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E
very builder knows it. Every client knows it. It does not matter if the building or 
the urban environment is produced formally or informally – hope is the basis  
for it all. 

As in life, the thoughts and emotions produced by our ideas of hope, sustain 
all of humankind. Every building, as well as our collective urban environment, is 

a statement of hope: a hope and desire that the future will be better than the present or the 
past. The built environment solidifies our individual and combined aspirations, ideas and 
cultures. It preserves it for those who will follow us in time and place.

When our hopes and expectations for the future are threatened in any way, the faultlines 
of our human fragility show up immediately. However, we all react differently to such 
basic endangerments to our existence. Currently, we are experiencing various threats on a 
global and local scale including the current COVID-19 pandemic, economic instability, the 
basic collapse of the rule of law in various areas of our social and physical sphere, global 
warming, and social and economic inequality. Such instabilities have occurred before and 
will again. Any experiences of “peace and stability” are few and far between and, thus, 
extremely precious. These times of perceived instability draw our attention to many different 
facets of the built environment that are often overlooked. During the pandemic, the world 
of the interior that we all inhabit became fundamentally important – so much so that our 
physical and mental survival depended totally on it. Safe and civil interaction with others in 
open urban space became a mere dream and perpetual longing. The intimate and specialised 
space of the hospital and the laboratory became a frightening possibility for us all.

Within this context, the “normal”, the everyday and the mundane are our new experiences 
of survival, excellence and never-to-be-repeated precious moments in time. We will adapt 
to these current conditions of the virtual electronic environment, which has become more 
“real” than bricks and mortar or the precious beauty of respectful human interaction. The 
role of inspired excellence as exemplified in architecture will become more valuable as a 
reliable barometer of the qualities of our past, present and future.

This issue of Architecture SA is almost entirely devoted to the 31st Sophia Gray Memorial 
Lecture and Exhibition presented by Mr. Jonathan Jacobson of Metropolis Design in Cape 
Town on 29 August 2019 at the University of the Free State. The published contributions 
endeavour to record and analyse Jacobson’s specific contribution as well as the other 
Sophia Gray laureates in more general terms. Hopefully all, when combined, will contribute 
to our collective understanding of the relevance and value of our local architectural 
production in a global world.

 
Professor Paul Kotze, Editor

HOPE

CONTRIBUTORS

DR HENDRIK AURET  
is a senior lecturer at the 
University of the Free State (UFS)
and a registered professional 
architect. He holds a PhD in 
architecture from the UFS. His 
first book, Christian Norberg-
Schulz’s Interpretation of 
Heidegger’s Philosophy: Care, 
Place and Architecture, was 
published by Routledge in 2018.

MR. JONATHAN JACOBSON  
completed his architecture degree 
at Wits University in 1988 and his 
masters, specialising in design, 
in 2019. In 1997, he established 
his practice, Metropolis, known 
for its iconic contemporary South 
African architecture. He has 
been a tutor, external examiner 
at universities and a judge for 
student competitions.

MR. MICHAEL LOUW  
is a senior lecturer in the 
Department of Architecture, 
Planning and Geomatics at the 
University of Cape Town. He 
holds a BArch from the University 
of Pretoria, and an MPhil from 
Stellenbosch University. He 
is currently registered for a 
PhD focusing on architectural 
technologies in Africa.
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T
he COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted 
several existing crises in our world that are 
long overdue for our attention.  

It has brought into sharp focus how deeply 
unequal our society is and it has plunged 

already marginalised communities further into poverty 
and despair.  

This global crisis has also made us more acutely 
aware of the urgent need to address climate change 
in a very real way if we are to survive as a species. We 
cannot afford more greenwashing if we want to win 
that battle.

The isolation and uncertainty that has come with the 
pandemic has had a profound effect on young people 
who are trying to find their way in a chaotic world with 
digital access, but no tangible human connectivity.  

But we could see this crisis as an opportunity for 
us as architects: an opportunity to be at the forefront 
of creative thinking; to claim our position as creative 
visionaries and step up to our responsibility to society; 
and to design responsive, inclusive and just spaces.  

As architectural communities and as SAIA, we can 
use this uncertainty as an opportunity to transform our 
profession; to host deeper conversations concerning 
transformation, climate, justice and more.

We need to be visionaries and creative leaders. We  
need to imagine and describe a future in such 
uncertain times. 

But how do we do this? 
Knowing that leadership is not a singular act, that it 

cannot be undertaken alone, I would like to recognise 
the many people who have come together and 
entrusted me with this honour and made it possible to 
all of you, thank you.  

I hope that my presidency will be one that speaks 
to a collective, inclusive, collegiate architectural 
community where we can support and inspire 
each other. I hope to create a SAIA that encourages 
collaboration and recognises the richness of diversity 
and the value of “many voices”. 

To start this collective conversation, I have invited 
several colleagues both local and from the diaspora, 

to join me in speaking with “many voices” about  
our profession; to share their ideas about how we  
as architects might address these many challenges  
and opportunities and so to the video clip of the  
“many voices”.  

It is an honour and a pleasure to welcome our 
new Vice-President Ruben Reddy, Treasurer Cecilia 
Janse van Rensburg and our new Deputy Treasurer 
Singalakha Jojo.  

Ms. Kate Otten, 
SAIA president

Herewith edited version of SAIA president 
Kate Otten’s  inauguration speech she calls 
on architects to join together and lead the 
profession’s transformation 

LEADING THROUGH  
UNCERTAIN TIMES

SAIA Presidential Address

Mr. Ruben Reddy, 
SAIA vice president

Ms. Cecelia Janse 
van Rensburg, 
SAIA treasurer  

Ms. Singalakha 
Jojo, SAIA deputy 
treasurer

HERE TO  
PLAY VIDEO

1. ‘preparing the atrium’, the introductory video to the 
inauguration, was filmed in the Women’s Jail.  It suggests a 
transformation, an interweaving of paths through the central 
atrium space, claiming the space and challenging the historic 
restriction of prisoners’ movement to ambulation on the sides 
or margins.

HERE TO  
PLAY VIDEO

1

https://saia.org.za/page/media/collection_of_many_voices
https://saia.org.za/page/media/preparing_the_atrium


SAIA: NOTES AND NEWS

  A R C H I T E C T U R E  S A     D E C E M B E R   2 0 2 0 5

“OUR IMPACT IS FELT WHEN OUR ORGANISATION 
WRESTLES WITH THE DILEMMAS FACING THIS 
NATION, PARTICULARLY AS THEY AFFECT OUR 
PROFESSION. THERE IS STRENGTH IN NUMBERS.”

I
t is my privilege to speak at the inauguration of 
Kate Otten as the new SAIA president in 2020. 
I look forward to serving as CEO under her 
leadership and I wish her all the best during 
her term. There is no doubt that Kate Otten 

contributes a different style of leadership, which will 
benefit SAIA’s members.

During my term in office, I will be working with our 
president to ensure that SAIA members benefit from 
a good constitution, bylaws, advocacy instruments, 
professional development programmes, practice 
support, breaking news, industry publications, 
alliances, marketing, and many other initiatives.

SAIA thrives only when voluntary members 
contribute their time and resources, building a strong 
national organisation, strong regional institutes 
and strong members to minimise the negative 
effects on our profession. We need to strengthen 
the unifying force created and carried through this 
organisation over the years. Our impact is felt when 
our organisation wrestles with the dilemmas facing 
this nation, particularly as they affect our profession. 
There is strength in numbers. 

By increasing the number of people in this 
organisation, we add strength to the voice with 
which we can speak against apathy, intolerance and 
ignorance; against abuse of the natural environment; 
and for the disempowered, the marginalised and  
the disenfranchised.

In building a strong organisation, we can 
showcase excellence and creativity. Through our 
publications and conferences, we can inform the 
world that professional architects have the talent and 
capabilities to perform in design and construction 
with any other group.

Our goals are to increase the level of participation 
in the social, political and economic benefits  
afforded the citizens of this nation and to tear down 
the barriers.

As architects, we are professionally responsible 
for protecting the health, safety and welfare of the 

Speaking at the SAIA Presidential Inauguration, Mthembeni Mkhize, SAIA’s 
new CEO, sounded a rallying call for members to commit to working together 
to realise the organisation’s goals 

STRENGTH  
IN NUMBERS

public. As members of the South African Institute 
of Architects, we are dedicated to providing quality 
design, safeguarding the public and improving our 
built environment. If you are eligible and have not 
yet decided to be a SAIA member, we encourage you 
to join this professional organisation of over 2 000 
colleagues in South Africa, which provides valuable 
resources for building a career and a practice, and 
whose powerful collective voice advocates for the 
profession nationwide.  The designation “SAIA” 
following the name of an architect means that he 
or she is a fully registered architect who upholds 
the highest standards of ethics and professional 
practice. This designation is recognised throughout 
the world as the highest quality of architectural 
professionalism. By becoming a SAIA member,  
you are investing in your future and helping to 
elevate, protect and enhance your profession. 
You join other registered architects, emerging 
professionals, and allied partners who are advancing 
the value of their services and who express their 
commitment to excellence in design and livability  
in our communities. 

