

DR CARIN COMBRINCK  lectures 
at the University of Pretoria’s 
Department of Architecture, 
and co-ordinates its honours 
programme. Her focus is  
on the how architects  
can facilitate development  
through responsive  
design interventions.
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T 
he American Architecture Prize is an organization 
that states that they;

 …aim to recognize individuals and teams who 
have made a substantial contribution to all areas  

of architecture. We celebrate those who push boundaries  
and set new standards. Buildings clearly need to be  
practical and serve a purpose, but the AAP recognizes  
that excellence in architecture goes far beyond that.

 We believe that great architecture is about creating 
a lasting design that will remain for generations while 
inspiring people and enriching their lives.1

 To make these awards as represented as possible 
the organization has assembled a panel of adjudicators 
(mainly from the global north) representing a wide variety 
of achievement, skills and opinion. Amongst the panel 
members there are many highly regarded and respected 

individuals. When the results of this peer review process 
are scrutinized it should be noted that it represents a wide 
variety of types of projects, locations, approaches to space 
making on all scales. Amongst the recipients there are 
some globally respected practioners and many who might 
have received recognition for the first time from outside  
of their geographical domain of activity. 

 Quality in these kinds of processes of review and 
evaluation events, in fact, always depends on what  
is rejected. That component of this specific prize is  
obviously not known. However the work that came  
to the fore in 2016 is representative of a wide array of 
exciting approaches and talent.

 Two awards have been made to the projects submitted 
from Africa in 2016, the other being for a building in 
Lusaka, Zambia.  

THE AMERICAN 
ARCHITECTURE PRIZE

An overview of one of the African projects that earned an AAP in 2016 − an urban  
design framework for a mixed-use development at the Goreangab Dam, Windhoek.     

By: Professor Dave Dewar and Mr Piet Louw

1
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notes and news

 The Cape Town-based association of Piet Louw and 
Dave Dewar, Architects • Urban Designers • City Planners 
(assisted by Riaan Louw and Anton Roux) received a Silver 
Award in the Urban Design Category of the American 
Architecture Prize 2016. 

 The project seeks to promote the discipline of urban 
design in the Southern African region.
Client: Green Building Construction                                 
Associated consultants:  Elmarie du Toit, town  
planning consultant
Windhoek Consulting Engineers
Planning Partners landscape architects
Below is some of what Louw and Dewar wrote  
about this project. 

The beginnings of architecture: an Urban  
Design Framework for a mixed-use  
development associated with the Goreangab 
Dam, Windhoek, Namibia.
 
The site
The site is a large land parcel north of Windhoek, on  
the eastern edge of Katutura, the largest, primarily  
low-income neighbourhood of the city. 

At a city-wide scale, the site reinforces the central 
emerging urban corridor of Windhoek, which takes the 
form of interlinked nodes and should be intensified. One 
of the highest-order routes of the city, Independence 
Avenue, is extended westwards across the site, to link with 
a major existing north-south connector. This reinforces 
integration between the eastern and western parts of the 
city, and significantly increases the accessibility of the site.

The terrain is hilly, sloping down to a large dam to the 
south. The brief called for the creation of a unique urban 

mixed-use, mixed-income development that could act as 
a catalyst for the spontaneous regeneration of the low-
density suburb of Katutura by encouraging upwardly 
mobile people to remain in the area.

Design approach and method
A ‘package of plans’ approach was adopted: plans were 
developed at different scales, with decisions taken at 
higher-order scales providing fixes for the scales below, 
in a process of ongoing refinement. The plans aren’t 
comprehensive, but are frameworks: at each scale the 
primary elements of public structure (green space, 
movement of all modes, public institutions, urban 
space, utility and emergency services) are brought into 
reinforcing association with each other to create a logic 
of accessibility, ranging from highly public or exposed  
to highly private or embedded. 

All urban activities have their own requirements 
in terms of access and can thus find a place in the 
framework, acting in their own self-interests. The  
precise pattern of activities, however, is unpredictable and 
will probably change over time. What is predictable is that 
the activities most requiring exposure will always seek out 
the most accessible locations. In this way, the framework  
is resilient, and it accommodates growth and change. 

Three scales were used: the town scale (which  
involved integrating the site into the broader natural  
and urban systems); the site scale; and precinct plans  
for smaller. Throughout this sequence, the emphasis  
is on minimalism: the challenge at each scale is  › 

1 Goreangab Dam, physical model representation. 2 Urban Design Framework for Goreangab 
Waterfront Precinct.

key

dominant public square

public open space

public facility

tower block

tree avenue

dam

private open space

gateway or special place

2
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notes and news

identifying the minimum strong actions necessary 
to give direction to the whole, while ensuring as much 
freedom as possible for designers at smaller scales.

The Urban Design Framework
The framework for the overall site defines desired 
relationships between different elements of public 
structure. By definition, given the large scale of the site, 
it is fairly coarse-grained: the framework is developed 
to the level of superblocks only, which doesn’t allow for 
detailed implementation. It is strongly performance-
driven and desired performance qualities include 
uniqueness; sustainability; efficiency; equity and social 
justice; integration; safety and security; resilience and 
maximising choice.

The primary urban design principles include:
• Promoting a compact development by discouraging 

urban sprawl.
• Developing a waterfront that is truly publicly 

accessible (as it’s a space for people, the edges are  
not privatised by commercial uses).

• Ensuring urban and pedestrian permeability, so 
the site is closely integrated with neighbouring 
communities. The movement system is highly 
permeable, maximising convenience.

• Ordering the site not by roads, but by a ‘family’ of 
interlocking spaces and streets.

• Establishing a system of interlocking spaces and places, 
where the quality of the public spatial environment − 
the spaces between buildings − is central. The primary 
role of buildings is to define and ‘make’ public spaces. In 
this case, a central structuring element is a hierarchical 
‘family’ of public spaces, which are intensely social.

• Promoting efficient public transport and scaling 
the development for pedestrian and non-motorised 
transport (NMT) dominance.  
Although vehicles can gain access to all parts of the 
site, the development is scaled to the pedestrian; and 
there is a dedicated bicycle network to make cycling 
safe. The NMT network is landscaped in order to 
create a pleasant experience.

• Promoting the preconditions for small economic 
enterprises to flourish.

• Maximising views over the body of water and hills, 
and creating opportunities for passive recreation to 
serve the whole city: parts of the movement network 
are made to be viewing corridors.

• Making the development truly Namibian by  
designing for its hot, dry climate, and using 
indigenous materials and vegetation.

• Promoting and raising the ‘sense of arrival’ by 
spatially announcing gateways.

• Ensuring surveillance over public spaces.
• Using height as a reflection of urban structure: it is 

used strategically to reinforce structure, with the 
highest building structures defining the highest- 
order, more mixed-use routes.  
In the layout, the extension of Independence Avenue 
is a generously planted boulevard, with the overflow 
activities of abutting buildings, such as restaurants, 
spilling into the space. In the site’s centre, the 
boulevard runs along the edge of a large public 
space – a platform that overlooks the dam. Here 
there is a public swimming pool and a series of small 
restaurants in a food court. All edges around the dam 
are public walkways, with boardwalks in the more 
sensitive ecological zones.
From the north, the site is accessed via a large gateway 

space, which operates as a trading area and interchange 
for buses and taxis. From this, a cultural and trading 
route moves through the site to connect with the Penduka 
cultural centre and park. Elsewhere, the site’s system of   
a ‘family’ of special places – all of very different character 
– are organised by a distorted grid of superblocks.  
 Great care has been taken to create qualities of ‘street’; 
not ‘road’. It included the careful consideration of 
building placement and the cross-sections of different 
levels in the movement hierarchy.

Implementation: Plans, Controls and Guidelines
Precinct plans, involving much smaller areas, are more 
detailed. They take the plan from the level of superblocks 
to that of plot and block. While they are driven by the 
same performance qualities and urban design principles   
as the framework, they focus on the central issue of  › 3 Conceptual approach to building placement − prototypical street sections.

The primary role of buildings is to define and ‘make’ 
public spaces. In this case, a central structuring 

element is a hierarchical ‘family’ of public spaces, 
which are intensely social

3
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notes and news

 how these qualities and principles will be realised 
spatially – not just in terms of functionality, but with 
regards to the quality of the public spatial environment. 

Strategic design controls are identified in the precinct 
plans for the settlement as a whole and for individual 
erven. They are accompanied by architectural controls, 
which are mandatory, and guidelines. The intention  
of these controls is not to restrict architectural  
freedom – indeed, architectural expression profoundly 
affects the final outcome. Rather, the controls seek  
to ensure that the placement of buildings contributes  
to making the public space. The controls primarily  
relate to the public fronts of buildings. These include: 
build-to lines, height, corner articulation, use, bulk,  
and special features.

Desirable Performance Qualities  
Some of the qualities being sought in the Urban 
Design Framework and the precinct plans:
•  A positive, vibrant urban settlement, achieving a  

rich mix of activities, both vertical and lateral.  
•  A positive settlement that is fine-grained in terms  

of the texture of the buildings and the built fabric.
•  Different modes of movement are integrated; e.g. 

walking and cycling should be pleasant and safe.
•  The street is a particularly important form of public 

space. It is crucial to achieve qualities of ‘street’ (a 
multi-functional, linear space accommodating human 
activities, including different modes of movement).

•  Public spaces, not buildings, hold the positive 
settlements together, like public ‘living rooms’ of 
settlements. When these are dignified, the entire 
settlement is dignified.

•  The clustering of community facilities around a 
public space enhances convenience and the overflow 
activities of the facilities can spill out into the space.

•  Public spaces offer opportunities for small-scale 
entrepreneurs to trade at low overheads.

•  Positive spaces are defined, partially protected from 
the elements, scaled at the human level, feature 
surveillance (human eyes) and are landscaped. 

•  Wherever possible, informal seating should be 
provided in public spaces. This can be made in many 
different ways (e.g. by using low walls).

•  Surveillance addresses safety and security. This is 
promoted through balconies and other devices.

•  Buildings are used spatially (e.g. corner buildings, 
street-liner buildings, gateway buildings, T-junction 
buildings and landmark buildings).

•  Buildings, planting, colonnades and other elements  
are used to create shade and shelter.

•  The architecture must respond to the controls and be 
appropriate to the climate.

•  A range of different housing options and types are 
accommodated.  

•  Local agricultural production, in a climate of growing 
food-insecurity, is promoted.

•  Skills transmission is key to the development process.

Conclusion
The importance of public space in positively performing 
settlements cannot be overemphasised. These are the places 
where people meet, children play, lovers court, and scholars 
study if their houses are overcrowded. The quality of the 
public environment profoundly impacts quality of life. 

The plan seeks to uncover the minimal actions 
necessary to achieve the desired qualities of the whole. 
These actions stem from a realisation that positive 
settlements are not just a collection of buildings, but that 
each building plays a role in determining the quality 
of the spatial environment. What happens behind the 
façade of a building is the responsibility of the architects.

In essence, therefore, the precinct plan has two roles: 
the design of the public space (here both plan and cross-
section are important); and to lay down the ‘rules’ that 
must be respected in architectural plans. 

General architecture guidelines include the following:
•  Public interface and street frontage: conform to the 

principles on the relationship between building to 
street space, as defined by the compulsory building 
lines. Buildings fronting onto activity streets should 
provide covered walkways for shade. A strong element 
of transparency, with casual human surveillance, 
should prevail. However, zones of privacy should 
be clearly defined. Entrance zones should be 
clearly demarcated. Overlooking features, such as 
balconies and raised pedestrian platforms, should be 
strategically located to ensure human surveillance.                 

•  Ground plane and surface treatment: Subtle level 
changes should be used to define public, semi-public 
and private space. 

•  Contribute towards green architecture, the elements 
of which include: local water capture from roofs; 
maximising the orientation of the site; the use of green 
materials; roof treatment to reduce the albedo effects; 
planting to shade buildings; dealing with storm-water 
run-off; maximising natural cooling and reduced 
heating; the use of solar energy; optimising use and 
maximising efficiencies in the building system; the use 
of modular architectural systems to reduce costs; and 
employing recycling practices.

In terms of the implementation of the precinct plans, 
two mechanisms will be utilised: the one is entrenching 
the controls in title deed restrictions and monitoring 
compliance through a design review process.  
 The second is through the normal vetting procedures 
of the municipality.  ■

The importance of public space in positively 
performing settlements cannot be overemphasised. 
These are the places where people meet, children 
play, lovers court and scholars study 

1 www.architectureprize.com (accessed 2017 03 13)
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Book Review

T 
his book, adapted from the author’s PhD thesis, 
covers Cape Dutch homesteads and manor houses, 
the city’s slums and the garden city movement. It 
considers three areas of Cape Town’s architectural 

history – under Self, Other and Same – and each part 
could merit its own book. For theoretical ballast, Coetzer 
draws on the work of earlier theorists and pioneers 
of the City Beautiful and garden city movements, 
and town planning. Arguments for the ideal and 
improving impulses are juxtaposed against the messy 
reality of a spreading city in which ‘underclasses’ had 
to be accommodated. Wealth, older immigration and 
upper-class values infused by Englishness were uneasy 
bedfellows alongside poorer, more recent white and black 
immigration to the Mother City. How did they manage?