At SAIA, we have a strong objective to create and 
maintain relationships with other professionals and 
technicians whose work affects the physical and 
social environment. We aim to be an effective source 
of motivation and inspiration for young professional 
architects. We will continue to work closely with 
local, provincial, and national governments on 
issues affecting the physical development of 
neighbourhoods and communities.

President Kate Otten, I wish you all the best during 
your term at SAIA.  

Mr. Mthembeni  
Mkhize, SAIA chief 
executive officer
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sleeve.  It showed too in 
his spending a sabbatical 
year in Maseru running 
an architectural 
programme at the 
technical college there, 
and in his firm backing 
of the school’s adoption 
of the ANC-led cultural 
boycott in 1989.

At a more personal 
level, his broad 
knowledge and 
experience, (almost his 
entire working life was 
spent as a teacher in 
the school), made him 
a fine mentor. Many people, students and lecturers, 
benefited enormously from long periods of guidance 
by him.

His memory was renowned!  He could remember 
passages of poetry, pieces from the Bible, and many 
statements from history or art or philosophy, exactly.  
For example, I recall a spontaneous discussion about 
the process of creativity, to which John contributed 
with a perfectly remembered quote from Cezanne: “If 
I were asked to define briefly the word Art, I should 
call it the reproduction of what the senses perceive 
in Nature, seen through the veil of the soul.” He also 
remembered students’ names – for decades – which 
was part of his humanity.  

John will certainly be remembered as a ‘character’.  
Few, who experienced it, will forget him, in 
mid-stream of a long explanation in a History lecture, 
lighting his pipe with clouds of smoke, while he 
paused to collect his thoughts!  And who will forget 
his old Peugeot motorcar, the rustiness of which he 
solved by cutting off the roof with an angle grinder 
to form a ‘convertible’, which he spray-painted inside 
and out with pale grey paint?!  

I am sure that I speak for many, many people who 
have known him, when I say that we have lost a 
colleague and friend whom we will remember always 
with great fondness, admiration and respect.  

By Julian Cooke, Emeritus Professor, UCT

J
ohn Moyle died peacefully on 27th May 
2019.  It was just two months after his wife 
Peggy passed away.  That he ‘waited’ for his 
own mortality so that he could look after her, 
somehow epitomises him.  He was a kindly, 

humane person.
Apart from his family and friends, hundreds of 

students of the UCT School of Architecture would 
have experienced his humanity.  On one hand, he 
had a most exploratory mind that sought always 
rigour, reason, authenticity, profound understanding. 
On the other, he loved a good joke (and told many) 
and had a great sense of play. (For example, I 
remember him taking on, and beating, a couple 
of students whom he noticed arm-wrestling in the 
cafeteria!) He himself was very punctual, polite and 
correct in behaviour, but he had a deep tolerance for 
tardiness, waywardness and bawdiness.  He treated 
everyone, whoever they were, with respect, but could 
be outrageously irreverent when he experienced 
pretentiousness or dogmatism.

His wide reading and persistent discussion 
and debate made him a very wise man.  In the 
architectural school he was constantly consulted, not 
only by students, but also by his colleagues. For the 
decades he worked there, he was the convener of 
the History of Architecture courses, but because he 
did not formally fulfil any broader leadership role, 
his contribution to the school’s running and direction 
is not so well known.  It was considerable.  All 
important decisions were referred to him.  For many 

years, including the period between 1976 
and 1986, when the school was very highly 
rated internationally, he organised a thesis 
programme which produced outstanding 
work.  He was a central player in the 
school’s pedagogic direction - for example 
in the African Studies course initiated in the 
early 1980s.  Believing that the students’ 
background in an apartheid education had 
given them a seriously limited framework 
for contextualising a study of architecture, 
he, and two other members of staff, 

created a course in African history, economics, art, 
archaeology and anthropology, which was the envy 
of many other university departments.  The nature 
of the course hints at his socialist ANC-oriented 
political commitment, which he always wore on his 

JOHN MOYLE 
SENIOR LECTURER, SCHOOL OF ARCHITECURE, PLANNING 
AND GEOMANTICS’ UNIVERSITY OF CAPE TOWN

 Illustration by Zapiro. 

HE HAD A MOST 
EXPLORATORY 

MIND THAT SOUGHT 
RIGOUR, REASON, 

AUTHENTICITY 
AND PROFOUND 

UNDERSTANDING.
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been washed away. But any 
genuinely critical history is 
obliged to engage with the fact 
that the Department was central 
to apartheid’s reconfiguration of 
the built environment. UP was by 
no means the only architecture 
school complicit in the creation of 
apartheid space. Even at liberal 
Wits, Douglas Calderwood, 
designed “Native Housing” in 
segregated townships and Wits 
alumni, Harris Fels Janks designed 
Johannesburg’s John Voster Square 
Police Headquarters. But Tukkies 
was at the forefront, with graduates 
responsible for the design of 
significant public buildings which housed and 
promoted the agenda of the apartheid state.

Unfortunately for UP, this commemorative edition 
is something of a retreat in comparison to the book 
celebrating the school’s 50th anniversary: Architecture 
of the Transvaal, edited by Fisher, le Roux with Mare. 
Produced to high academic standards, many of the 
chapters in that nuanced, reflective and self-critical 
book grappled with uncomfortable questions. It is 
telling that in this 75th anniversary publication, Fisher 
and le Roux are amongst the few authors who write – in 
a modest style - in the first person, making explicit their 
own positionality. Elsewhere in the new book, many 
others resort to a magisterial third person, making 
boastful pronouncements.

Until the University of Pretoria reckons honestly with its 
own problematic legacy, then a history such as Boukunde 
is no more than nostalgia.  

 

REFERENCES
• [1] Barker, A Ed. 2019, Boukunde: 75th Anniversary of  

the Department of Architecture, University of Pretoria.   
ISBN 978-177592-177-6

• [1] Brink, B (2012) Built with sand, rock and Broederbond: Brian 
Sandrock’s buildings for the University of Pretoria and the 
University of South Africa. South African Journal of Art History, 
Volume 27, Issue 3, Jan 2012, p. 1 - 27

If you studied architecture at the University of Pretoria you should hurry to buy your 
copy of Boukunde: 75th Anniversary

By Melinda Silverman, School of Architecture and Planning,  
University of the Witwatersrand 

I
f you studied architecture at the University of Pretoria, 
obtain a copy of the new book Boukunde produced 
by the Architecture Department to celebrate its 75th 
anniversary.

You will find plenty of photographs of fellow UP 
students, recording the history of the Department. There 
are anecdotes of students who sneaked off to the slightly 
subversive “Voëlvry Konsert” and the “Boeremeisies from 
UP” who took the lead in the National Architectural Students 
Union, a “lefty” student group.

There are reminiscences by former lecturers or classmates, 
and you will have scope to either admire or envy the large 
body of work produced over the years. In short, Boukunde 
has much the same appeal as a school magazine: you can still 
find it absorbing reading decades later.

Nostalgia can be its own reward, as long as it pretends to 
be nothing larger. But Boukunde has grander ambitions. It 
wants to be taken seriously. Therein lies the problem. It is 
less a history than an exercise in amnesia.

What is clear is that UP’s claim to having a hand in some 
of the major building projects of the past 75 years, is no 
idle boast. It is likely that no other architecture school in 
SA can compare. Undoubtedly, the school produced some 
huge talents – Gawie Fagan, Karl Jooste, Jan van Wyk, etc. 
Architects associated with UP, produced such central work as 
the Transvaal Provincial Administration building (designed 
inter alia by Att Meiring), the Nuclear Reactor Building at 
Pelindaba, and the UNISA Building (by Brian Sandrock).

What the book does not ask was: why was that? Did UP 
have a recipe which produced students superior to those 
down the road at the rival Wits University? Or was it more 
a case that as a UP graduate, you wore an invisible badge 
that said: “Loyal Cadre of the ruling National Party, entrusted 
to carry out our Christian National vision of a monumental, 
modernist volks architecture”. And for this, many of the 
alumni were duly rewarded – not only by commendations 
from the allegedly apolitical SA Institute of Architects, but 
more frequently garnering medals from the Suid-Afrikaanse 
Akademie vir Wetenskap en Kuns, an organisation mostly 
controlled by the Afrikaner Broederbond (AB).

In 2012, Basil Brink, an academic  
then attached to UNISA, wrote a paper which argued that 
from the fifties onwards, the AB, monopolised control of 
UP, and was able to manipulate construction commissions.

In the Boukunde version of history, the role of UP’s 
Department of Architecture during apartheid has simply 

BOUKUNDE: 75TH ANNIVERSARY OF 
THE DEPARTMENT OF ARCHITECTURE,  
UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA  

Boukunde:  
75Th Anniversary
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O
n 29 August 2019, Jonathan Jacobson, 
principal of Metropolis Design, 
presented the 31st Sophia Gray 
Memorial lecture. The lecture was 
followed by the festive opening of a 

self-curated exhibition of his work at the Oliewenhuis 
Art Museum. The exhibition was accompanied by 
the launch of In|de|finite (2019), a book containing 
a selection of Jacobson’s sketches. It is curated and 
produced by Jana van Dalen, a former employee 
of Metropolis. This article is intended as a critical 
reflection on the content of the exhibition, titled 
In[de]finite and a review of the book.

DEFINITE, INDEFINITE AND INFINITE
Before considering the exhibition, it would be helpful 
to clarify the terminology and theoretical position 
developed in the book, since it had a substantial 
impact on the design of the exhibition. The book is 
introduced with a wonderfully lucid and illuminating 
interview between Jonathan Jacobson and Professor 
Jonathan Noble. Much more than wordplay, the 
differentiation between definite, indefinite and 
infinite – the words agglomerated in the title of 
the exhibition and the book – is used to present a 
coherent, yet nuanced, synthesis that informs the 
thoughtful attentiveness characterising Jacobson’s 
architectural practice.

Firstly, Jacobson proposes that the act of design 
is initially suspended in a “field of imagination” 
(Jacobson, 2019:14) located between the definite facts 
of reality (like the site, landscape and client needs) 
and the indefinite mysteries, intensities and fragilities 
of creative engagement. In other words, architecture 
is grounded in a conversation between “a feeling 
for the real” (2019:16) and the open-endedness of 
interpretation and translation sustained in the act of 
design. In this sense, the potency of design depends 
on discerningly letting certain relations emerge from 
the conversation. Jacobson calls the “plenitude 
of interrelationships between things” interfinities 
(2019:40). There is an inevitable circularity implied 
in this stance; that the vigour of the conversation is 
safeguarded to let relationships emerge, keeping the 
conversation vital. However, rather than seeing this 
circularity as a tautological shortcoming, Jacobson 
sees this spiral of “conversational betweenness” as 
the hermeneutic source of the infinite.

Infinity itself may inhibit decision-making, but 
this is where the refined skillset of the designer 
is paramount. When faced with infinity, Jacobson 
proposes that the designer is called to muster the 
“precision of thought” (2019:12) needed to propose 
pertinent responses to the emergent relations 
springing from the conversation between the 
definite and the indefinite. Yet the goal is not to 
settle on a “conclusion”, since that would implode 
the conversation. Instead, the process of design has 
to sustain, enliven and liberate the original “field of 1. The opening of the exhibition (photograph by Mr. Charl Devenish).

A reflection on Jonathan Jacobson’s book and the Sophia Gray Exhibition.  
By Dr Hendrik Auret, Department of Architecture, University of the Free State 

DRAWING ON 
“INTERFINITIES”

1
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imagination”. In this sense, a successfully “completed 
project” remains open to the indefinite, draws 
on the interfinite, is grounded in the definite, and 
continuously strives towards the infinite.

THE EXHIBITION
If Jacobson’s design process depends on sustaining 
an open conversation, then it is fitting that the 
exhibition consisted of an ensemble of projects 
each presented as a cluster of images forming a 
“storyboard” of carefully choreographed moments. 
To create a sense of where each “moment” fits 
into the broader storyline, the storyboards against 
the walls were elaborated using a central display 
populated by precise scale models of each project. 
Strikingly, a postcard-size interpretive sketch 
accompanied each storyboard.

These sketches may be read as inciting incidents 
in the project. In the world of screenplay writing, 
an inciting incident is an event (plot point) or 
moment of insight that acts as a catalyst for action, 
propelling the story forward. In architectural terms, 
these drawings capture the most potent exchanges 
between the definite, indefinite and infinite. As such, 
they show Jacobson’s methodology in action, for 
this is “architecture of accretion” (2019:34) born 
from conversational drawing and re-drawing, “over 
and over again” (2019:16). The postcards highlight 
particularly fertile “incidents” where the process 
of accretion was set in motion or changed course. 
For instance, Jacobson’s sketch of 79 Brommersvlei 
Road (Constantia, 2014) shows a very strong and 
precise shape etched and suspended against an 
infinite sky, surrounded by trees and shade (figure 
4); a roof capable of uniting and calming both 
the indefiniteness of the spaces and domestic 
relationships below and the infinity of the sky  
above. Such inciting incidents often manifest  
as moments of tectonic deftness, as in the “light 
screen” designed for the Midden Cottage (Constantia, 
2013); an elegant dialogue of cutting and folding 
leading to infinite interfinities between light, built 
structure and inhabitants.

The exhibition also includes two very special 
ancillary spaces. In the first space, the event of 
drawing and re-drawing is carefully documented 
in a film originally produced for Jacobson’s 
recently completed masters in architecture (with 
specialisation in design), showing the drawing hand 
in action. The film has a hypnotic quality. The film 

was complemented by four architectural notebooks, 
bravely placed on display, which document  
the everyday catalysts informing Jacobson’s  
design methodology.

Jacobson sees his methodology of drawing and 
redrawing as a “sequential art” and likens it to the 
drawing of comics, where comprehension slowly 
emerges from the process of participating, similar to 
the way jazz musicians improvise by building musical 
phrases on the phrases that preceded it (2019:22). If 
Jacobson is indeed participating as a jazz musician, 
he is riffing along with the greats: the mountains, the 
sea and arguably the greatest “measure” of them 
all, sunlight. Nowhere is this more evident than in 
the second ancillary space, were a video looped, 
documenting with extraordinary clarity and crispness 
the Midden Pavilion (Constantia, 2013).

The film shows a range of light conditions 
captured during a day. At one point in the film there 
is a searching slither of sunlight slowly finding its 
way across a wall only to suddenly, dramatically, 
find and illuminate a surface 
perpendicular to the original 
direction of movement. The 
moment of revelation isn’t 
necessarily adding new content, 
but it shows how infinitely 
varied, nuanced and textured 
the definite wall, which appeared 
dull, unblemished and flat the 
moment before the light struck   

2. Jonathan Jacobson at the opening of the exhibition (photograph by Charl 
Devenish). 3. One wing of the exhibition (photograph by Mr. Charl Devenish).  
4. An inciting incident in the design of 79 Brommersvlei Road (courtesy of  
Mr. Jonathan Jacobson).

THESE DRAWINGS 
CAPTURE THE MOST 
POTENT EXCHANGES 
BETWEEN THE 
DEFINITE, INDEFINITE 
AND INFINITE.

2 3
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it, actually is. Every irregularity is suddenly intense 
and alive. The interplay of light and shadow on the 
previously hidden relief of the wall unexpectedly 
invites the viewer into a chiaroscuro of revelation. 
The lucid interval is partial and the moment fleeting, 
but it is enough. It testifies to the munificence and 
inexhaustibility of the definite, which constitute the 
rich source material sustaining Jacobson’s pursuit of 
the infinite. 

In these ancillary spaces and inciting incidents, Jon 
Jacobson’s exhibition extends a gracious invitation 
into the moment of design. German philosopher 
Martin Heidegger called this creative happening/
event the “site of the moment” (1938:255) – the lived 
situation of emplaced concern in which architects 
practise architecture. Here there is a difference to 
the way “comics” usually work, for the sequential 
expectations of “progress towards a punchline” 
are often derailed as new regions of possibility are 
opened and closed amid the ecstatic processes of 
design. This is the practice of design, a way of life 
sustained by the trust that there will be moments in 
which pen meet paper in revelatory ways, constantly 
invigorated by the capacity to reflectively notice 
and return to the potential of discarded ideas, and 
rendered vivid by the infinite emergent promise 
always already astir in “the next frame”.

THE BOOK
If the exhibition invites viewers into the creative 
exuberance of the site of the moment, then the book 
– compiled as accompaniment to the exhibition – 
invites one into the struggle to find clarity and a form 
of “open exactitude” amid the interfinities inhabiting 
the interplay of the indefinite, definite and infinite. 
The process of drawing and re-drawing is celebrated 
as a methodological tool illuminating the site of 
the moment. As Norwegian architectural theorist 
Christian Norberg-Schulz noted: “Drawing, then, 
should be understood as a research process rather 
than an idealised presentation. In reality, drawing 
involves a quest for the dynamics of things, i.e., for 
their identity and expression.” (2000:14).

The drawings in the book (and the exhibited 
notebooks) allude to the true ecstatic nature of 
architectural design. Instead of following some 
preordained path (supposedly culminating in 
“the perfect solution”), the notebooks show the 

concerned architect ecstatically and lithely leaping 
from one region of possibilities to the next with 
many dead-ends and course corrections along the 
way. There are also “breakthroughs”, but they are 
intermingled with area calculations, cost estimates, 
client requirements, conceptual detours, construction 
details, improvisations and reflections.

Jacobson’s book tries to safeguard this ecstatic 
interactiveness, despite the tendency of books to 
appear sequential and our habits of reading them 
sequentially. To a certain extent, he undermines these 
pitfalls by setting up simultaneous and intermingled 
narratives. Following the interview introducing the 
main themes, the rest of the book is devoted to 
Jacobson’s drawings. For the most part, the left-hand 
page is reserved for the definite, specifically focusing 
on drawings of mountains, and the right for more 
indefinite explorations (figure 5). 

This dialogue was also introduced into 
the exhibition where the storyboards were 
simultaneously grounded and interrupted by 
blown-up versions of Jacobson’s mountain sketches. 
Yet, the book is populated both by “real mountains” 
inspired by the actual mountains surrounding his 
sites and imagined “J-bergs” reflecting Jacobson’s 
“feelings about landscape” (2019:30). There are also 
many cases where this “formula” is interrupted by 
investigative sequences stretching across both pages 
and by specific complementary sections where, 
for instance, “rock accretions” and “rock cities” 
co-inhabit stretches of the book. The last section 
of the book culminates in a variety of attempts to 
approach the infinite (figure 6). To make sense of 
these dialogues, parallel tables of content attempt 
to undermine a “goal-oriented” reading of the book. 
Yet, it would be quite possible to read the book in 
a normal way or to read it independently of the 
exhibition, for the dialogues are not competing for 
attention, but respectfully contribute to the collusion 
between the indefinite, definite and infinite. 