It’s a big jump to attribute all of the problems in  
town planning, municipal local politics, visible poverty,  
slums and segregated suburbs to either Empire and its 
agents or a ‘prequel’ to apartheid. Building apartheid  
is a catchy title, but the term ‘apartheid’ wasn’t used in 
1900 or 1910. While history may precede later events  
and explain causes, it cannot be read as a prequel − 
this risks projecting present-day values onto the past. 
Nonetheless, Coetzer’s arguments are stimulating.  
Many original ideas and insights kept me reading.  
The comprehensive bibliography, archival sources  
and end notes show that the author worked hard. 

Coetzer’s book analyses the hidden meaning in the 
treasured Cape Dutch architecture. He argues that 
nationalist rhetoric, meshed with the imperial vision 
for South Africa, promoted Cape Dutch vernacular 
architecture as the favoured national style. His critique  
is scathing. Words such as spurious, slavish copyists,  
and dubious lineages show the author has little to  
admire. With no empathetic appreciation of the Baker 
tradition, this is a radical departure from earlier  
histories of Cape architecture. The author argues that  
the Cape Dutch style emerged from an appropriated, 
twisted history, resulting in a false national style  
and common architectural language adopted by  
the English and Afrikaners alike. 

But the economics behind affluence and land ownership 
is missing. Architecture expresses financial and business 
achievement, making statements about status and class. 

Coetzee discusses the attempts of town planners and 
architects to create beautiful city vistas and eliminate 
disorder and slums. He argues that the promotion of 
town planning principles excluded some. The Slums  
Act of 1934 cleared parts of old Cape Town, as the ‘other’ 
was offensive to the agents of Empire and middle-
class English. The aesthetic considerations of those in 
power drove the improvement impulse. Appearance 
mattered more that structural soundness, and Coetzee 
argues that Cape Town was remade in the image of 
the City Beautiful. Again, an analysis of economics 
is lacking. How did the finances behind ownership 
affect demographic patterns of residence and business? 
Segregation and divisions in function could’ve been 
driven by economics as well as nascent apartheid 
ideology. The author is passionately outraged at the 
shaping of dominant white identity in the city, but  
this doesn’t make for a balanced history.

The third part of the book considers the Garden 
City movement influence. Arts and Crafts romantic 
architecture beautified the city, but the negative was  
‘its Panopticon logic and totalitarian potential’, revealed 
in Langa, contrasted with the whites-only counterpart, 
Pinelands. Apartheid was the next logical step to 
segregationist town planning. Judgement comes down 
on ‘the agents of Empire’ behaving in an anti-urban, 
paternalistic and hierarchical manner, but the coverage 
of the garden suburb houses and schemes is informative. 

The book’s scholarship and archival delving is 
impressive, but the singularity of Coetzer’s interpretation 
is a problem. As he sees all his material through  
the prism of pre-apartheid scheming, the nuances  
of 300 years of a city’s history remain hidden.  ■

Lens on the 
Mother City
An important, if one-sided, study on the history of architectural 
ideas as expressed in Cape Town.
By: Professor Katherine Munro, University of the Witwatersrand

1 Coetzer, N. 2013. Building apartheid: On architecture and order in imperial Cape Town. 
Ashgate Studies in Architecture series. London: Routledge.im
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The connection between 
architecture and the 
automobile has long been 
apparent in the BMW 
headquarters building in 
Midrand. Its refurbishment 
reflects the firm’s core 
values and commitment 
to employee wellbeing 
and environmental 
sustainability.
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T 
he architect stood hunched over his drawing 
board. A pile of crumpled papers lay wrinkled  
on the floor beside him, each concealing a black, 
inky drawing wrapped up in its centre. Through  

a web of overlapping lines and clouds of watercolour,  
he traced the shape that became an arc, then a circle.  
As he orbited the shape with his pen, the circle enlarged 
on the one side to make a sickle. This was to become  
the iconic plan of his building – the head office for  
BMW, South Africa.

We have driven past this building many times on 
journeys between Johannesburg and Pretoria, and on 
each occasion, we have noticed something distinctive.  
At first, it seemed slightly rotated towards the speeding 
highway; as if to acknowledge its relationship with 
motorists and hold your gaze for a few split seconds. 
With its striking circular form, the sweeping curves  
of the BMW Head Office building make it one of the 
more seductive and elegantly simple contemporary 
buildings seen from the M1 highway in Midrand, 
Johannesburg. The building’s rough and jagged dark-
brick exterior seemingly alludes to a smoother, lighter 
and ‘softer’ interior. We often wondered, over the 
years, how this building seemed to never age. As time 
passed and the landscape around the form matured, 
we have noticed that the building had blended into its 
surroundings. It appeared poised and well positioned, 
with a sense of belonging among the established trees 
and undulating landscape. The building, as if it too 
was a vehicle, could be seen proudly wearing the BMW 
badge in the form of a ventilation grill – a giant louvered 
extrapolation of the company’s logo.

1 The rondel that faces the highway - originally an art installation representing the BMW  
badge that has become the extract ventilation grill since the refurbishment of the building.  
2 Hallen, H. 1984, original watercolour of the BMW Building.

1984
George Orwell’s fictional vision of the year 1984 depicts 
a totalitarian world where society is controlled through 
constant surveillance under the watchful eye of Big Brother 
(Orwell, 2000: 3) Although not dissimilar from apartheid 
South Africa at the time, Orwell’s vision differed to that of 
the world at large, which was focused on the exciting future 
promised by new technology. The year 1984 saw the release 
of the Apple Macintosh, the invention of the CD-ROM  
and the HP LaserJet. It was also the year British geneticist 
Alec Jeffreys discovered how to analyse more than three 
billion units in the human DNA sequence – otherwise 
known as DNA fingerprinting (Cass Art, 2014).

In 1984, sales of the new BMW 3 Series sedan were 
groundbreaking, with a meteoric rise in units sold 
compared to previous years (BMW Group, n.d.). 
Somehow BMW had managed to build a car that 
captured the spirit and imagination of the time, and 
inspired the world with what the technology of the future 
made possible. BMW was a celebrated success in South 
Africa, and the company quickly became known for its 
cultural and design influence. In 1991, BMW’s artistic 
patronage led to Ndebele artist Esther Mahlangu’s 
creation of the BMW Art Car 12. The BMW 525i painted 
in the bright colours and ornamental shapes of Ndebele 
art – idiomatically representing South Africa’s political  ›  
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Similar to Frank Lloyd Wright’s VC Morris Gift Shop, the archway compresses the threshold 
between public and private, creating an element of anticipation and contradiction
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transformation − is currently housed in Johannesburg’s 
Apartheid Museum (Papeman, 2011).

It was also in 1984 − in a context where technology 
promised a bright future and political change was looming 
− that world-renowned architect Hans Hallen designed 
and built the unique BMW Head Office building,  
a landmark that has become one of Johannesburg’s  
most significantly important works of architecture. 

AN ARCHITECTURAL CLASSIC
The location of Midrand was chosen for being midway 
between the company’s operations in Johannesburg and 
Pretoria. While the building seemed distanced from 
urbanity, it in fact relied heavily on strong linear axes 
drawn towards the civic centres. Like a remote radio 
station, the building received visual signals from opposing 
cities, allowing visitors to triangulate their position in 
space and anchoring the building in its context.

The then undeveloped surroundings offered a  
unique, park-like setting. As it was primarily reached 
by vehicle, and built next to a highway, the site location 
further bolstered the connection between architecture 
and the automobile. The building was a product of 
necessity and the practical activities of the operation. 
Rather than building their head office in an upmarket 
area near town, the managers of BMW South Africa 
required that the building bridge the gap between 
the public and private functions of the operation. The 
architecture became a symbolic unification of the 
business administration functions with the production 
aspects of the company, brought together under one roof.

DYNAMIC CURVATURE
The building explored the correlation between 
automotive design – the way in which a vehicle’s 
working parts are assembled into a machine that 
operates in harmony – and the way in which office 
modules may perform within the building as a whole. 
The simple, circular building profile is comparable 
with Le Corbusier’s modern architectural metaphor 
for the machine age; that a building can be designed to 
perform with machine-like characteristics (Khan 2001: 
27). Le Corbusier’s rational ordering of space informed 
his concept of a machine-à-habiter: the ‘machine for 
living in’ (Ibid). Maison Citrohan (1922) was seen as a 
counterpart to the industrially produced Citroën car 
and embodied residential architecture as a machine for 
dwelling. Arguably, Hallen’s BMW building shares this 
machine-like quality and strong relationship with the 
car. Its rounded office floor-plates represent a type of 
engine for the office, serving a vital role in the  
continued production of automobiles for the group.

Hallen was inspired by the company’s logo when 
designing the building’s modern form. The black outer 
ring containing the letters B, M and W was interpreted 
as a circular belt of offices. Contained within the ring-
like belt of offices are four segments of a circular internal 
courtyard, representing the blue and white quadrants of 

the company badge. The scale of this courtyard creates 
intimacy and relief for the offices. Generally speaking, 
the strongest sense of enclosure occurs when a building 
is designed to completely surround a given space. Full 
spatial enclosure is perceived with a distance-to-height 
ratio of 1:1, and a loss of enclosure is created when this 
ratio drops to 4:1 (Booth, 1990: 131). Interestingly, the 
1:3 ratio of enclosure created inside the courtyard is 
such that it creates intimacy and is at a human-centred 
scale that bears a civic quality. While the internal form 
remains circular, the external envelope is distorted into  
a sickle shape at the southern side of the building  
to accommodate a canteen and dining area. 

‘In Hallen’s early buildings, brick and concrete 
surfaces were usually whitewashed or textured, but 
gradually these materials were left exposed, the concrete 
surface bearing the imprint of the wooden formwork. 
Le Corbusier called this béton brut, effectively coining 
the term Brutalism, which became characteristic of 
the architecture of the period’, said Professor Walter 
Peters in an article on Durban’s modernist architecture 
(2014). In the spirit of modernism, Hallen successfully 
used modern sensibilities in the design of the building 
components to create a simple and modest form that 
promoted the interconnectivity of building functions. 

The arrival at the building wasn’t excessively grand –  
a hollowed-out arch on the northern side of the building 
formed a space where a plinth could display a single 
vehicle. The outer envelope was wrapped with a dark-
brick façade. Two seamless horizontal strip windows ran 
along the entire perimeter of the building, emphasising 
the almost impossible floating weightlessness of the 
uppermost brick band of the façade. The horizontal 
strip windows evoked the freedom and seamless quality 
described by Le Corbusier in his ‘Five Points’, inaugurating 
‘a new era in architecture’ (Khan, 2001: 32). Internally, the 
ceilings were low and the furniture unassumingly simple.

BMW TODAY
The motoring giant continues to innovate and reimagine 
the future of the automobile, such as through the 
commissioning of daring hydrogen-fuelled concept cars 
designed by the likes of Danish artist Olafur Eliasson 
(Papeman, 2011). Although the company continues to 
develop highly efficient combustion-engine automobiles, 
an increased pressure on manufacturers to reduce 
emissions has disrupted the automotive industry. 
Consequently, more than 40 years after the launch  
of their revolutionary 3 Series, BMW has launched the  
i3, their first zero-emissions, pure battery-electric  › 

3 The double glazed strip windows behind the vanity which  provide views from the toilets across 
the site. 4 The walkway extension adjacent to the courtyard. The subtle change in material finish 
between the walkway and the office area defines the movement zones within the building. 5 The 
fritted glass louvred façade is actuated and designed to track the path of the sun to control light 
and minimise heat penetration into the interior office spaces. 6 The new entrance arch.
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series-produced car (BMW Group, n.d.). Increased 
connectivity now means that through a mobile phone 
app car owners can engage directly with their i3 to access 
information such as the car’s remaining battery life. 
Through technological improvements, the role of the  
car in our everyday lives is being reimagined. 