The richness of the dialogues and interdependencies 
documented in the book explain the variety  
of spatial approaches evident in the exhibition:  
the encompassing plane serving as the roof of  
79 Brommersvlei Road, while at Beau Constantia 
House (Constantia, 2004) the content of the site 
demanded a different approach, leading to the sky 
being interpreted as a sheltering-suspended cube. 

5
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In contrast, the roof of House Pillay (Bishopscourt, 
2018) is clearly under the sway of Jacobson’s 
“Dormatologies” (2017–2018); a series of drawings 
trying to bring the alluring silhouette and proportions 
of the surrounding mountains into a nuanced 
conversation with the house’s roofline. In this case, 
one could wonder whether the translation from 
one scale to the other is always entirely successful? 
I would argue that the translation attempted at 
House 13 Kerzner Estate (Hout Bay, 2018) was more 
convincing. The house consists of a tight ensemble 
of rocks/boulders purposefully imbued with the 
contrasting transparencies of the surrounding forest, 
which creates an articulated and fragmented, yet 
coherent, mass. Due to the conflicting natures of the 
rock and tree “filters” used in the act of translation, 
the house offers appealing reciprocity between 
secluded alcoves and moments of prospect. However, 
the fact that one or two examples appear slightly 
“forced” merely suggests the challenging nature of 
what Jacobson is attempting; to translate one reality 
(or language) into another is an endeavour fraught 
with the dangers of either being too “literal” (and 
losing the creative depth of the original) or being too 
“interpretative” (and losing the original intention of 
the “text” while trying to retain its persuasiveness and 
creative impact).

Other houses are shaped primarily via analogy, like 
the Spa House (Hout Bay, 2010) where different states 
of water (as cloud, raindrops and fluid mass) served 
as fulcrum for decision-making. In comparison, 
the unpretentious spatial strategy followed in the 
Stonehaven Guest Cottages (Hemel and Aarde 
Vallei, 2018) is derived from placing fenestration 
and doorways on the edge of planes, achieving a 
remarkable level of articulation in a small structure. 
Alternatively, the design of the Midden Pavilion 
(Constantia, 2013) is composed of the interaction 
between the heavy, rustic, sculptural materiality  
of off-shutter concrete and the precise plays of 
shadow resulting from the crisp light quality of  
the Western Cape.

The capacity to pursue this wide variety of 
approaches – interpretation, translation, analogy, 
spatial strategies and materiality (to name a few) – is 
the product of one who emphasises content as the 
source of formal expression, rather than producing 
content through formal expression. Investigative 
drawing serves to notice, nurture and question this 
content. For Jacobson, the goal is to establish a level 
of “concept resilience” – a concept that draws on 
the fragile interfinities of the situation, yet remains 
stable under the accumulating weight of the infinite. 
What remains constant in the body of projects is 
the attention to detail, the clarity of resolution and 
the careful consideration of material and texture. 
The result is a kind of architecture that notices the 
intensity of the place and finds ways to respond 
eloquently while safeguarding the open betweenness 
of the infinite.

Humans are creatures of the between. Between 
earth and sky, birth and death, architects are tasked 

5. Pages 54 and 55 from the book showing the independencies between the 
definite and the indefinite (Jacobson, 2019 54–55). 6. Pages 238 and 239 from the 
book showing the architect striving towards infinite (Jacobson, 2019 238–239).

to participate creatively in the interplay of hiddenness 
and revelation gathered in the site of the moment. 
Is it not telling that the infinite, the indefinite and 
the infinite are all rooted in the finite; in the mortal 
finitude of our betweenness? Finitude first stirs in us 
the longing for the infinite. Simultaneously, we may 
make our most persuasive impressions on the infinite, 
precisely by drawing most deeply on our finitude. 
Maybe it is exactly the fragile, precarious nature 
of our betweenness that enables us to draw on the 
ephemeral interfinities between other things. 

CONCLUSION
During the examination of his master’s degree, 
Jacobson remarked: “I like to make things for other 
people. I live in my workshop”.  The 31st Sophia Gray 
Exhibition and the accompanying book stand as a 
generous, captivating and thoughtful invitation, not 
only into his ”workshop” and the bespoke fruits of 
his labour, but also into a more general appreciation 
of the poetic depths open to design professionals 
attentively engaging the site of the moment. It is 
a call to cultivating design awareness. Ultimately, 
the persuasiveness and revelatory capacity of his 
projects depend on simultaneously trusting in the 
“enoughness” of the definite and on his dedication 
to the indefiniteness of creative encounters. Trust 
and dedication, these are essential preconditions for 
noticing and appreciating the elusive interfinities of 
emplaced care. In the site of the moment, amid the 
overflowing-forming of the banks of the between, 
Jacobson draws on the interfinities to inspire designs 
that safeguard the gifts of the infinite.  
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IN(DE)FINITE
Jonathan Jacobson of Metropolis Design, Cape Town delivered the  
31st Sophia Gray Memorial Lecture 2019

M
y practice of architecture over the 
last 30 years has been private and 
personal, not grand, heroic or public. 
It has been philosophically tangled, 
introspective and full of doubt. And 

this has unsurprisingly played out mostly in the most 
personal of architectures, the house.

Primarily, I have aimed to search out an architecture 
that is deeply human, which emerges from its specific 
place and which is true to our contemporary culture 
of architecture as a discipline and as an artistic 
pursuit. Although the work is mainly of one type, the 
principles behind it may be of relevance to South 
African architects in other areas of practice.

The house I grew up in was designed and built 
by my father, an inventive metallurgical engineer. It 
was a mix of light, space and optimism. We were an 
observant Orthodox Jewish family with an unusual 
emphasis on art, literature, philosophy, music and 
culture. I was very religious and remained so until my 
late 20s.

As a result, although my choice of productive space 
has been an artistic one, spiritual space has in many 
ways been the primary space of my consciousness. 
It is now no longer the edifice of ritual and belief 
that offers answers and security. Rather, it has 
become an engagement with the extended space of 
tremendous mystery, with the unknowable universe 
that we live inside. This is a space of searching, of 
persistent inquiry, of feeling the void of doubt at the 
core of being human. It is an uncertain and indefinite 
space, which paradoxically carries within it infinite 
possibility for discovery and growth. This is  
what I call it: in(de)finite.

It is from this space that I believe much of my 
architecture is produced, and from this space that I 
address you tonight.

Besides being a retrospective, this lecture is also 
an introspective. I aim to share some of the inner 
processes and personal ideas that underlie my body 
of work and my mode of practice. 

I will talk about the role that idea plays in our work,  
the design processes we use, and the relationship 
between our architecture and its context, the 
landscape of the Cape.  

 

MEANING AND CONTENT IN MY ARCHITECTURE
Every project starts with a detailed investigation of its 
underlying strata of meaning – what social theory will 
be engaged with? How progressive is it? What attitude 
will be taken to environment? To the theory of family? 
What other personal concerns will be woven in? It 
is important to engage critically with this to build a 
philosophical base for each project and to consciously 
ensure that form follows idea with the same intensity 
that it follows function and also that it doesn’t just 
blindly follow other forms.

In any of our works, some of the content is drawn 
from the client’s personal and social aspirations and 
some from contemporary architectural culture. But the 
most potent component is the hidden set of ideas that 
emerge from my engagement with the living world. 

In house design, you have a few individuals, some 
social aspirations and a site. I categorise the content 
that informs the architecture of the house as content 
pertaining to the individual person – their philosophies, 
values and beliefs; content derived from culture – 
architecture, the arts, fashion, religion, economics, 
politics; and content referring to the natural world and 
its processes. The I, Here and Now of architecture. 

I try to include content from each of these spheres 
in any particular work. It is not enough to just refer to 
other architectural form, fashion or other cultural forms. 
Some content needs to come from the broader world 
of ideas to make a building feel alive, responsive and 
connected to something larger than just urbanity  
and domesticity. 

The major implication of taking a content-based 
approach to design is that it requires a design 
framework that is largely operative at the level of idea, 
rather than at the level of form.

I use a design framework based on a distinction 
between three realms of design operation: purely 
ideal, which is entirely abstract – intentions, 
philosophy, belief, theory – the thought context of 
architecture; realisation, which is entirely practical 
and includes structural and architectural technique 
and construction knowledge; and conceptual, which 
integrates the ideal and the realisation into built 
form that contains meanings – the realm of creating 
architecture rather than just buildings.  
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What exactly is an architectural concept? For me, it 
is the bridge between idea and form, neither purely 
abstract, nor purely material. It can be a poetic 
image comprised of metaphor, symbol or analogy 
or a dream image or a vague complex of images – 
anything that can fluidly carry meanings through the 
forms of this world. And a conceptual design process 
is profoundly integrative, fusing many intentions and 
meanings into an indivisible whole. 