THE REBIRTH OF A CLASSIC
In the face of a continually changing architectural 
environment, an adaptation of the existing BMW Head 
Office has enabled the building to remain relevant. More 
than 30 years after its original construction date, the 
refurbishment project was undertaken by established 
architects Boogertman & Partners. A sensitive approach 
towards the existing structure meant the architects 
were careful not to diminish the innate character of the 

original building. With minimum 
intervention, the external brickwork 
façade was cleaned and restored. 
The roof was completely removed 
and replaced with contemporary 
zinc sheeting, and the interiors  
were overhauled. The most 
significant impact was that of  
the internal façade, which was 
stripped and extended. 

Our visit to the newly refurbished 
building began at the visitor’s arrival 
centre, a detached structure some 
distance from the main building. 
The approach is by means of a 
pedestrian pathway aligned with 
the main axis. Along this route, the 

architecture is slowly unveiled through the landscape. 
At the elegant, swooping arch that signifies the entrance 
to the building the dark brickwork is lifted to expose the 
building’s slick, white underbelly. Similar to Frank Lloyd 
Wright’s VC Morris Gift Shop, the archway compresses 
the threshold between public and private, creating an 
element of anticipation and contradiction as one moves 
through the arch into the central space (Venturi, 2002: 81).

Through landscaped berms, retaining walls and even 
the reuse of the old slate from the existing roof to create 
feature walls, the architecture is cleverly concealed from 

view and separated from any car-park area, leaving the 
building immersed by the surrounding greenery. 

The outer façade remains intact − but for the addition 
of lightweight horizontal louvres strategically placed to 
reduce the glare from the western sun. The replacement 
of the original faceted windows was to meet the 
performance requirements of double-glazing fenestration. 

The internal courtyard forms the memorable piece of 
this building. As originally designed, this circular space 
is divided into four quadrants. The new design modified 
the central space by undulating the ground plane and 
creating spaces with varied intimacy, each affording 
a different experience. A central space enclosed by 
buildings without features is static; it lacks ‘subspaces and 
implied movement’. When its surroundings become more 
‘varied and complex … the resulting outdoor space takes 
on a richer quality’ (Booth, 1990: 136). The landscape 
provides interaction between nature and the inhabitants 
of the building by creating areas for conversation, casual 
meeting, contemplation and exhibition. A pivotal feature 
of the courtyard is the bio-filter pond that playfully 
reflects light into the interior spaces. 

Light is carefully controlled to provide the most  
efficient balance between view, shading and sunlight for 
the building occupants. The architects challenged the 
original brief and proposed to remove the internal façade 
− extending the floor plate into the courtyard to create 
a circulation passage that navigates the circumference 
of the office space. An entirely new glazed façade with 
actuated fritted glass louvres visually connects the  
office to the internal courtyard. As the fins gradually 
track and move to respond to the sun angle, this 
functional and scientific façade solution takes on both  
a sculptural and transformative quality. 

The interior is quiet and understated; an extension  
of the sense of tranquillity experienced within the 
courtyard. BMW’s revised global corporate identity 
− defined in ‘neue arbeitswelten’, or ‘new working 
environment’ − was applied to uplift and encourage a 
sense of wellbeing among staff (Boogertman & Partners, 
n.d). A flexible and open spatial layout provides for 
movement, chance encounters and focused work areas. 
The contemporary space-planning principles applied 
in the refurbishment are no doubt a vast improvement 
on the original design. Ease of movement and legibility 
was key in the planning of the interior spaces, and the 
extension of the walkway adjacent to the courtyard  
was integral in affording staff the opportunity to  
connect with colleagues across the building. In addition 
to the staff restaurant and barista bar, the placement  › 

Project 1

7 The BMW Head Office, Midrand, as seen from the highway at night. 8 The building was 
originally designed and built by architect, Hans Hellen (pictured here) in 1984 and 1985. The 
BMW Group SA head office was refurbished in 2014 by architects Boogertman + Partners.

7 8
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of meeting rooms and service cores relocated around 
the existing central reception further created the 
opportunity for informal meetings.

In contrast to Hallen’s scheme, a restrained 
approach to the material selection was adopted in the 
refurbishment. Colour palettes are subtle and minimally 
applied, drawing attention to the landscape beyond the 
envelope. Even the restrooms are designed to capture the 
view. These generous, well-finished and fully automated 
areas − each designed with a picture window behind the 
vanity − provide views of the vehicles along the highway. 
Attention to detail is applied throughout the interior: 
from the careful consideration of the patterning of floor 
tiles to minimise wastage across the circular building 
form to the high recycled content of the carpet tile, 
materials are robust and suitably placed to seamlessly 
blend the office areas together.

Recent studies show employee engagement positively 
correlates with workplace satisfaction (Steelcase Inc, 
2016: 7). At the BMW Head Office, the wellbeing and 
comfort levels of occupants was considered in the 
increase in fresh air and abundance of natural light 
and external views. The BMW corporate identity has 
been well executed and the toned-down finishes and 
monochromatic colour of the interior forms a neutral 
backdrop to the functions within the company.  

Refurbishing a building is inherently sustainable 
and by implementing green principles throughout 
the building, a five-star Green Star SA as-built rating 
was achieved. Not only were the building’s core 
services − such as lighting, ventilation and hot-water 
generation systems − completely reinvented, but a new 
satellite energy centre for energy generation was also 
implemented. The innovative technological approach 
and sustainability principles applied to the refurbishment 
of the building resonates with BMW’s pursuit of 
sustainability and energy efficiency, strengthening the 
connection between architecture and the cutting-edge 
hybrid and electric cars the company designs. There is 
no doubt that BMW’s core values of design, passion, 

technology and innovation have been successfully 
applied throughout the refurbishment. By respecting 
Hallen’s original design, the spirit of the building has 
been preserved. The architect’s characteristic use of 
a strong axis through his carefully conceived spaces 
(Mungroo, 2016) establishes a visual narrative of the 
building by framing a series of moments, views and 
experiences along a route. This sequence and relationship 
of spaces to each other, and to the outside, create what 
Le Corbusier called the promenade architecturale (Khan, 
2001: 28). What Hallen’s original design achieved and 
the refurbishment built upon is the pursuit to always 
open up architecture to ‘create new possibilities for 
connections between its interior and exterior and within 
the interior itself ’ (Giedion, 1967: 413). The relationship 
of inside and outside space is a hugely significant part of 
this building with the new refurbishment opening up to 
the elements and strengthening these connections.  ■
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� e second part on the history of this historic estate. 
� e fascinating story of Prynnsberg Estate and its history was 
published in the last issue. Here, Part 2 looks at the speci� cs 
of the architectural conservation of this fascinating estate.
By: Mr Michael Rayne and Professor Katherine Munro

Prynnsberg 
Estate:

1

Estate:
 A Conservation Strategy.
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T 
he beautiful Prynnsberg Estate manor house is 
a South African heritage treasure that requires 
heritage recognition and protection, as it is a 
fine architectural example of a late-19th-century 

colonial country home. It has been described as a heritage 
‘jewel’ of the Eastern Free State, a ‘sandstone palace,’ 
and has even earned the phrase ‘Prynnsberg vernacular’. 
Constructed in 1881 following the early decades of the 
diamond discoveries at Kimberley, it falls under heritage 
protection legislation as it’s older than 60 years. 

The manor house is the core of the larger 
estate covering an area of over 1 200 hectares and 
incorporating a collection of buildings. These buildings, 
spread out in various locations on the estate, serve 
various functions and include: the manor house, two 
chapels, a parsonage, old stables, a game keeper’s lodge 
(called Aran), staff accommodation and an old barn. 

In 1996, portions of the estate (the farmhouse with  
150 metres of surrounding land, as well as a chapel,  
old manse and mission church, each with 75 metres  
of surrounding land) were provisionally declared as  
a National Monument in terms of the National 
Monuments Act, No. 28 of 1969. This provisional 
declaration lapsed in 2001 and no further declarations 
were placed on the estate. However, the Free State 
Provincial Heritage Resources Authority (FSPHRA)  
still lists the estate and these properties as a  
‘provisionally protected place’.

It is an unusual property because of its origins, its 
location in a historically contested part of the Free State, 
its architectural significance, and the romantic but 
ultimately tragic family history of the Newberry family. 
The family history is central to the estate and its fate. 
Charles Newberry (1841-1922), the head of the family, 
was English and of humble origins. He was a self-made 
man who, through hard work and determination, 
amassed wealth and significant property. He provided his 
family with an opulent lifestyle, but the sustenance and 
maintenance of an estate through four generations proved 
to be impossible. The Newberry era ended in tragedy, 
neglect and decay, as was covered in our first article.

This history shows us that the estate always required 
imagination, resources and determination to ensure 
financial viability. For the estate to be self-sufficient and 
generate income, both investments and income from 
other sources was needed. Unfortunately, following the 
death of Charles Newberry, each successive generation 
of inheritors lacked this complex mix to enable the the 
estate’s viability, with its future and stature secured.  
As mentioned in Part One, the use of legal entail  
further complicated succession.

The death of Trevor Newberry marked the end of the 
road for the Newberry family at Prynnsberg and resulted 
in its auction, an event dubbed ‘the sale of the [20th] 
century’. Since its sale, it has continued to be privately 
owned. Unfortunately, since its auction each of its 
previous owners, while having an idea as to how to make 
the estate viable, lacked the imagination, determination 1 Billiard Room and Gardens.

or resources to do so. However, the current owners are 
attempting to reimagine the estate to make it viable 
again. To this end, the estate and its various buildings − 
particularly the manor house − present an opportunity 
to record a case study in heritage architecture, 
conservation and adaptive reuse. 

The objective of this article is threefold: We wish to 
elaborate further on the architectural work required 
for the structure to be reused; briefly record the history 
of the building of the manor house and the means to 
establish this work; and to summarise the Heritage 
Impact Study and architectural work undertaken by  
SRS Architects in 2016. 

Reimagining Prynnsberg
The manor house is a national asset that requires 
heritage protection. For such a heritage resource to be 
appreciated by the wider public, the property needs to be 
accessible, decay and deterioration need to be addressed, 
construction problems need to be solved and restoration 
needs to be undertaken. The challenge for both the 
current owner-client and the appointed architect is to 
chart a route through current heritage legislation; to 
achieve secure heritage status and recognition; and to 
devise a masterplan for the estate and the house.  

The question that immediately arises is: Restoration 
and masterplan, for what purpose? A large estate and 
its central historic house must have a future purpose 
and a viable plan for occupation and use. Restoration of 
a property of this type is enormously expensive and an 
investment in renewal must ultimately reap reasonable 
financial return and become income-generating.  

Originally, the running of the house and estate was 
feasible because it was partially income-generating. 
Therefore, it could be said that the estate was originally 
financially viable due to (its founder’s) fortune, farming 
and commercial plantations – Newberry’s innovation 
and determination. In addition, because it supported 
what could be called South Africa’s first private game 
farm, it was also a place of interest. Then, despite all 
of Charles Newberry’s efforts ‘to preserve what he had 
built up for future generations’, it becomes clear that in 
the latter years the estate was barely kept alive through 
the means of farming. This impacted the manor house, 
which was falling into a state of disrepair.  › 

The estate and its various buildings − particularly  
the manor house − present an opportunity to  
record a case study in heritage architecture, 
conservation and adaptive reuse
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Restoration and maintenance aside, the primary focus 
of the masterplan was to convert the structure into a 
luxury hotel. To achieve this, the plan aimed to achieve 
three primary objectives:
1. The house had to be converted into clearly defined 

‘public/general use’ areas and ‘private’ areas:  
One of the largest ground-floor bedrooms in the house 
originally functioned as a library. With the addition of 
a lean-to bathroom structure in the 1960s (by Edward 
Newberry), the room was converted into a bedroom. 
However, it is located in the ‘public realm’ of the 
structure, so the masterplan returns the room to its 
original intention: a library as a publically accessible 
room. Furthermore, the plan attempts to provide 
access from this room to the gardens to the west of the 
manor house. To enable this, the western external wall 
of this room is shown as being adapted with openings 
to match the existing openings and allow access to 
the gardens to the west. This would result in Edward’s 
lean-to bathroom addition being demolished.

2. Ablution facilities could no longer be shared: 
Currently, patrons of the manor house share 
ablution facilities primarily located in the additions 
commissioned by Ernest and Edward Newberry, 

Both the house 
and land must be 

reimagined and 
repurposed to ensure 

that the estate 
becomes financially 
viable so that it may 

be reinstated to its 
former glory

2 3 4

5 6

The financial viability of the house cannot be viewed 
in isolation; it must be viewed in relation to the costs and 
economic value of the land where it is situated. Both the 
house and land must be reimagined and repurposed to 
ensure that the estate becomes financially viable so that  
it may be reinstated to its former glory. 