This whole design method allows some kind of 
conscious control over the relationship between the 
ideas, the forms, and the poetics of the project. At 
any point in the building process, it is possible to 
trace back and critically assess whether any particular 
form is aligning with the core ideas of the project. 

INTEGRATION AND UNIT Y, BEAU CONSTANTIA 
PAVILION (2003)
In the early years of practice, design started with 
the diagram, with resolving pragmatic concerns like 
orientation, circulation and program, then proceeded 
to the plan. The final step was to intuitively overlay 
the plan with compelling architectural gestures. What 
was missing was a central unifying concept.

The first works I consider to be conceptual wholes 
were furniture pieces. These dog-like forms from 
the mid-90s integrated functional requirements with 
tectonic and sculptural concerns.

The first building where I think this was achieved, 
was this small building linked to the main house at 
Beau Constantia, in a way not unlike a large piece 
of furniture. It is a pavilion on a narrow shelf on 
the mountainside for meditation and relaxation. 
The intention was for an immersive experience of 
landscape and for the building to be in harmony and 
disappear into its surroundings. 

The concept was a treehouse-type sculpture, 
nestled between the trees. It developed into two 
interlocking forms in a cruciform arrangement, one 

anchoring along the contours and the other thrusting 
into space. The crossing of these two forms creates 
a complex range of spatial conditions, each with its 
own subtly unique character. The tension between 
them creates an ambiguity, a certain strangeness, a 
constantly shifting perceptual field. 

For the first time, I felt I had integrated planning, 
context, site, program, structure and materiality into 
one unified whole, expressed with the minimum of 
means, and which was more than the sum of  
its parts. 

I was studying astronomy and cosmology at the 
time. The world was feeling tiny and insignificant. I 
think that this was a first taste of grappling with the 
notion of the infinite in architecture. This feeling of 
open-endedness, of multiple meanings and a lack of 
closure, that is true both of the world we inhabit and 
of the inner universe of consciousness within us.  

CONCEPT AND REALISATION IN THE DETAIL ,  
SPA HOUSE (2010) 
How can an understanding of concept as a “dream 
image”, contain the meanings of the project and 
assist in expressing them in both the overall design 
conception and every detail of the building?

After Beau Constantia, another pleasure pavilion 
arrived, which originated in the owner’s association 
of water with relaxation. The idea framework that we 
developed, connected relaxation with an authentic 
experience of nature and with all manners of 
experience connected to water.   

The concept was simply a cloud, over a lake, 
raining. This image held the feelings and the 
emotionality of the design: watery, floaty, and 
dreamlike. This is how the concept developed 
from its dream image into an abstract architectural 
composition of forms hovering over water.

A lot of care went into articulating the interlocking 
forms, the eloquent proportioning of elements, the 
selection of materials, and the precise detailing of 
junctions. Other intentions inherent in concept, like 
the blurred distinction between inside and outside, 
are achieved by the seamless continuity of finishes 
and forms. 

The lifestyle content of the building is expressed 
through a varied relationship to the water: hovering 
above, submerged under, floating on, looking over. 1. Spa House, Hout Bay (2010), viewed from the north-west. 

1
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A PREOCCUPATION 
WITH UNDERLYING 
MEANINGS WILL 
NATURALLY PLACE 
THE HUMAN AND THE 
INDIVIDUAL AT THE 
CENTRE OF EVERY 
ARCHITECTURAL 
PROJECT.

And this is achieved through manipulation of  
the section.

We put a lot of effort into unfolding the concept 
into the elements of the building at a detail level, 
integrating structure, function tectonics and  
thematic material, like, for instance, the cloud-like 
shading screens. My favourite element is the stair, 
which mimics flowing water simply by notching out 
alternative risers. And this is what is meant by form 
following meaning as much as it follows function. 

HUMAN-CENTERED DESIGN, KREUPELHOUT  
ROAD, VREDEHOEK
It follows that a preoccupation with underlying 
meanings will naturally place the human and the 
individual at the centre of every architectural project. 
The belief systems, psychosocial needs, family 
dynamics, physical habits and spatial practices of  
our clients must be investigated in detail to facilitate  
a meaningful spatial experience. Our role as 
designers is to saturate the environment with the 
meanings that enhance our clients’ daily experience 
in every possible way – from the ergonomic and 
practical to the ethereal and the spiritual. In the 
process, the logics, canons and traditions of 
architecture and the ego of the architect need to 
sometimes make way for the nonrationalities of 
human need and aspiration.

 This small family house epitomises how very 
particular individual needs can be sculpted and 
shaped and realised into architecture. This required 
close collaboration with our clients. The result is rich 
and layered and could not have been achieved  
had I designed this house entirely from my 
architectural sensibility. 

CLIENT-CENTRED PRACTICE, 15 NORWICH  
DRIVE, BISHOPSCOURT 
Working in a human-centred way by collaborating 
with our clients, has naturally led us to depart from the 
traditional top-down model of architectural practice.

While as architects we have the formal spatial 
expertise, our clients operate from what one could call 
their informal spatial knowledge or the understanding 
of house, body and movement that they have developed 
as part of their life skills. While we as architects can 
rationally predict a spatial outcome, they are naturally 
spontaneous, ad hoc and needs-based and they need to 
experience space to understand it. These differences can 
cause a lot of misunderstanding. 

I have found that this tension has striking 
correspondences to the relationship between 
improvisatory and compositional behaviours in the 
making of music.  

2

3

2. 14 Kreupelhout Road, Vredehoek with superimposed client brief.   
3. Space Genius. Mr. Jonathan Jacobson (2018).
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Improvisation is the simultaneous creation and 
performance of music. Something like the way 
our clients relate to the making of space – through 
immediate action. In composition, however, music 
is created, structured and rationalised in an entirely 
separate process from its performance. Something like 
the way architects behave towards space. 

To continue the analogy, we have had to become 
more improvisational in our architectural design 
behaviours to collaborate effectively with our clients.

The way the Modern Movement has merged 
design and architecture into one mindset obscures 
a useful fact: on a design level, which is primarily 
functional, our clients are more our equals than on an 
architectural level, which is to do with space, form and 
meaning. This intuitive informal design understanding 
is the point of commonality from where collaboration 
can be built.

This has been the basis for our evolution of a client-
centred approach to house design. In this approach, 
the processes of design and communication are 
tailored as much around the client’s perspective 
as possible, rather than around the efficiencies of 
architectural and constructional practice. 

A lot of time is spent understanding our clients’ 
detailed needs and the mode of presentation is 
nontechnical, pictorial and experience-based. The 
design is built up over time from the bottom up and 
follows the pace set by the clients’ developing  
spatial understanding. 

The clients for a house in Norwich Drive, 
Bishopscourt wanted their ideal house and were 
involved in every one of the decisions related to the 
functioning of the house on a lifestyle level. I advised 
on technical aspects of design realisation, but my  
main contribution was the architecture with the 
embedded meanings and in maintaining the 

coherence of the concept, in the face of constant 
ongoing design development. 

The concept started as a response to the site, a 
clearing surrounded by trees. It is light, permeable and 
carefully scaled down into several discrete masses 
and planar elements. The house is organised around 
activated courtyards, it has natural materiality and 
sympathy with its site. This is the architecture.

What about the design?  The organisation and 
circulation were designed in partnership with the 
client. Every detail, the stair, the fireplaces, the 
kitchens, the bathrooms, were intensively interrogated 
and evolved with the clients. Ultimately, every single 
one of the house’s elements reflects the client’s 
complex spatial understanding and this I think is how 
comfort should be defined.

Juhani Palaasma speaks of the difference between a 
house and a home. A house is the formal architectural 
product that contains ideas, philosophies and values. 
It is as eternal as the ideas it is built upon. A home 
contains lived lives, contradictory impulses, esoteric 
inner meanings, it absorbs memory and embodies the 
passing of time.
 
DESIGN PROCESS – CONCEPT AND 
IMPROVISATION, HOUSE 13 KERZNER ESTATE, 
HOUT BAY ( 2017)
How does one then manage to hold the conceptual 
shape of the project in such a collaborative process, 
where the client is a co-creator? How is undiluted 
architecture still achieved?

As part of my masters at this university, I discovered 
that the answer to this lay in my design process. So, 
I studied the conceptual design development of a 
current project, House 13 Kerzner Estate, analysing 
the drawing trail in my design notebooks. This 
house’s concept draws both on the rockiness of its 
adjacent mountainside and on the permeability of its 
surrounding tree plantations.

Some of the discoveries about design process 
include multiple concepts are utilised for different 
operational areas, like planning, siting, massing, and 
are then layered into a sort of concept-complex.  
A few conceptual options, sometimes contradictory, 
are often considered simultaneously and are pursued 
in parallel right until the last minute. The design 
process is uncertain, it doesn’t grab at the first idea 
that comes to mind, it carries on and on, looking to 
accumulate more and more.

Some of the criteria that I use to select a suitable 
concept for a project are that:
• a concept should be universal, easy for the client 

to understand and to value 
• it should not be entirely dependent on any  

one element
• it should be capable of translation along multiple 

tectonic paths.
This construction of concept is fluid and flexible, 
allowing the poetics to hang like a cloud over the 
project, raining on it occasionally as it changes  
and evolves. 

4. 15 Norwich Drive, Bishopscourt (2008), viewed from the north. 5. House 13 Kerzner 
Estate, Hout Bay (2017), architectural renders with selected sketchbook pages below.
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While architects generally evaluate the qualities 
of a concept on more lofty criteria, I would like to 
suggest an additional criterion: the ability for concept 
to survive intact to the end of a building process, 
while still satisfying all the client’s detailed needs 
and requirements. I have coined a phrase for this 
principle: Concept Resilience. 

It ascribes to concept the same qualities of 
adaptiveness, durability and flexibility that we require 
of a building within a set of changing environmental 
conditions. It is enabled by a design process that is 
highly structured on an ideal level and very fluid on 
an imagistic level. This allows concept to be built up 
responsively and for meanings to be accreted over 
time, rather than for one set of fixed ideas to be 
imposed from the top down at the inception of the 
project. This suits our view of design, as an uncertain, 
not entirely scientific process, always in the process 
of becoming. 

DRAWING ARCHITECTURE INTO BEING
What is the medium in which concept is grown, 
nurtured and developed? In my case, it is drawing. 
When I started studying architecture, I couldn’t draw 
a stick-man. As a result, it is more of an investigative 
tool than an artistic one.

In a typical sketch design process, a long, uncertain 
and convoluted stream of drawings, explore, search 
out and eventually integrate ideas into a concept. 
Somewhat independently of a particular project, 
I draw to investigate the underlying structure of 
things, in this case, landscape, to understand its 
language, rhythms and characteristics. Drawing is a 
way of gaining an intimacy with subject matter that 
one wishes to understand better. For me, a crucial 
function of drawing is to bring out new conceptual 
material from the subconscious where it has been 
brewing. This has developed into an improvisational-
type drawing technique I call Archicomix. 

It is used to develop thematic material and 
sometimes design concept using a sequence of 
framed drawings. The drawings are drawn in the 
moment, fast, without any premeditation, but with 
some creative experience. A little bit like a jazz 
improvisation. This form is not a sequential narrative 
form like a comic. Nevertheless, the sequential 
framing device allows me to progress intuitively, but 
with a certain amount of intentionality and thematic 
continuity, from idea to idea, basing the new drawing 
on what I have already drawn. Also, a little like the 
way a jazz musician builds up a solo, basing the 
coming phrase on the phrase before.

The goal-oriented, considered, project-specific 
mindset of the architect, is suspended to explore 
broader freer fields of possibility. It takes many 
drawings, repetitions and dead ends. I just have one 
rule: don’t stop drawing.

The process is also directly useful in conceptual 
design development. In this case, Jonathan Noble’s 
lava lamp in his guest bedroom was the catalyst 
for an improvisatory series that culminated in the 

concept for a specific project. Lava flowing sideways, 
the sideways movement of trees in the wind, floating 
elements; only in the subconscious can these different 
images merge. 

Two panels from a recent series called infinity explore 
ambiguity in the interpretation of spatial constructions 
and landscape, through the use of distorted 
perspectives. These explorations are ways of thinking 
about some of the more intangible qualities of space 
and, I am sure, will turn up in our architecture one of 
these days. 

6. Left: Rockface, Table Mountain. Right: Rockface abstracted architecturally.  
Mr. Jonathan Jacobson (2015). 7. Botanica House 1, Constantia, 2018. Metropolis.  
Top left: Lava lamp. Top middle and right: “Lava lamp architecture”, drawings made 
after observing a lava lamp in action and speculating on the kind of architecture 
that could emerge if the floating movement was translated horizontally instead of 
vertically, as a kind of “implied motion”. Bottom left: A drawing made a few days 
later applying the sideways movement to a current project and linking it to the 
sideways movement of trees in the wind. Bottom right: Final design proposal.
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LANDSCAPE
Having spoken about the meanings, the conceptual 
framework and the design processes that enable 
our architecture, we will now address our contextual 
approach to landscape and the profound effect it has 
had on shaping the character of our architecture. 

This is the landscape that is the backdrop to 
many of our projects: weathered sandstone rock 
formations, granite boulders, forested valleys, 
rugged cliffs and the endless flat horizon of the sea.

The sheer power of the landscape and its 
bleakness make all human efforts within it seem 
small and puny. South African poet Stephen Gray in 
his essay “A Version of Melancholy” speaks of the 
entire futile effort of importing continental culture 
into the hugeness, dryness, barrenness and sheer 
indifference of our landscape to its human occupants. 
Our stylish attempts at imported architecture often 
also look out of place, especially when not buffered 
by other buildings or by trees. 

CAPE LANDSCAPE AND THE IDEAL  
OBJECT, BEAU CONSTANTIA HOUSE 1, 
CONSTANTIA (2004)
How does one integrate an ideal work of architecture 
into this particular Cape landscape: a Villa Savoye 
that expresses a wealth of cultural ideas, but is still 
in harmony with its place? Melting in, being a part of 
the hugeness. This problem bothered me for ages. 
It culminated in Beau Constantia, our largest and 
most public project at that time. I spent hours sitting 
on a rock on the site, looking and looking. How 
could the irregularity of the landscape somehow be 
imbibed by the building in a disciplined way?

At some point, I got this feeling of the way the 
surrounding trees have a defined shape, but contain 
irregular voids and shadows within themselves 
as well as a sense of the asymmetry of the rocky 
outcrops on the adjacent mountainscape. So the 
building was conceived as an irregular arrangement 
of pure cubic masses, arranged around a set of 
axes, but these cubes were not really solid – they 
were suggestions of form, with all the elements 
of enclosure and shelter reduced to planes and 
floating disconnected within them. Large voids were 
introduced, enclosing shadow. 

This concept, I called Sheltering Sky, to encapsulate 
the feeling of being contained while floating in 
tension, in a state of becoming on the edge of 
vastness. And the vastness, the infiniteness of the 
landscape, pass through this house like the wind. 
There is no definite sense of enclosure, everything 
continues, there are strange gaps. There is ambiguity. 
But there is also form and the form is pure.

The spatial planning concept for the house was 
called “Heart of the Home”. It places the double-
volume kitchen/dining/family area in the centre of 
both the home and the landscape, with courtyards 
that radiate in all directions. The transparency creates 
an immersiveness that is very intense and real. At the  
same time, the house enables an urbane, sophisticated 
and social lifestyle. The extroversion of its public 
areas is matched by the privacy and seclusion of its 
bedroom section, which hovers quietly overhead.

The philosopher Karsten Harries notes that the 
natural world has been considered aesthetically 
inferior to the ideal world since the time of Hegel. 
In this view, geometry, proportion and mathematics 
have uncovered the underlying orders of the world, 
which are far more truthful and beautiful than the 
disorderly manifestations of nature. 

In this case, by harmonically combining aspects  
of the ideal and aspects of the naturalistic, we  
were in some way trying to reconcile the beauty  
of the experienced world with the beauty of its  
underlying structure. 

This was a starting point. This composition is 
an artistic representation of natural order; it is not 
intrinsically natural in itself. It precipitated an ongoing 
investigation into the processes that form the Cape 
Sandstone formations, which surround many of our 
projects, to in some way uncover deeper principles  
of place that could organically relate architecture  
and landscape.

CAPE LANDSCAPE AND THE DISSOLUTION OF  
THE OBJECT: 79 BROMMERSVLEI ROAD,  
CONSTANTIA (2014)
Kengo Kuma in his book Non-object talks of an 
architecture based on relationships rather than 
on objectness. What does this mean? Can the 
architectural object dissolve until it is only  
evident as a set of relationships between its 
constituent elements and between these elements 
and their surroundings? What is then revealed by  
this dissolution?

The harmonic approach to landscape at Beau 
Constantia continued to develop further, 10 years 
later, at another residence in Brommersvlei Road in  
the Constantia Valley, this time on a secluded site 
next to a river, in a ring of trees. It is soft, leafy,  
gently sloping, an island in space. This is a site 
that could accommodate the pure immersivity of 
a Farnsworth house and allowed us to go one step 
further – to let go of the notion of the freestanding 
architectural object and to focus only on an 
architecture of relationships.

The concept was a floating tree canopy of a roof, 
levitating over a stepped ground plane with detached 

8. Beau Constantia House 1 (2004), view from the garden courtyard, looking east.
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wall elements under it. The real walls are the trees in 
the distance. 

The form of the house was penetrated by 
many courtyards, bent around a tree, completely 
subordinated to its surroundings. The notion of an 
ideal form and geometric order was eroded until it 
disappeared. All that is left is a set of relationships 
with the outdoors and between detached 
architectural elements – the space between. And 
the space between relies on ambiguity for its power 
and its meaning. It is really the space that is left over 
for interpretation, for the viewer’s imagination to 
complete the picture.  

What is this conversation between water, massive 
concrete and hanging rock about? They resonate 
with multiple meanings that don’t lead to swift 
conclusions, but rather to a sustained state of trying 
to grasp the elusive.

Italo Calvino, in Six Memos for the Next 
Millennium, writes: “The poet of vagueness can 
only be the poet of exactitude”. In this project, this 
poetic vagueness is achieved through a particularly 
precise form of minimalism. The quality of each 
element has to be separated out and then crafted 
and tuned through careful selection of materials. The 
background must be simplified and refined to remove 
all perceptual interference – no light fittings, very 
careful composition. The elements must be reconciled 
with structure and rationalised to still effectively 
incorporate domestic functionalities. It is a technically 
demanding rational design process. But to achieve 
the poetry, this isn’t enough – you almost have to feel 
the detail into being. 