To this end, the vision of the current owners is to 
restore Prynnsberg Estate to a level where it can compete 
in the world of top-end ultra-exclusive destinations as 
typified in the annual Condé Nast Traveler Top 100 of the 
world’s best private lodges and destinations.Prynnsberg 
has the potential to become a high-end executive-
meeting and private-event destination. Furthermore, 
activities such as mountain biking, hiking, glamping, 
polo and weddings may be provided.

Core to the vision was the work of the team at 
Michael Scholes & Associate Architects (now SRS), 
commissioned in 2009. The office commenced with 
the task of documenting the site, surveying the house, 
and identifying areas of deterioration and requiring 
immediate maintenance. This was followed by a 
masterplan to convert the mansion into a sustainable  
asset without a loss of integrity, and the work was 
presented to the client within a year.
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which were poorly added. For the manor house to be 
desirable and function as intended, en-suite private 
bathroom and toilet facilities would be needed for 
all of the bedrooms. The plan proposes strategically 
locating these facilities within existing, less-desirable 
spaces or rooms to enable efficient and non-evasive 
planning of water supply and drainage. Bathroom 
spaces also had to be carefully detailed to ensure no 
water ingress into the structure, which may result  
in further deterioration.

3. The kitchen needed to be designed and equipped  
to provide gourmet meals and services. 

Other proposals included rebuilding a demolished 
conservatory (evident in some of the photographs  
– a shadow of which remains on the eastern façade), 
rebuilding some of the deteriorated timber enclosures, 
and rethinking some of the poor junctions on the roof to 
seal the structure. In summary, the masterplan of Michael 
Scholes & Associate Architects provided a vision and an 
initial concept of a total recapitalisation of the property.

To ensure that the masterplan was achievable, and for 
accurate costing, the practice extensively documented 
the manor house, creating detailed records of the existing 
structure in various drawings and documents, constantly 
comparing the existing condition with the proposed 
changes. This was done in consultation with specialist 
joiners and wet-services consultants, amongst others.

The masterplan was accepted by the client and detailed 
costing followed. The projected figure proved to be 
too costly. Therefore, the practice recommended that 
any work done to the structure concentrated on the 
conservation and restoration in line with the masterplan. 
In a nutshell, the technical essentials were identified to 
prevent any further deterioration of the structure. The 
client began to focus on ‘sealing the box’ by repairing  
the roof and employing a specialist joiner to slowly  
and continuously restore the windows and doors. 

As there were no original drawings of  
the house, the architects relied on written 
documentation, on-site observation and 
historical photographs
In 2016, SRS Architects, the successor to Michael  
Scholes and Associate Architects, were approached to 
prepare a heritage submission. The report produced –  
an extensive document probing the history of the house 
and estate, entitled, ‘Heritage report for the alterations 
and additions to Prynnsberg farmhouse’ (unpublished) 
− was submitted in July 2016. A large part of the report 
comprises a detailed analysis of the evolution of the 
manor house. It is motivated that understanding the 
development, and the changes that the manor house 
underwent, can assist in decision-making to revert  
and return it to the integrity it had during the time of 
Charles Newberry, circa 1910. This premise informed 
the design process to ensure the renewed integrity of the 
manor house. This work was integral to understanding 
the building and to the creation of the masterplan.

2 Axonometric 1: Indicating assumed original Building. 3 Axonometric 2: Indicating assumed 
addition in two phases. Phase 1: ‘L’ shaped structure to the south. Phase 2: North-East wing and 
roofing of resultant courtyard. 4 Axonometric 3: Indicating assumed addition and new gable 
design. 5 Axonometric 4: Indicating addition of Billiard Room and later the Conservatory.  
6 Axonometric 5: Indicating addition of first floor bathroom and resultant change to roof and 
later the addition of the ground floor bathroom.

Historical development of the manor house 
As there were no original drawings of the house, the 
architects relied on written documentation, on-site 
observation and historical photographs to try to 
understand the historical development of the building. 
What follows is the assumed five-phase development  
of the manor house.

Phase 1: Original structure (pre-1881)
In 1995, Robin Newberry, the grandson of Charles 
Newberry, wrote an article for Volume 1(13) of Jaarboek 
(Africana Vereniging van Pretoria). In it, he wrote that 
Charles Newberry commenced with additions to an 
existing building that consisted of a single-storey structure 
dressed in sandstone and sealed with corrugated sheeting. 
He added that this original structure became the west 
wing of the current manor (p62). This record implies that 
the single-storey ‘west wing’ of the building predates 1881, 
and could have been the original trading station owned by 
the grandparents of Charles’ wife, Elizabeth Mary Daniel.

Phase 2: Assumed addition of the double storey
Robin Newberry wrote that the additions consisted of 
major extensions to the east, together with an added 
upper storey (p62), all of which was completed in 
dressed sandstone externally. There is also an early 
photograph that supports his explanation. It should be 
noted that close observation of the sandstone dressing 
on the eastern façade, and considering an irregularity 
in the structure of the roof, suggests that the addition 
of the double storey could’ve been done in two stages. 
Regardless of these stages, however, the double-storey 
extensions were extensive.

From the quote and the photograph, it’s evident that: 
the single-storey ‘original’ structure remains intact 
with a hipped roof; there is an upper-level, T-shaped 
wing located to the east of the original structure. The 
assumption is supported by the fact that the gables at the 
north and west ends of the ‘T’ are of the same design, 
and suggests that the addition of the second storey is of a 
single phase. The photo also shows a mock gable adjacent 
to the west double-storey gable, possibly indicating an 
access point to the structure and the passage within.

What is unclear from both the quote and the photo is 
the extent of the building within the courtyard, created 
by the original structure and the addition. In other words, 
it is unclear whether the current dining room was built 
during this phase and if the passage was a veranda or  
an internal passage. Access panels in the central passage  
of the current building do offer a view beneath the  › 
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suspended timber floor of the passage and indicate that 
this space was never finished to be an external walkway. 
One is therefore left to assume that the passage was 
internal (with a suspended floor), which begins to imply 
that the dining room was built as a single-storey structure 
during the second phase of development.

Phase 3: Extension to the second storey  
and addition of the first-floor veranda
Photographs of the ‘completed’ manor house (excluding 
the billiard room and conservatory) indicate that there 
is a new western double-storey addition to the structure 
above a portion of the pre-1881 structure – finished with 
a stepped gable end. This gable is repeated to the north  
of the original single-story structure, indicating that 

these gables were built at the same time. 
There is now also an extensive upper-level 
veranda (above the ground-floor central 
passage) and accessible balcony (above the 
current dining room). Since there were no 
internal bathrooms at the time, the early 
photographs indicate outbuildings clad in 
corrugated sheeting near the house. One 
assumes these were used for this purpose.

Phase 4: Addition of billiard  
room and conservatory 
According to an article in SA Country Life 
in June 1996, the billiard room was built 
in 1904. From the earlier photographs, it is 
evident that the billiard room was accessed 
via an existing backdoor from the staircase 

landing. Photographs also indicate that a conservatory 
was added to the east of the manor house. This was 
attached to the main house and was later demolished by 
Trevor Newberry. There is nothing written about this 
structure, so there is no possibility to date it. Photographs 
do clarify that it post-dates the previous phase.

Phase 5: Addition of bathrooms, removal of  
the balcony and conservatory demolition
The skylight (dormer) windows and the finials on the 
roof were removed by Ernest Newberry between 1936 
and 1956. Ernest also apparently commissioned the 
addition of a first-floor bathroom, which adjusted the 
shape of the roof, possibly to stop water ingress at a 
valley gutter between the staircase and the southeastern 
wing. The electrification of the structure is attributed to 
Ernest’s son, Edward, sometime between 1956 and 1984. 
In addition, Edward commissioned the addition of the 
bathroom structure to the west of the original library.

Proposed work to be done
Following on from this history, there is a section in 
the report that offers a detailed description of how the 
work will be undertaken. Essentially, the conservation 
approach will follow the principles of restoration and 
adaptation, along the key principles of the Burra Charter.

The approach to restoration aims to restore and  
re-establish the manor house to the appearance and  
state of the house during the Charles Newberry era.  
As has been stated, much of the structure (windows, 
stone, internal mud brick) had deteriorated due to water 
ingress. It is therefore proposed that the restoration of  
this structure should be done without altering the 
aesthetic of the original house. Furthermore, ceilings, 
cornices, floors and wallpaper in the rooms have been 
irreparably damaged by water ingress. This appears  
to have been primarily due to some bad roof junctions 
and poor historic maintenance. It is proposed that  
the junctions be repaired, changed or adapted, and that 
an intense maintenance and replacement programme  
be commenced.

The approach to adaptation is best seen in the new 
masterplan’s attitude towards the ablution facilities. 
It is evident that the 1881 plan relied on outhouses 
for ablutions. The report highlights that Phase Five 
tried to solve the issue. However, the integrity of the 
original farmhouse was diluted by these additions, 
which were poorly done. It is therefore proposed that 
the structure be restored and adapted by removing 
these additions to reinstate the original aesthetic of 
the manor. Unfortunately, if removal is the limit of 
change, there will be no ablutions facilities. This is not 
tenable, as a boutique hotel requires en-suite bathrooms. 
Hence, adaptation and clever insertions of ablutions 
were proposed. The architects proposed that existing, 
strategically selected bedrooms or storerooms be adapted 
to become bathrooms. In addition, they proposed that 
‘outbuildings’ be strategically attached to the existing 
structure, but located to ensure minimal impact the 
‘outbuildings’ would be materially finished in corrugated 
sheeting to both look like the original detached 
outbuildings and to have an aesthetic that is different 
from the sandstone of the manor house and thus make  
a historical reference. 

Conclusion
The challenge of a project such as this one is to retain 
the character, integrity and structure of the two-storey 
house while providing modern functions. To this end, 
it is commendable to note the depths to which the 
architects went to try to understand the structure and 
how it was constructed. This was achieved practically 
through rigorous on-site measurement, observation, and 
specialist consultation and drawing. It was also achieved 
academically through studying the available, and 
somewhat limited, resources.  

In the latter part of 2016, the Heritage Impact 
Assessment (HIA) prepared by SRS Architects was 
approved by the Free State Heritage Resources Authority. 
The HIA makes a strong case for formal heritage 
recognition and protection, and for the conferring of 
Free State Blue Plaque status. The project is now at the 
preconstruction stage and is being overseen by the 
Bloemfontein-based practice, Roodt Architects.  ■

The approach to 
restoration aims 

to restore and 
re-establish the 

manor house to the 
appearance and 

state of the house 
during the Charles 

Newberry era
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Cool
 Capital

U 
nder the theme Reporting from the Front, 
Alejandro Aravena, the curator of the 15th 
International Architecture Exhibition organised 
as part of the Venice Biennale, questioned the 

value of architecture to society. At the official opening, 
he suggested that it should be a means to an end, rather 
than the end result itself (Aravena, 2016). In a global 
context with a growing disparity between social classes 
along with a plethora of challenges – social, economic 
or environmental − 88 invited architects and 65 
international exhibition participants explored various 
dilemmas while also offering solutions, and hope (La 
Biennale di Venezia, 2016).

An insider look at the creation of South 
Africa’s Pavilion at the 2016 Mostra di 
Architettura di Venezia, the architecture 
section of the Venice Biennale.

By: Mr Jan Hugo, Photographs: Carla Crafford,  
Neil Human and Mathews and Associates Architects

While these global challenges can – and should − be 
lamented, Biennale Chairman Paolo Baratta identified 
the need for optimism – feedback from those who 
innovatively bring about positive outcomes (Baratta, 2016). 
Therefore, the focus was on architecture that facilitates 
critical discourse on providing practical solutions to social 
injustice, and represents the disenfranchised (Aravena, 
2016). With 259 725 visitors, the architecture exhibition 
has established itself as a significant platform to present 
these ideas and solutions (La Biennale di Venezia, 2016).

South Africa has taken part in the exhibition since 
2006 (Louw, 2007: 13), and for 2016 the South African 
architecture pavilion was curated by Pieter Mathews, 

1

2 3
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1  At the entrance, a photo by C Crafford showing Victor meets Preller: Let sleeping ghosts lie, 
by Diane Victor (2014). 2 Teater vol stoele (Jan van der Merwe and Hoërskool Garsfontein, 
2014), with Pinned transitory (Rina Stutzer, 2014) in the background. 3 View of the exhibition.

principal of Mathews and Associates Architects. Under 
the name Cool Capital, the pavilion explored the 
relationship between the city and its inhabitants, the 
various forms of citizen interventions and what active 
citizenry embodies in the South African urban context 
(Taljaard, 2016). The pavilion exhibited the outcomes  
from the citizen-led intervention, the Cool Capital 
Biennale, hosted in Pretoria in October 2014. Having 
been involved in the documentation and implementation 
of the 2016 South African Pavilion, I will provide an 
insider’s view of the pavilion, including the process, 
intention and outcome, as well as highlighting  
missed opportunities. 