A purely Miesian emptiness, emptiness for its own 
sake, is not really sought after here. Rather this is 
an emptiness created to be filled with something 
else – a focused awareness of the vitality of the 

natural surroundings. And the purpose of this is an 
unparalleled feeling of immersion in landscape. 

CAPE LANDSCAPE: DIALOGIC APPROACH,  
BEAU CONSTANTIA 2, CONSTANTIA (2016)
Revisiting Beau Constantia for a second house – on 
an exposed mountainside, completely unbuffered, 
blasted by all the elements – we wanted the obduracy 
of stone, the unyieldingness of rock. We imagined 
a large rock on the mountainside, its long flat form 
echoing that of the mountain peak above it. This 
conversation between man-made and real rock 
anchors it in its landscape. We call this a dialogic 
approach to landscape, where a relationship is 
established between an element of landscape and 
the manufactured object that poetically interprets it. 
In this case, a brooding concrete block, slashed and 
cracked in places, but still an immaculate composed 
architectural form, places the brutalities of reason and 
the brutalities of nature in direct visual relationship 
with each other. 

Our powers of abstraction as humans are not more 
powerful than the natural forces on our planet. This 
is the real tragic tension expressed by this house and 
what I think underlies the particular auratic resonance 
it has with its surroundings.

Aside from physical and psychological protection 
from the elements, the intention was not to lose a 
sense of immersion and continuity with landscape. 
The rock is carved out to let in its surroundings. 
Courtyards frame the sky and views of the 
mountains. Each courtyard has its own quality 
and set of relationships. The living enclosure is 
experienced as a series of blurred gradations of 
inside and outside space. The inside is washed with 
sunlight from above, with a light that is constantly 
changing. The massive concrete walls come alive in 
the light, luminous and other-worldly.

We wanted a sense of the timeless, of stillness  
and silence, of concentration and deep feeling.  
This house is, therefore, about mass, solidity, 
hugeness, pure sculptural form, light and shadow.
Minimalism is enlisted to create a sense of 
significance and resonance-bold forms, finely  
honed and beautifully textured. There are just two 
primary materials: concrete and timber, soft and 
hard, in complex conversation.   

9. 79 Brommersvlei Road, Constantia (2014). Concept drawing. Long section 
showing stepped ground plane and continuous sloped concrete roof.  
10. 79 Brommersvlei Road, Constantia (2014). Eco pool and north courtyard, viewed 
from entrance hall. 11. Beau Constantia House 2 (2016). View from the north-west. 
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There is a strange mixture of ambiguity and clarity 
in this house – clarity of formal execution and 
ambiguity of intention. The ambiguity allows latitude 
for the experiential interpretation of the architecture. 
It introduces questions, uncertainties that ask to be 
engaged with. The formal clarity helps to frame the 
questions in plain language so that the dialogue that 
began between building and landscape can continue 
between the building and its inhabitants.

INVENTION AND INTERPRETATION, T YPOLOGY 
AND LANDSCAPE, THE MOUNTAIN ROOF, PILLAY
This project in Bishopscourt, an elite suburb with  
a traditional identity, mainly freestanding villas in  
a variety of historic styles, illustrates another type 
of dialogic relationship with landscape. In this case, 
the poetic reinterpretation of a typological form – the 
pitched roof – to resonate with its surroundings.

This was an alteration to a conventional very 
compartmented revivalist house, with no relationship 
to the ground, on a very steep oddly-shaped site. It 
had to be recast as an open flowing immersive space, 
strongly bound to its location.

The entire top floor is interpreted as a roof with 
dormers that are elaborated to echo the powerful cliffs 
of the back of  Table Mountain. The house becomes a 
sort of floating mountain. New additions outside of the 
existing envelope are expressed as separate timber-
clad buttress-like elements. The mountain metaphor is 
extended to the entrance procession, culminating in a 
massive abstracted rock overhang. 

As an abstraction of typology and landscape,  
the composition relies on the clarity and precision  
of its junctions and the purity of its forms for  
its eloquence. 

PLACEFULLNESS, MIDDEN PAVILION
In much of the work already discussed, there 
is a concern with place – for finding a place for 
architecture within the landscape and for making 
place within the architecture for an individual and 
their needs. This small garden pavilion extends the 
preoccupation with place into a concern for the 
intensity of place. I call this quality Placefullness. 

12. Beau Constantia House 2 (2016). Central courtyard looking north-west.  
13. Immersion. 14. 18 Exeter Ave, Bishopscourt (2019). South-west elevation from 
driveway. 15. 18 Exeter Ave, Bishopscourt (2019). View of dormer roofscape.

At the far end of this garden, on the urban edge of 
Constantia, was an incomplete folly with round pond 
and cascading water feature. The clients wanted it 
reimagined and incorporated into a garden pavilion  
so that they could enjoy an unmediated experience  
of the landscape. 

The pavilion was conceptualised as a nest in the 
trees, light and cosy. But then, as I absorbed the 
realities of the landscape, it became strong, powerful 
and essential, a floating tree-nest combination, which 
tries to essentialise the feeling of its surroundings, 
their hugeness and their silence.

The flat concrete roof was separated from its 
perimeter beam to form a continuous skylight,  
which provides a varying play of light all day on the 
textured concrete walls. There are only two materials; 
as a result, the sense of concentration is very real.  
Our aim was not only to provide a place of pleasure  
and enjoyment, but also a place in which to  
celebrate being. 

One aspect of Placefullness is the emotion 
embodied in the architecture. In many of our  
houses, as in much of South African architecture, 
emotion is highly sublimated, domesticated  
and, by and large, suppressed. Pretty much a  
classical approach. In this building, I think some  
of the classical restraint fell away and some real 
emotion was allowed into the world.

THE ARCHITECTURAL QUESTION: TOWARDS A 
CONTEMPORARY SACRED
In my former religious years, I was very preoccupied 
with integrating spirituality and art. Studying 
architecture as a religious person, the big question 
for me was “how can architecture facilitate day-to-day 
spiritual experience?” 

What can be done in a simple manner that is 
experiential, not ideal, geometrical or symbolic, to 
somehow embody a living spirituality?

This impulse, I realise, has been slowly evolving 
in our work. It started with a desire for a union with 
nature, for the vitality of insight that emerges when 
immersed in landscape. The architecture of glass and 
courtyards is motivated in part by this impulse. It 
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continued with the use of natural materials that still 
contain some connection to the natural forces that 
formed them, to realness, to the mysteries of realness. 
And further into exploring architecture of relationships 
rather than architecture of things, into what it is that lies 
in between us and others, us and the world.

It has also manifested in the search for vitality 
in architecture, for a sense of livingness in the 
environment. Jazz theorist Ted Gioa talks of  
jazz as the imperfect art because although it 
is undeniably art, it embodies the unfolding 
incompleteness of the lived moment. And I think 
this sense of incompleteness and becoming can 
be embodied in architecture, in the incomplete 
application of design rationality, in allowing our clients’ 
improvisational spatial behaviours to co-exist with our 
ideal geometries and spatial conceptions. 

What of actual spiritual experience? The Canadian 
philosopher Charles Taylor in The Secular Age 
identifies two personalities, the modern “buffered 
personality” and the traditional “porous” personality. 
The buffered personality rationally selects which 
experiences of the world to take in and which to 
exclude. The porous personality is unmediated, there 
are no clear boundaries between what is inside and 
what is outside the psyche. Everything flows in. 
This has been associated with the traditional and 
pre-modern, and the mindset that experiences a 
so-called “enchanted world”. As Moderns, we have 
both these personalities within us to differing degrees. 
Isolated moments of porosity, within a very critically 
aware, rationally controlled existence.

This tension between a “knowing rationality” 
and simply “being in the world” is our inheritance. 
Currently, the architecture of the house is primarily 
about culture, civilization and maintaining buffered 
behaviour. But it needn’t be only about this. There  
are many opportunities in a home environment to 
create a safe place for the porous part of the personality 
to feel at home, for our buffered side to relax its 
guard and momentarily fall away. This is not about 
instant spirituality or about turning a home into a 
temple. It is more about making space for moments of 
connectedness, authenticity and realness.  These are 
some examples of the environmental qualities:
• realness 
• essence 
• concentration 
• infinity 
• fullness
• immersion 
• otherness. 
Connected to this is the ability of architecture to make 
space for the unknown, to embody questions. This 

brings us back to where we started, to the underlying 
ideas that inform our architecture. 

If we base our architecture on a closed set of ideas 
that has been carefully rationalised, excludes anomaly, 
and presents a particular ideological view, we get 
an architecture of answers. Corporate architecture 
is an example, so are architectural styles – carefully 
manicured and censored to present one point of view.

If we allow contradiction to remain in our idea 
set, for tension to build, for the anomalous and the 
strange to remain, we can attain an architecture that 
embodies questions, which presents life as a mystery, 
as a complex act of navigating uncertainty, as a search, 
rather than as something that can be entirely solved 
through acts of design. 