The proposal and process
The concept for the 2016 South African Pavilion was 
inspired by a visit to the 2012 Venice Biennale – as stated 
by Mathews at the pavilion opening. Upon returning 
home from the Biennale, he took action to improve 
the status of Pretoria instead of only talking about it 
(Mathews, 2016). He initiated the process of developing a 
city-wide exhibition, which he would present, document 
and (after four years), return to present it to the world.

The first Cool Capital Biennale held in Pretoria was 
an ad hoc, do-it-yourself guerrilla event focussed on 
promoting active citizenry and providing an open, 
inclusive platform for creative expression through various 
art forms and events. The uncurated nature of the event 
allowed contributors to take full ownership of the process; 
addressing issues of their concern and celebrating aspects 
that they felt were worthy in their city. The various events, 
contributions and interventions were documented and 
compiled in a catalogue published under the same name 
to retain and convey the narrative thereof. On 23 October 
2015, the tender for the curation of the 2016 South 
African Pavilion at the Venice Biennale was announced 
by the Department of Arts and Culture. The process 
followed a similar procedure to an open tender of a public 
architecture commission and, after a lengthy deliberation 
process, the tender was awarded early in 2016.

With only eight weeks to spare, the curators had little 
time to prepare, manufacture, transport, set up and 
install the exhibition. Also, due to the late appointment, 
the official briefing session in Venice, which coincides 
with a site visit, was missed. This presented a challenging 
design exercise as the pavilion had to be designed for a 
site of which limited information was available, under 
serious time constraints.

As a design approach, the decision was taken to 
develop a flexible, loose-fit layout to accommodate 
variables and changes. Furthermore, in an effort to 
limit material use and dematerialising various elements, 
the exhibition elements became multifunctional and 
adaptable. The artwork stands functioned as both 
furniture and narrative objects; walls as both space 
definers and finished narrative products. To save time, 
the bulk of the exhibition elements, including some 
replicas from the original event, were made in Italy.

With much assistance from the residing architect of the 
Biennale, the construction documentation was perused and 
approved to ensure public safety, preserving the heritage 
value of the Venice Arsenale within which the South 
African pavilion was situated. Venetian-based exhibition 
outfitters We Exhibit were the local liaison officers, 
charged with the on-site construction and manufacturing. 
Modern technology assisted extensively with long-
distance communication, precision manufacturing and 
CNC cutting, three-dimensional modelling (parametric 
modelling) and digital prototyping. Thus complex 
decisions and implementation strategies could be executed 
without physically being on site or there in person.

The exhibition outcome and final product
In a literal sense, the Cool Capital pavilion was a report-
back on the experiment that took place in Pretoria in 
2014. In line with the theme, the exhibition presented 
a bottom-up event well suited for the twenty-first century 
challenges of disenfranchised residents, and the lost 
sense of community and lack of local identity currently 
experienced in cities worldwide.

Corresponding to the guerrilla approach of the 
original event, the curators presented the outcomes and 
artefacts indiscriminately, in an exhibition composed in 
an ad-hoc, pragmatic fashion. This inclusive approach 
proved difficult, as objects and imagery from 150 citizen-
led projects representing more than 1 000 participants 
had to be identified and chosen.

A series of artworks formed part of the exhibition, 
representing different aspects of the original event. At 
the entrance, one was confronted with a photograph of 
an art piece by Diane Victor – Victor meets Preller: Let 
sleeping ghosts lie (2014) – commenting on the nature and 
history of the Transvaal Provincial Administration (TPA) 
building, along with other Pretoria buildings. Flanking 
the entrance, two cardboard replicas of the Let’s sit 
public furniture initiative were presented – the Koeksister 
Bench (Mathews, 2014) and the Logo Bench1 (MAAA 
and Sunshine Gun, 2014). On entering, the floor was 
covered with a series of polygon-shaped, medium-density 
fibreboard seats scattered throughout, with a focal 
artwork by Rina Stutzer – Pinned transitory (2014) –  › 

Modern technology assisted extensively with  
long-distance communication, precision 
manufacturing and CNC cutting, three-dimensional 
modelling and digital prototyping

Fig 1: Victor meets Preller: Let sleeping ghosts lie, by Diane Victor (2014), photographed by C. Crafford (2016).
Fig 2: A city connected, by Eric Duplan (2014), photographed by C. Crafford (2016).
Fig 3: View of the exhibition (C. Crafford, 2016).
Fig 4: View of the exhibition (C. Crafford, 2016).
Fig 5: Snorre and ladders, by Guy du Toit (2014), photographed by C. Crafford (2016).
Fig 6: Teater vol stoele (Jan van der Merwe and Hoërskool Garsfontein, 2014), with Pinned transitory  
(Rina Stutzer, 2014) in the background, photographed by C. Crafford (2016). 
 
 

Fig 7: Stone spiral mandala, by Ke Neil We and Banele Khoza (2014), photographed by N. Human (2016).
Fig 8: Teater vol stoele (Jan van der Merwe and Hoërskool Garsfontein, 2014), with the Dorpstad documentary (Niel 
Human and Christo Niemand, 2015) in the background, photographed by C. Crafford (2016).
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which first exhibited at Afrikaans Hoër Meisieskool as 
part of a travelling exhibition. An artwork by Guy du 
Toit – Snorre and ladders (2014) – a collaborative effort 
between the artist and the public, offered a humorous 
view on the conservative perception of Pretoria as the 
‘snorstad’ (moustache city). Three artworks from the 
Saadjies collaboration − Soul (2016) by Ike Nkoana, 
People (Black Box, 2016) by Izaan Wiid and The brick 
(2016) by Sybrand Wiechers − were also included. 

On the walls a series of art happenings or events were 
graphically presented, such as the Pink Voortrekker 
Monument (2014)  installation, exploring the possibilities 
of reconsidering negatively perceived icons of the 
city. The graphic layout of the city itself inspired Eric 
Duplan in A city connected (2014). As a conceptual 
art piece, it considered the city and its potential for 
integration. Finally, the work of Ke Neil We and Banele 
Khoza – Stone spiral mandala (2014) – was a physical 
representation of art’s potential as a remedial and ritual 
process connecting land and community. 

Teater vol stoele (2014), a collaboration between 
learners from Hoërskool Garsfontein and Jan van der 
Merwe, used everyday objects to convey impressions of 
Pretoria, its history and people. The installation offered 
an interesting synergy when it was used during the 
display of DorpStad (2015) – a full-feature documentary 
directed by Christo Niemand and Niel Human 
conveying the process, development and outcomes of  
the 2014 Cool Capital Biennale.

The insouciant layout of original pieces, replicas and 
newly interpreted artefacts intended to represent an 
informal and unrestrained space. The aim was to have 
visitors enjoy a haptic experience, while engaging with 
the documentary and catalogue. 

Critique of the exhibition
The near-impossible task of curating and exhibiting 
the quintessence of the Cool Capital Biennale was 
commendable. The exhibition presented an event that 
challenged existing perceptions, generated creative 
capital and provided positive exposure for an otherwise 
undervalued city. 

While an object-centred exhibition could be seen as a 
disengagement with the content and process, the work 
and outcomes from the contributors were the focus, 
resulting in a neutral display. 

1 Original benches are installed at the Voortrekker Monument and Gautrain  
station in Pretoria, respectively.
2 Photograph taken by Dewald van Helsdingen.
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The final articulation of the exhibition was received 
by many as a predisposed display of a single city, cultural 
group and social class. As an authentic portrayal of the 
event, the exhibition allowed for relevant critique on 
the experiments and application of ideas such as active 
citizenry, inclusive collaboration, acts of temporal 
reappropriation and a gifting economy. 
 This article − as a process of critical self-reflection 
− allows one to extract meaning from the experience 
of taking part in and reviewing the exhibition.
Unfortunately, the exhibition’s lack of presenting 
the event procedure didn’t facilitate the possible use 
of a strategy for urban revitalisation. Secondly, the 
lack of inclusivity reflected the harsh reality of many 
experiences within South Africa, where cross-cultural, 
-class and -racial integration still require development. 

Notwithstanding, as the exhibition of an experiment 
in active citizenry, the 2016 South African pavilion 
calls for both recognition and further engagement. 
The resultant conclusions and questions − regarding 
the accessibility and practicality of democratic and 
uncurated civic space-making − remain valid. 

Hopefully this exhibition and event will inspire other 
cities, practitioners and citizens to do the same.  ■ 

4 Stone spiral mandala, by Ke Neil We and Banele Khoza (2014). 5 A city connected,  
by Eric Duplan (2014).
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1.2. Place-Making 
Circulation space has important implications for the 
place-making of housing developments. It can either 
isolate or connect upper floors to the ground plane, it has 
environmental implications, and can contribute to the 
overall cohesion of the design. Walk-ups, which rely on 
staircases, have different circulation systems to high-rise 
flats, which rely on elevators and circulation cores.

High-rise flats: 
The corridors in Le Corbusier’s Unité d’Habitation, were  
intended to be ‘interior streets’,1  that serve every three 
floors. The generous allocation of corridor space was meant 

In this edition, Part 2 continues the analysis of circulation spaces within affordable, dense housing 
projects that emerged out of a new design research studio currently being pioneered at UCT. The 
three-year studio, entitled Space of Good Hope, explores the transformation of the urban everyday in 
the contemporary South African city.
By: Ms Kayla Brown

   Grounding 
Density

pa
rt

 2

to enhance the idea of ‘streetscape’; however, the split-
level apartment system results in inhospitable corridors 
with no natural light or ventilation.2 The lobby, the most 
integrated circulation space, is seen as a continuation of 
the ground plane that 1 600 people pass through daily.3 

While the lobby and lift landings are welcoming spaces 
generously lit by large windows, the building’s overall 
relationship to the ground level is detached, with a series 
of pilotis separating it from the ground.

Ginzburg’s Narkomfin, while similar to Unité 
d’Habitation, has a more pleasant corridor arrangement, 
with ample natural light, ventilation and its own heating 
system. This was achieved by allowing the double-storey 

1 2
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units to only feed off one side of the corridor. Ginzburg 
also allocated more circulation space per unit in order  
to emphasise the importance of collective space. 
However, Narkomfin still has a detached relationship 
with the ground level through its disconnected 
circulation system that relies on internal lobbies, 
elevators and long corridors.

Erskine’s Byker housing has a significantly more 
integrated circulation system that contributes to  
positive place-making and visually connects the  
building to the ground plane. Some units are accessed  
by a combination of interior staircases or lifts and 
exterior corridors, while others are accessed directly 
from the ground floor. The combination of internal 
staircases and external walk-ways protects residents 
from the weather when climbing the stairs, but still 
connects them to the ground plane from the walkways. 
Furthermore, the ground-floor units help create  
a sense of activity and surveillance on the street. 

Savage and Dodd’s Brickfields in Johannesburg  
is designed as a series of secure perimeter blocks  
accessed from protected courtyards in order to increase 
security. Savage and Dodd avoided a potentially  
inactive façade by activating the street edges with  
shops, wide pavements, overhangs and balconies.  
The internal circulation systems are well-lit and  
naturally ventilated, and become generous communal 
spaces where people can gather and children can play.  

1 & 2 Narkomfin and Unité’s sections (Fernández Per, 2013). 3 & 4 Comparison of Unité and 
Narkofim’s corridor spaces (Fernández Per, 2013). 5 & 6 Byker’s exterior walkways visually 
connect residents to the city (Minton, 2015). 7 Erskine’s diagram explaining Byker’s circulation 
system (Prince of Wales prize, 1988).

Thus, Savage and Dodd were able to provide a safe, 
secure, generous internal circulation system, while 
still creating an active façade that offers vibrancy and 
surveillance to the street. 

Medium-rise walk-ups: 
While walk-ups are restricted in their height and density, 
their circulation systems contribute more positively to 
place-making than in high-rise flats.› 

3 4

5 6

7
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In South Africa 
staircases are often 
on the street façade 

to create an active 
public street space. 
In Uytenbogaardt’s 

Springfield Terrace, 
external staircases 

serve several  
place-making functions
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Often walk-ups have few units per staircase, allowing  
the staircase to become a semi-private continuation of 
the unit, and are placed externally on the street façade  
to create an active public street space.

In Uytenbogaardt’s Springfield Terrace, external 
staircases serve several place-making functions. Because 
each staircase is used by four units at most, they serve  
as a semi-private interface between the unit and street. 
For the ground-floor units, the staircases demarcate  
a private threshold and parking space, and the space 
under the stairs can be used for storage. The staircases’ 
strong connection to the street contributes to creating  
an active and vibrant community space.

Similarly, the Langa hostels-to-homes upgrade’s 
renovated circulation system creates a vibrant, safe 
streetscape. This project combines external corridors 
with staircases in order to economise on the number  
of staircases. The stairs function as a continuation of  
the pavement and the more private corridors maintain  
a strong visual connection to the street. On the ground 
floor, the stair and corridor overhangs create a threshold 
and the space beneath can also be used for storage.  
Like Springfield Terrace, the hostels-to-homes 
circulation’s strong connection to the ground plane 
contributes to creating a lively, safe public street.

The Cape Flats walk-ups seem to have a similar 
strategy to Springfield Terrace’s external staircases, 
however, they function in a different way that doesn’t 
contribute to positive place-making. Instead of placing 
the staircases to activate the street, they are placed 
behind the block on the courtyard side, resulting in  
the lack of any connection to the street and rendering  
the closed-off courtyards hostile.  

Unlike Springfield Terrace and the hostels-to-homes 
upgrade, where only the first flight of stairs is open to the 
elements and the second flight is enclosed or covered, 
the Cape Flats walk-ups’ entire staircase is exposed 
to the elements. Furthermore, the staircases are open 
underneath, with dead spaces on the ground floor that 
are unsuitable for storage or threshold demarcations. 

Informal backyard flats: 
The Du Noon flats typically have a single internal 
staircase and dark corridor shared by all residents. 
While this model, driven by small-scale financially 
constrained developers, is the most efficient for its size, 
the circulation spaces do not contribute to positive 
place-making. The internal staircases and corridors are 
typically dingy and dark spaces with no natural light, 
ventilation or visual connection to the street. 

1.3. SANS Requirements and Fire Protection
For a holistic understanding of the economy of 
circulation space, safety parameters cannot be ignored. 
While each country has its own measures for safety 
requirements, for the purposes of this research, SANS 
requirements are used as the conventional measure. ›  

8 & 9 Brickfields’ internal circulation is an important communal space; the street edge remains 
active and vibrant (courtesy Savage and Dodd; Google Earth). 10 & 11 The exterior staircases 
of Springfield Terrace, and section explaining the circulation system (DAG, 2008). 12 & 13 
Photograph and section showing the exterior staircase and walkways of the hostels-to-homes 
upgrade (Fadly Isaacs, UCT). 14 The unprotected exterior staircases overlooking the courtyard  
of the Cape Flats walk-ups (VOC, by Newsroom on 20 January 2016). 15 & 16 The dark corridor 
and precarious staircase of a Du Noon flat (Wolff, 2012).

14

15

16
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17

unite d’habitation:
- Fire escapes too narrow (1,5m) for population
- Distance between fire escape stairs too long (53,5m)
- Dead-end of over 10m (7,3m)

narkomfin:
- Fire escapes wide enough (1,75m)
- Distance between fire escape stairs 

too long (68m)

byker wall:
- Distance between fire escape cores 

is too big (50m, 77,5m and 72,6m)
- Width of fire escape route along 

walkway is too narrow for the 
population (1,5m)

18

19

The implications of the SANS  requirements differ in 
high-rise flats compared to walk-ups; however, both 
types have had to develop ways to ensure that inhabitants 
can escape in the case of an emergency.

High-rise flats: 
In Unité d’Habitation there are three fire escapes for  
1 600 people (around 530 people per escape). According 
to Table 10 of Fire Protection,4  the escape stairs should 
be 1.8m wide; however, each escape is only 1.5m wide. 
The emergency escape stairs are placed well over 45m 
from each other with a dead end of over 10m in length 
which, according to SANS, is unsafe in the event 
of an emergency.5 Nonetheless, Le Corbusier took 
fire precaution seriously and even designed the fire 
installation as a visual feature.6 

Narkomfin has two fire escapes that each have to serve 
about 100 people, requiring 1-m wide escape staircases. 
Nonetheless, Ginzburg designed the escape stairs to be 
double the minimum requirement. However, the fire 
escape stairs are more than 45m from each other, which 
would not comply with today’s7 regulations. Similarly, in 
Byker Housing the escape stairs are placed too far away 
from each other along the wall, and the fire-escape route 
along the walkway isn’t wide enough to accommodate 
the number of residents. 

Brickfields tower is an example of a high-rise designed 
in complete accordance with the SANS safety regulations. 
The escape stairs are wide enough for the population 
numbers; the distance between the two stairs is only 
16m; and the generous corridor and lobby spaces can 
accommodate free-flowing movement in an emergency. 
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Medium-rise walk-ups: 
In the case of the walk-ups, fire evacuation occurs  
along external corridors and staircases, resulting in  
a safer system in an emergency. In Springfield Terrace  
and the Cape Flats walk-ups, there are no corridors,  
and only two families per floor would need to escape  
along one shared external staircase that feeds directly  
onto the street. In the hostels-to-homes upgrade, this 
increases to four families per one short external corridor 
and one staircase that leads directly to the street.

        
Informal backyard flats: 
An example of complete nonconformity to the SANS 
regulations are the Du Noon flats, which ignore fire 
regulations due to the tight spatial and economic 
constraints and lack of control by authorities. A two-
storey with high occupancy should have two escape 
routes; however, the Du Noon blocks never have more 
than one staircase. Furthermore, the single staircase is 
unlikely to comply as an emergency route as the handrails 
are often inadequate, the staircases aren’t wide enough, 
and the steps are too steep and lack non-slip finishes.  
The example of the Du Noon flats is a complex one, for  
if they were to adhere to fire regulations, they would  
not be spatially or economically viable. 

1.4 Social and Economic Implications 
The circulation systems of dense housing projects also 
have important consequences for the social and economic 
functioning of the community of residents. Furthermore, 
in a low-income area, the communal circulation spaces 
can offer opportunities for income generation. ›

BRICKFIELDS:
- Two escape stairs are provided
- Distance between fire escape cores is 

within the required amount (16m)
- Widths of fire escape routes along the 

corridors are wide enough
- No dead-ends of over 10m

20

springfield terrace:
- Width of escape route is wide enough for the population
- Direct escape to street

langa hostel upgrade:
- Width of escape route is wide enough for the population (1,1m)
- Two escape routes are provided
- Distance between escape stairs is within 45m (32,5m)

cape flats walk-up:
- Width of escape route is wide enough for the population (1m)
- Direct escape to street

du noon flat:
- Only one escape stair is provided
- Only one escape exit is provided
- Escape route is not wide enough  

for population (1,05m)
- Escape stair is not wide enough  

for population (0,9m)
- Gradient of stairs is too steep
- Adequate handrail is not provided

Diagrams showing the fire-escape details for: 17 Unité d’Habitation; 18 Narkomfin and  
19 Byker Wall. Diagrams showing the escape-route details for: 20 Brickfields; 21 Springfield 
Terrace; 22 the Langa Hostel Upgrade; 23 the typical Cape Flats walk-up; and 24 a typical Du 
Noon flat.

21

22

23

24
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High-rise flats: 
Unité d’Habitation and Narkomfin have similar social 
and economic implications for their inhabitants. Residents 
are largely cut off from the city through the disconnected 
and insular circulation systems. The intention of both 
projects was not to allow residents to generate an income 

through the units; however, in Unité 
an entire storey is dedicated to retail. 
Nevertheless, because the densities of 
Unité are not high enough to support 
so many shops and the circulation 
system cuts off the shopping 
level from the city, the shopping 
corridor isn’t economically viable. 
Furthermore, the long, dark corridor 
doesn’t create the vibrant ‘streetscape’ 
Le Corbusier had intended. 

    In the case of Byker Housing, 
the circulation system creates a much 
more socially integrated project. 

The sense of community is strengthened by the visual 
connection that the open walkways create and the access 
to the ground-floor units creates a vibrant ground plane.

Brickfields contributes to vibrancy on the ground 
plane, but through an active retail edge rather than its 
circulation system. It provides the area with a source of 
economic growth and regeneration as well as business 
and employment opportunity.  

The internal circulation systems act as important social 
spaces. Apart from the generous stairs and lobbies, 
drying yards are attached to the circulation core, 
providing space for an everyday activity that can add 
to the social vibrancy of the housing.. Ultimately the 
circulation spaces strengthen the community of residents 
by acting as important communal social spaces.

Medium-rise walk-ups: 
The strength of Springfield Terrace is the strong social 
spaces that the external staircases create and contain. 
The staircases allow for constant surveillance, ensuring 
that the street is safe, while visually connecting 
neighbours and creating a strong sense of community 
between residents.

Similarly, the hostels-to-home upgrade’s improved 
circulation system offers surveillance and visual 
connection for the community. It also provides an 
active commercial threshold within the overhang of 
the exterior walkway and traders can store their goods 
in the storage spaces under the staircases. The external 
staircases are so well integrated into the street, even 
residents on the first floor can use their units as shops.

The Cape Flats walk-ups, however, have an external 
circulation system that does not create a safe and  
unified community.  This is largely due to the poor  
place-making devices and the placement of the stairs  
at the back of the block.   

25 26

27

While Springfield 
Terrace’s staircases 

also contribute to 
creating healthy, 

safe and lively public 
space, it is relatively 

economically inefficient
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While the ground-floor households can generate an 
income from their units through trading, the circulation 
system does not allow for higher units to do so.

Informal backyard flats: 
The tight circulation space and lack of compliance to 
SANS regulations enables the economic viability of the 
Du Noon flats. While the circulation system typically 
used doesn’t necessarily contribute to positive place-
making, it has allowed the owners to earn an income, 
contributing to the spatial development and economic 
growth of the area. 

CONCLUSION
The analysis demonstrates the nature of the trade- 
offs that certain dense housing projects chose to make 
and the degrees to which they were successful in doing 
this. Le Corbusier’s design compromised on the safety, 
spatial and social quality of Unité d’Habitation in order 
to maximise the efficiency of the circulation system. 
While Ginzburg tried to compromise on efficiency to 
create a pleasant circulation space in Narkomfin, the 
building is poorly integrated with the city. 

Byker Housing’s circulation system achieves high 
efficiencies and contributes to a vibrant, integrated 
community space with interesting spatial qualities. 
Similarly, Brickfields achieves economic efficiency  
and, although the circulation system itself does not  › 

25 & 26 Le Corbusier’s sketch and photograph showing Unité’s disassociation from the ground 
plane (Sbriglio, 2004). 27 Ginzberg’s drawing demonstrates the building’s social disconnect 
from the city (Fernández Per, 2013). 28 Byker Housing’s walkways and ground-floor access add 
a sense of social integration (Minton, 2015). 29  & 3 0 The Brickfields washing yards contribute to 
the internal social space, while the exterior shops and faÇades contribute to activity on the street 
(courtesy Savage and Dodd; Google Earth). 31 Springfield Terrace’s external staircases provide 
social integration and a connection to the street.

28

29 30

31
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contribute to place-making on the street, this is  
achieved in other ways. While Springfield Terrace’s 
staircases contribute to creating healthy, safe and lively 
public space, it is relatively economically inefficient. 
The Hostels-to-Homes Upgrade is situated between 
Byker and Springfield Terrace, with a relatively efficient 
circulation system that still creates strong visual and 
social connections. The Cape Flats walk-up demonstrates 
a more depressing example where the trade-off of 

efficiency has not contributed 
positively to the spatial or social 
quality of the housing. Although  
the Du Noon flat also lacks a 
circulation system that creates a 
positive spatial quality, the place-
making has been compromised  
to create highly efficient circulation 
due to rigid economic and  
spatial constraints. 

Each project explored has made 
compromises to varying degrees  
in order to be economically and 
spatially viable. Housing projects  
are successful when they manage 
to create vibrant, integrated and 
sustainable communal circulation 

spaces, while simultaneously working as functional, safe 
and efficient systems. Ultimately, to create a successful 
housing project, the architect must be able to mitigate 
and manage the trade-offs between the circulation 
system being safe, economically and spatially viable, 
and contributing to positive place-making and socially 
integrated environments.  ■

32 & 33 The economic activity on the ground floor makes for an active community space in the 
hostels-to-home upgrade. 34 The hostile environment of the Cape Flats walk-ups (Google Earth). 
35 The renting of backyard flats creates an important income for households (Wolff, 2012).

1 S1briglio, 2004: 69
2 Ibid
3 Ibid: 64
4 SABS, 2011: 41

5 Ibid
6 Sbriglio, 2004: 71
7 SABS, 2011: 41
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manage to create 
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sustainable communal 

circulation spaces, while 
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as functional, safe and 
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By: Dr Carin Combrinck (Department of Architecture, University of Pretoria), Professor Piet Vosloo 
(University of Pretoria) and Professor Amira Osman (University of Johannesburg)

Introduction
Globally, the upgrade of informal settlements is no 
longer considered a marginal issue. Contributions to 
the discourse in terms of policy reviews and strategies 
emanate from various sectors concerned with the socio-
economic, spatial and political consequences of such 
upgrade. This feature investigates the nuances in this 
discourse and how work undertaken by architectural 
professionals in South Africa has served to support  ›  

Part 2, planned for the next issue 
of Architecture SA, considers the 
more radical positions that have 
been assumed in policy and how 
architects have responded in 
support of communities living in 
informal settlements.

Our discipline can either be complicit with, or mobilise against, the 
currency of socio-political power. Disentangling the discourse and biased 
perspectives surrounding informal-settlement upgrade can help the 
profession start meaningfully engaging with informal urbanism.

1 Blikkiesdorp, the relocation site for people evicted to make place for the N2 Gateway projects.
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particular perspectives on informal-settlement upgrade. 
The argument is forwarded that the architectural 
profession could make a positive contribution to the issue 
by undertaking a critical stance on the role informal 
settlements play in emergent urban processes, thereby 
engaging at a meaningful level of transformation.

Despite South Africa’s progressive policies indicating 
the current government’s commitment to in-situ 
upgrade, the architectural profession has been omitted 
as a resource that could be made available to these 
endeavours. The reason for such omission seems to stem 
from a lack of clarity in the profession regarding its 
conceptual position, as the view of informal settlements 
ranges from pejorative to a radical confirmation of the 
right to the city. According to Huchzermeyer (2011), 
this confusion stems from a negative connotation in 
the terminology, as ‘slums’ or ‘informal settlements’ 
are perceived as an antithesis to an aspired norm, 
establishing within such perception a moral imperative  
to eradicate, eliminate or upgrade such settlements.

Due to their normative impacts in shaping the ideas 
and values of society on a tangible level, disciplines such 
as planning and architecture cannot afford to disregard 
their complicity in, or mobilisation against, the currency 
of sociopolitical power. In an interview with Der Spiegel 
(2011), the architect Rem Koolhaas suggests architecture 
has become limited in its range, losing its role as a 
‘decisive and fundamental articulation of a society.’ 
The argument is that architecture has the ability to 
engage in politics in terms of the space-time sensorium, 
offering resistance to a context of severe imbalance. In 

The fundamentally 
individualist nature of 

architectural engagement 
effectively undermines 
the potential to engage 
in the collective power 

struggles required in the 
discourse on informal-

settlement upgrade

2

3

4
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its organisation and determination of spatial relations 
in the city, the opportunity exists for architecture to 
offer, or comment on, social direction. For this to occur, 
however, critical reflection is required to disentangle the 
fundamental predicament of architecture as servant to 
power (Awan, Schneider & Till, 2011; Spencer, 2011; Van 
Toorn, 2007). The call is to engage with the messy, often 
controversial conditions necessary for freedom and the 
establishment of true democracy.

The prevalence of informal settlements poses a critical 
question regarding the democratic underpinning of a 
country such as South Africa, rendering the upgrade 
discourse politically contentious. For the architectural 
profession to engage in this discourse, its institutional 
position within the political context must be considered. 
Firstly, there ought to be recognition of the fact that 
the profession is implicated in the formal processes, 
supporting and perpetuating the current power balance 
through its own formalised mechanisms and structure. 
Secondly, its impotence in terms of challenging the 
power balance should be recognised. This stems from 
both its exclusion from government structures, where 
no allowance is made for architectural fees or service, 
as well as its own limitations, such as maintaining an 
elitist position, with no culture of pro-bono work or 
community architecture and little engagement with the 
political aspect of the problem at an educational level. 
The fundamentally individualist nature of architectural 
engagement effectively undermines the potential to 
engage in the collective power struggles required in the 
discourse on informal-settlement upgrade.

It is therefore argued here that for the profession of 
architecture to establish its potential contribution to the 
discourse, it is important to unravel the nuances regarding 
perspectives on informal-settlement upgrade.

South African policy landscape
Our policy landscape boasts an impressive array of 
legislation that appears to embrace a progressive approach 
towards the in-situ upgrade of informal settlements. 
Despite these intentions, however, informal settlements are 
increasing rapidly (Department of Human Settlements, 
2013a) and are accompanied by an increased level of 
service-delivery protests, due to the continued lack of 
policy implementation (Pithouse, 2009; Von Holdt, Langa, 
Molapo, Mogapi, Ngubeni, Dlamini & Kirsten, 2011). 

The central theme emanating from the South African 
policy genealogy, despite its apparently progressive 
overtones, remains that of the state as provider. From the 
ANC’s 1955 Freedom Charter to the 1996 Constitution, 
the right to adequate shelter has been seen in the light of 
an obligation by government to satisfy that demand. In 
the Department of Human Settlements Annual Report 
(2013b), the focus remains on the government as the 
main employer, with the private sector in its service. The 
beneficiary communities are treated as passive recipients 
with no control over the decision-making process. 
Although much is said about participation  

2 Children walk between the zinc houses that were built in Delft, about 30km from Cape Town, 
as a ‘temporary’ relocation area before people are moved to houses. 3 Blikkiesdorp, community 
library. 4 Jacqueline Joseph in her home in  Blikkiesdorp. She has been living there for over two 
years, after being evicted from the Symphony Way homes.

(Ibid, 2013a), the essential model remains one in which 
the power relations between government, civil society and 
the beneficiary communities remain heavily weighted 
towards government as the ultimate providing authority.

Within the policy landscape, significant shifts towards 
the acknowledgement of informal settlements and the 
need to address ways of achieving their upgrade have been 
noted. From having no policy with regard to informal 
settlement upgrade prior to 1994 (Huchzermeyer, 1999), the 
National Housing Policy now boasts various instruments 
through which informal settlements can be approached, 
including the National Upgrading Support Programme 
(NUSP) established in 2009 and the recent enactment 
of the Spatial Planning and Land Use Management Act 
(SPLUMA), in which the upgrade of informal settlements 
is expressly stated in Section 7a(ii) (Department of Rural 
Development and Land Reform, 2013c). 

Despite this progress, however, the prevalence 
of violent service-delivery protests (SABC, 2015; 
Tissington, 2011a: 89, 90, 93; Von Holdt et al, 2011) 
suggests that there remains a significant disjuncture 
between that which is promised in policy and that 
which is implemented in practice. Defensiveness on the 
part of government officials results in an escalation of 
violence in the expression of grievances, in turn leading 
to reported incidents of police brutality and violent 
response to protests: ‘Instead of responding to these 
grievances, the main focus seems to be on dealing with 
the instigators of the violent crime who are perceived 
as aggrieved ANC people who are using the collective 
violence to settle scores or regain their power’  
(Von Holdt et al, 2011:123). 

Pithouse (2011) proposes that such service-delivery 
protests are indicative of an even deeper expression of a 
frustrated democracy, where the notion of equating the 
installation of water and electricity does not necessarily 
resolve the need for social justice and inclusion. 

Huchzermeyer (2011) points to the highly contentious 
use of the word ‘eradication’ in the context of the United 
Nations Millennium Development Goal Seven Target 11 
(MDG), where the vision of slum-free cities became  ›  

Framing the discourse in this way serves to  
determine how work undertaken by architectural 
professionals effectively supports the status quo  
or promotes a critical view of the current balance  
of power towards social transformation
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 a global aspiration. In South Africa, politicians continue 
to call on the 1955 Freedom Charter, with the minister  
of human settlements, as well as her deputy, stating that 
‘slums shall be demolished’ (SA, 2015a; SA, 2015b). Such 
rhetoric remains evident also at the municipal level, where 
the mayoral committee member for housing considers 
‘the eradication of informal settlements one of the major 
challenges of his portfolio’ (City of Johannesburg, 2015). 

This antagonism towards informal settlements speaks 
of the political hegemony of the ruling African National 
Congress (ANC), which does not tolerate the potential 
threat inherent in grassroots community organisation 
found in such settlements (Pithouse, 2009). Although the 
government-supported NUSP claims to base its approach 
on incremental upgrading, with an emphasis on services, 
tenure and empowerment (NUSP, 2015), examples of 
municipalities that treat the urban poor unlawfully in 
terms of violent evictions, demolitions, forced removals 
and repression of community organisations speak of a 
fundamental disjuncture between progressive policies 
and repressive politics:

One of the reasons for the contradiction between the  
law and formal policy positions on the one hand, and 

the altogether more grim reality of 
state action on the other, has been 
that for some years key figures in 
the national political elite have 
promoted an anti-poor discourse 
about clearing or eradicating slums 
that has, in practice, had more 
influence on state officials and  
much of civil society than the formal 
policy and legal commitments to 
which the state is bound in principle  
(Pithouse, 2009: 2).

From this discrepancy between 
policy and implementation, it 
becomes important to determine 
how the various stakeholders view 
informal settlements in the first 
instance, so that their perspective 
regarding upgrade practices may 
be better understood. Framing 

the discourse in this way serves to determine how work 
undertaken by architectural professionals effectively 
supports the status quo or promotes a critical view of the 
current balance of power towards social transformation. 

Perspectives on informal  
settlements and in-situ upgrading
The following categories can be read in conjunction  
with Huchzermeyer and Karam’s range of policy 
approaches (2006: 20-25) to distinguish fundamentally 
biased perspectives on informal settlements that 
influence upgrade strategies:
•  A pejorative view in which poverty, despair and 

hopelessness are considered to be central to the 
prevalence of informal settlements − the antithesis 

In its judicial challenge 
to the KwaZulu-Natal 

Elimination and 
Prevention of Re-

Emergence of Slums 
Act 6 of 2007, the shack 

dweller movement 
Abahlali baseMjondolo 

revealed a serious 
ambiguity within the post-

1994 government

to a desired utopia: forced evictions, eradication and 
demolition would be considered.

•  A problem-based view in which positivist intervention 
is required for regularisation: a solutions-driven 
approach would be embraced, with the ultimate  
aim of replacement with norms and standards that  
are representative of the mainstream (dominant)  
value system.

•  A pragmatic view in which informal settlements are 
seen as temporary sites of transition towards ultimate 
inclusion into mainstream society and economy: 
consensus-based improvement and regularisation 
would be considered, embracing an incremental 
approach towards formalisation.

•  A radical regard of informal settlements sees them 
as sites of sociopolitical resistance to the status quo; 
volatile and essential to an insurgent citizenship: it 
would favour an in-situ, organic assertion of power 
parallel to development on terms established by the 
residents of the informal settlement themselves, 
thereby establishing an alternative and authentic 
expression of identity.

Pejorative view: Eradication and removal
In the South African history of human settlements, the 
pre-1994 governments assumed a decidedly pejorative 
view with regard to informal settlements. The 1934 
Slums Act allowed for forced removals (Huchzermeyer, 
1999), there was the Prevention of Illegal Squatting 
Act of 1951, Sophiatown was demolished in 1955, Cato 
Manor was demolished between 1958 and 1960, and 
District Six was demolished between 1968 and 1982 
(Huchzermeyer, 2011).

Within such a context, slums or informal settlements 
are defined as ‘housing unsuitable for improvement, 
and thus to signal a first step towards demolition’ 
(Huchzermeyer, 2011: 5). Although post-1994 intentions 
are ostensibly aimed at a far more progressive approach to 

5
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5 Angry residents voiced their unhappiness about slow provision of  housing , poor service delivery 
and crime. 6 Buffalo City residents protesting for better housing developments.

The N2 Gateway 
Housing Pilot Project 
in Cape Town serves 
as an illustration 
of such a pejorative 
position assumed 
by the post-1994 
government

human-settlement processes, Fieuw (2011) states that the 
response to informal-settlement upgrade in Hangberg, 
Cape Town, is a representation of the inherent inability or 
unwillingness of the provincial government to successfully 
facilitate a democratic process towards upgrading. Rather, 
it displays an inclination towards violent control after 
several failed attempts at multi-sectoral negotiations.

In its judicial challenge to the KwaZulu-Natal 
Elimination and Prevention of Re-Emergence of Slums 
Act 6 of 2007, the shack dweller movement Abahlali 
baseMjondolo revealed a serious ambiguity within the 
post-1994 government regarding its view on informal 
settlements (Huchzermeyer, 2011; Tissington, 2011a, 
2011b). According to Huchzermeyer (2011), the actual 
definitions of the terminology are not the primary 
concern, it is the simple interpretation of slogans such  
as ‘slum-free cities’ or ‘cities without slums’ that tend 
to belie an implicit attitude to informal settlements, 
eventually influencing policy direction and decision-
making on the ground, as attested to by the resurgence  
of punitive legislation.

Tissington and Royston (2010) similarly report  
that since 2004, ‘informal settlements have been 
characterised as sites of illegality, and shack dwellers 
treated in a heavy-handed and undignified manner.’ 
Such a continued manifestation of aggression towards 
informal settlements questions both the authority 
and the validity of the state as representative of its 
citizens. It is for this reason that a largely pejorative 
view can be identified in incidents of intimidation and 
political arrogance from state authorities: ‘They (ANC 
government) will never dirty their hands by negotiating 
with poor people’ (Zikode in Pithouse, 2013).

Role of architects in pejorative view
The N2 Gateway Housing Pilot Project in Cape Town 
serves as an illustration of such a pejorative position 
assumed by the post-1994 government. It also illustrates 

a particular role assumed by the architectural profession 
in this context that may be regarded as serving the 
existing power structures uncritically.

Three tiers of government under the leadership of the 
ANC − the provincial government of the Western Cape, 
the National Department of Housing and the City of 
Cape Town − collaborated to initiate the N2 Gateway 
Housing Project in March 2005 (SAIRR, 2009). The 
project was to be spread over a large area on various 
sites. The most visible was to be constructed along the 
N2 highway between the city centre and Cape Town 
International Airport, replacing the existing informal 
settlement with formalised rental housing (Dennis Moss 
Partnership, 2014; Dewar, 2008; Garner, 2005; Mammon 
& Ewing, 2005; SAIRR, 2009).

Scholars warned, however, that the preparation for 
the 2010 FIFA World Cup accounted for the urgency 
to replace the unsightly informal settlements along the 
freeway with visible signs of progress (SAIRR, 2009; 
Parliamentary Monitoring Group, 2009; Newton, 2009; 
Miraftab, 2009). It was meant ‘to throw a blanket over 
quite a number of these existing informal settlements 
along the N2 and that concept came from the political 
level’ (Parliamentary Monitoring Group, 2009).

Urban Design Frameworks and architectural designs 
were developed as part of the strategy to implement this 
project in a short space of time. Many of these designs 
were acknowledged by professional bodies, such as 
the Cape Institute for Architecture by bestowing them 
with Merit Awards (AGC Architects and Development 
Planners, 2014; CNdV Africa, 2014; Dennis Moss 
Partnership, 2014; Garner, 2005). Critique leveraged 
at the N2 Gateway Project, however, exposed these  › 
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These apparently chaotic 
urban agglomerations that 
defy zoning and occupation 

laws represent loci of 
resistance to political 

control, which in itself 
presents a conundrum for 

the current ANC government

Part 2 continues in Edition 86.

intentions to be naïve, at best, and callous in the cover-up 
of inhumane eviction strategies, at worst (Huchzermeyer, 
2011). Large-scale eviction orders reminiscent of the 
apartheid era were granted by the Cape High Court, with 
such evictions pursued by police, private security firms 
and dog units (Miraftab, 2009).

Swilling (in Isandla Institute, 2007) points to the 
dichotomy inherent in the N2 Gateway Project, where 
the ‘world of technocrats, which talks about space, land, 
planning, infrastructure, hard stuff, buildings that crack 
or cost certain amounts to rent’ fails to meet the world 
of everyday struggles for survival, as expressed in the 
informal settlement. This resulted in limited integration 
of economic activities, low densities, urban fragmentation 

and limited opportunity for 
variety or incremental growth 
or expansion – all contrary 
to the stated intention of the 
Urban Design Frameworks or 
the participation processes.

Dewar (2008) elucidates 
the problems encountered 
in the project − from units 
that were too expensive 
for the target market to 
geotechnical information 
indicating that the 
land was not suitable 
for construction, and 

inadequate relocation processes that led to large-scale 
disputes with the affected community. He argues 
against the eradication of the informal settlement: ‘By 
identifying the problem as the eradication of informal 
settlements, there is a grave danger that, in the longer 
term, the “cure” is worse than the “disease”’ (Ibid: 34).

Effectively, the spatial design disciplines actively 
contributed to the promotion of this pejorative 
approach to the informal settlements, with utopian 
visions of gentrified neighbourhoods providing the 
marketing tools to garner the funding and political 
will that contributed to the fast-track approach to the 
construction. This example therefore provides evidence 
of urban professionals assuming an uncritical position 
regarding existing power structures.

Problem-based view: Formalised solutions
Returning to the UN-Habitat definition of slums (2007), 
in which focus is placed on their prevailing inadequacies, 
it is significant that the South African National Housing 
Code Part 3 (Department of Human Settlements, 2009b) 
has assumed the same definition:

Informal settlements typically can be identified on  
the basis of the following characteristics:
• Illegality and informality;
• Inappropriate locations;
• Restricted public- and private-sector investment;
• Poverty and vulnerability;
• Social stress (Ibid: 16).

It could be argued that both the Reconstruction and 
Development Programme (RDP) that focused on the 
roll-out of houses to address the housing problem and 
the UISP to address the informal-settlement problem 
have this fundamental perspective in common: in both 
cases, an urban-growth phenomenon is categorised 
as a problem requiring a requisite solution. Here it is 
interesting to interject with one of John FC Turner’s 
observations with regard to housing programmes in 
general: ‘The moment that housing, a universal human 
activity, becomes defined as a problem, a housing 
problems industry is born’ (Turner, 1976: 4).

Indeed, herein lies a fundamental aspect of the South 
African policy scenario. The shift from an approach 
that was focused on the delivery of houses to meet 
quantifiable targets towards the policy of informal-
settlement upgrade did not include a shift in perception 
beyond the consideration of informality as problematic. 

So what, then, is this problem from the state’s 
perspective that results in such elaborate machinery 
designed to solve it? Typically, these apparently chaotic 
urban agglomerations that defy zoning and occupation 
laws represent loci of resistance to political control, 
which in itself presents a conundrum for the current 
ANC government. Prior to the 1994 elections, much of 
the ANC liberation politics thrived in such conditions, 
where alignment between political ambition and the 
plight of the poor was clear (Pithouse, 2008: 70; Von 
Holdt et al, 2011: 123). Yet, according to Huchzermeyer 
(1999) and Pithouse (2011), the notion of development 
being driven by ordinary citizens was rapidly abandoned 
in the negotiated transition to democracy: ‘What had 
been rendered as political, and therefore subject to 
political discussion and action during the struggle against 
apartheid, was rendered, by mutual agreement between 
old and new elite, as technical, and therefore a matter for 
experts, at the dawn of parliamentary democracy’ (Ibid).

The problem from the ANC’s perspective, therefore, 
resides in the fact that their promise of social equity 
and empowerment for all citizens has been diluted into 
a problematising of segmented tangible outcomes. In 
this oversimplification of their democratic mandate, 
they have created for themselves the task of Sisyphus: 
The more houses the government delivers, the larger the 
backlog becomes; the more they support the upgrade of 
informal settlements, the more ubiquitous they become, 
increasingly fuelling dissatisfaction and disappointment 
in the citizenry (Pithouse, 2011; Tissington, 2011a; Von 
Holdt et al, 2011).  ■
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H 
erbert Prins went to school in Bloemfontein,  
and later trained as an architect at the University 
of the Witwatersrand. At the start of Prins’ career,  
he gained excellent experience both in South 

Africa and the United Kingdom. Between 1970 and 1990, 
he was a senior lecturer at Wits, and he acted as head of 
the school at various times during this period. In later 
years, Prins served as a member of the faculty board. 
Like all dedicated lecturers in schools of architecture 
across the world, Prins also had a profoundly positive 
influence on generations of architects.

Herbert Prins has been actively involved in a number 
of committees that benefit architects, including the 

South African Council for the Architectural  
Profession (SACAP), the National Monuments  
Council (NMC), and the Provincial Heritage Resources 
Agency (Gauteng). He has held positions including  
that of president of the Transvaal Institute of Architects 
(TIA, in 1978 and 1979), president in chief of the 
Institute of South African Architects (ISAA, in 1982  
and 1983), chairman of the Rosebank Action Group 
(RAG), acting chairman of the Egoli Heritage 
Foundation and vice chairman of the Johannesburg 
Heritage Trust.

His interest in heritage has seen him get involved  
in many projects, including consulting on the ongoing 
developments at Constitution Hill in Braamfontein  
and the Walter Sisulu Square in Kliptown, Soweto.  
He was awarded the gold medal of distinction from 
SAIA, and the gold medal of the Simon van der Stel 
Foundation (now Heritage South Africa). 

Herbert Prins − 
his life’s work 
This brief biography reveals why Prins received one of SAIA’s prestigious Life Membership Awards

1 Back, left to right: Life Member recipients Ian Alexander, Eugene Barnard, Hassan Asmal 
and Trish Emmett, with Herbert Prins (front). 

Life member profile 
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End note

T 
he debate on defining a South African 
architectural identity is not inconclusive: it is 
problematic − like all debates around every  
protest in the news over the past few years; like  

the Oscars blunder was a hot topic the other day. 
The issue of identity is at the debate’s core. That one 

has no identity to begin with is the problem. When 
there’s a protest against one history subsuming that  
of another, it’ a storm in a teacup. When it passes,  
it’s anecdotal.

The Fees Must Fall movement wasn’t merely about 
the affordability of education. It was an imperative 
bell ringing for us to sit up and look at how we teach 
and learn, what we learn, why we learn and what that 
learning will produce. Decolonising − education, 
architecture − is not about unlearning, but interrogating 
what was and is taught. We must acknowledge that 
there are alternative perspectives to feed architectural 
discourse in all its manifestations.

That interrogation should uncover the complexities 
of our diverse demographic makeup – black, white, 
coloured, Indian … other. It is about finding and 
employing the alternate learning; learnings connected  
to my identity as a coloured woman; learnings that  
create meaning for me and make it easier for me to  
say to my nephews: this is your culture.

Tunde Oluwa’s article (ArchSA 83) referred to the 
education of the young black architect, while Professor 
Gerald Steyn’s (ArchSA 84) proposed engaging black 
architects in a debate about ourselves. I found both 
poignant and incensing because little has changed since  
I was a first-year over 25 years ago. Black students 
still face issues of confidence, resources, relatability 
and ability, like I did. Questions of competency (even 
by other black clients/consultants) are still part of 

the practice landscape. The closed debate around 
Afrocentricism – a contentious term − in architecture is 
still mostly held in academia. It is still problematic that 
the definition is reduced to a stylistic discussion.

Having had the privilege of teaching at two 
universities over the past six years, it is evident that 
curricula are slowly changing. Lecturers are more 
cognisant of their transformational mandates. Better- 
informed teachers mean students get a more relevant 
education, with some exposure to issues they’ll deal 
with in practice. But this is happening in small pockets, 
probably not in every architecture school. Are students 
entering practice equipped to deal with this debate?

At some point, we will have to become impolite 
about race and gender in the architecture and built 
environment discourse. We will have to teach and  
learn black architectural academic history − there  
were actually black women architects, such as  
Norma Merrick Sklarek, making buildings before  
we were all conscientised.

We have to be more aware that (black) bodies 
occupying space creates a language of architecture that 
is about more than form. It is psychosocial, economic, 
political. And we are so afraid of politics. Yet we are so 
privileged to have our politics, and our space- and city-
making agendas, so closely knit − at least in the same 
building, if not the same room. This should encourage  
us to scrutinise them closely.

The architecture of transformation does not 
merely ask for relevance. It asks for redressing. It asks 
uncomfortable questions about ownership and space. 
How do you make an inclusive city/built environment 
when it is spatially, historically, economically and 
aspirationally divided and contested? Perhaps one could 
start by not perpetuating apartheid-style thinking about, 
for example, how you renovate single dwelling units  
for male occupants into family living spaces.

The architecture of transformation asks whether 
the people making and thinking about space are the 
right ones for the job. Are we? How do you create 
economically and spatially viable urban platforms  
when the diverse communities inhabiting the urban 
fabric have no cohesion, have their identities and space-
making practices erased and challenged by policy and 
political grandstanding? How do you ask practising 
architects to forget what they’ve been taught and  
rethink why they are architects? 

I don’t have any answers.
As one of the unknown of the 21% of registered  

black woman architects referred to in Professor Steyn’s 
article, I want to fool myself into thinking that hard 
work and dedication are sufficient. That it matters little 
that I am a black female architect. That my particular 
perspective is valued, and that I don’t have to confront 
the monster under the bed − my coloured identity, 
codified and defined by others.

But the monster under the bed has woken and is 
asking questions.  ■

ONE OF THE 
UNKNOWN 
OTHER
A black woman architect responds to two columns 
on architectural representation and Afrocentricity 
published in recent issues of ASA.
By: Ms Althea Peacock from Lemon Pebble Architects in Johannesburg
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