This is the kind of spirituality architecture can espouse 
– an encounter with mystery as a thing in itself, as the 
living heart of this world. 

I would not say that the theme of contemporary 
spirituality is fully developed in our work, but this is the 
direction I am moving towards and which forms the 
area of study in my coming PhD at the University of the 
Free State. 

I would like to acknowledge some of my mentors and 
teachers: Ivan Kadey, Lindsay Bremner, Herbert Prins, 
Jo Noero, Doron Rosmarin and Jonathan Noble, all of  
whom contributed massively to my development as 
an architect. 

CONCLUSION
Underneath all the forms that we create as architects 
are ideas and values, which are really what invest 
architecture with meaning, depth and resonance. 

Despite the seeming clarity of our architecture, the 
design process and the mindset steering the process 
is anything but certain. It is filled with doubt, unwilling 
to fix on a quick answer and welcomes contradiction, 
tension and thicknesses of intentionality. 

And, this is, ultimately, because at the centre of our 
efforts as architects, are humans, not buildings. Humans 
require stable environments, enclosure, security, order, 
constancy. Yet, I believe we can provide all of this, 
without excluding the uncertain, the indefinite, the 
wonder, connectedness and engagement with what we 
don’t know, with what is the essential quality of reality.  

16. The Midden Pavilion, Constantia (2013). View from north.  
17. Infinity. 18. Otherness. 
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C
apitec Bank, one of the largest banks in 
Africa, has unveiled its innovative new 
headquarters, iKhaya, meaning “home” 
in Xhosa. Designed by multidisciplinary 
studio, dhk Architects, the three-storey 

curvilinear building is defined by its dynamic 
interior architecture, which embodies the company’s 
progressive outlook and embraces the concept of 
agile working. 

Striking and otherworldly, dhk’s holistic 
architectural approach considers both the exterior 
and interior to optimise corporate expenditure, 
internal flow and sustainability – demonstrating 
that commercial offices can be innovative and cost-
effective while driving operational efficiencies. 

Capitec’s success and growth over time meant 
that the company came to occupy numerous offices. 
These offices were geographically dispersed, 

resulting in departments becoming increasingly 
isolated from one another with the need to 
move between buildings to meet face-to-face. 
Consequently, Capitec opted to consolidate its 
staff and facilities into one operationally-efficient 
headquarters. Located in the scenic Cape Winelands, 
a key driver of the design concept involved capturing 
panoramic vistas and drawing the landscape within.

Capitec Bank’s new headquarters by dhk features innovative interior architecture 
that drives productivity and operational efficiencies  

DYNAMIC ARCHITECTURE DEFINES 

CAPITEC’S NEW  

HEADQUARTERS

1

2
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DESIGNED TO STIMULATE INTERACTION  
AND CREATIVIT Y
The building form optimises the shape and size of 
the site while referencing the brand’s distinctive 
curved logo. The three-storey superstructure wraps 
around itself, which creates a unique “doughnut’” 
shape and forms a central triple-volume atrium – an 
internal “social spine” at the heart of the building. 
Contributing to the contemporary appearance, white 
aluminium panels clad the building’s sinuous form, 
which is further accentuated with continuous ribbons 
of fenestration.  

Internally, the design resonates with the 
company’s progressive outlook – ensuring guests 
and staff unequivocally feel the spirit of the brand 
throughout the building. Once at reception, visitors 
are greeted by a generous triple-volume space that 
immediately showcases the sophistication and 
simplicity of the interior architecture. Wide open-
plan floorplates loop around the periphery of the 
atrium, connected by a series of dramatic bridges 
and staircases. This was an intentional design 
element that interconnects the various departments, 
creating opportunities for chance collaborative 
encounters and personal interactions. 

Reinforcing Capitec’s brand identity, the company 
logo is embossed into the ceiling above reception. 
Overhead, clerestory windows and large roof lights 
ensure plentiful natural light and further facilitate the 
connection to the outside world. Meanwhile, touches 
of timber have been added throughout the office to 
introduce a feeling of warmth.  

The new headquarters fosters a company culture 
of creativity, innovation and collaboration with a 
large emphasis placed on optimising internal flow 
and departmental interaction. The first and second 
floors, containing the office’s open-plan work areas, 
are largely void of hierarchal structure and closed-off 
cubicles. Embracing the concept of agile working, a 
raised access floor throughout the building facilitates 
maintenance and future upgrades to services. On  
each level, a total of four “cores”, containing 
centralised amenities such as kitchenettes, meeting 
rooms, breakout areas, lockers, bathrooms and 
fire escapes, serve to augment the floorplates into 
departmental zones.  

1. The sinuous building is clad in white aluminium panels which is further 
accentuated with continuous ribbons of fenestration. 2. Striking and otherworldly, 
dhk’s holistic architectural approach considers both the exterior and interior to 
optimise corporate expenditure, internal flow and sustainability. 3. Internally, wide 
open plan floorplates loop around the periphery of the atrium, connected by a series 
of dramatic bridges and staircases. 4. The three-storey superstructure wraps around 
itself, which creates a unique “doughnut’” shape and forms a central triple-volume 
atrium – an internal “social spine” at the heart of the building.

3
4

Throughout the building’s “social spine” there 
are a variety of breakaway areas. These range from 
a large ground-floor lounge at reception for guests 
to await meetings and co-workers to engage, to 
pause areas on bridges and an internal landscaped 
courtyard for staff to rest. These spaces fuel creativity 
and innovation by allowing employees to slip away 
from their resident desks to enjoy a moment of 
solitude, conduct a private meeting or brainstorm 
ideas in small groups. Not only do these breakout 
areas increase job satisfaction, but they also boost 
staff productivity and efficiency. Furthermore, 
there is a full-service kitchen and canteen area with 
ample seating, a small satellite café, and a grand 
multifunctional stadium staircase/seating area for 
company presentations and talks. Other useful 
facilities include a recording studio, Capitec Bank 
branch and an ATM lab facility. 

 
TAKING CARE OF THE ENVIRONMENT  
AND THE EMPLOYEES 
Capitec championed environmental sustainability 
and employee wellbeing throughout the building, 
particularly where it made sense and value could be 
demonstrated. Natural light is optimised through 
clerestory glazing, roof lights and internal courtyard 
windows, while artificial lighting is zoned and 
activated by sensors. Environmental performance 
modelling directly influenced the articulation of the 
facade. The process informed areas of fenestration, 
glazing specification, glare control measures and 
solar shading. Performance modelling also informed 
the primary ordering of the internal layouts. For 
example, a circulation zone was provided along the 
external perimeter of the building to distance resident 
desks from sources of radiant heat. Furthermore, the 
thermal mass of the concrete building superstructure 
is exposed in various areas and the basement is  
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naturally ventilated. Other sustainability measures  
include ice storage to offset peak electrical demands, 
a greywater system, water-saving fittings, building 
management system for extensive metering and 
monitoring, double glazing throughout, use of good 
quality and low maintenance materials, locally 
sourced materials, water-efficient heat rejection, zero 
ODP (Ozone Depletion Potential) refrigerants, use 
of low VOC (Volatile Organic Compounds) finishes, 
borehole and rainwater harvesting for irrigation, 
water-wise planting and refuse management to 
encourage separation of waste and recyclables.  

To promote employee wellbeing, the building is 
purposefully limited to only two passenger lifts for 
its workforce of about 2 000. This is supplemented 
by a variety of generous feature stairs to encourage 

walking and limit the use of 
confined lift spaces. As such, the 
fire escape stairs were designed 
for dual functionality; where the 
quality of finishes was upgraded, 
they serve as “communication” 
stairs. Further promoting employee 
wellbeing and to ensure that the 
needs of universal access were met, 
Capitec engaged with a disability 
consultant and an acoustic specialist 
early on in the design process. 
The recommendations of both 
specialists were incorporated into the 

building. For example, sound-absorbing materials 
and acoustic separation between meeting rooms 
were included throughout the building to achieve a 
specified performance in terms of decibel reduction. 
Additionally, and beyond the requirements of the 
regulations, consideration of car parking locations, 
emergency evacuation, ablutions and vertical 
circulation, are all examples of how the spirit of 
universal and inclusive access has been addressed. 

Furthermore, Capitec rehabilitated a neighbouring 
area of public open space to be used by staff and 
the broader community as a recreational area for 

ABOUT dhk ARCHITECTS
dhk has a firmly established reputation as a  
design-led multidisciplinary studio that incorporates 
architecture, urban design, landscape architecture  
and interior design. 

More than 110 people contribute to the success of 
the company across these disciplines making dhk  
one of the largest architectural practices in Africa.  
dhk’s integrated approach to design in the built 
environment, coupled with innovative solutions,  
has garnered international recognition with projects 
across Africa and in Europe, and offices in Cape Town 
and Johannesburg. 
The project team comprised:
• Developer: Capitec Properties 
• Architects and Interior Architects: dhk Architects 
• Interior Designers: Collaboration 
• Project Manager: SIP Project Managers 
• Quantity Surveyor: De Leeuw Group  

(Stellenbosch office) 
• Structural, Civil, Rational Fire, Mechanical and 

Electrical Engineers: AECOM 
• Health and Safety: Solid State Safety 
• Landscaping: Planning Partners 
• Main Contractor: WBHO 
• Acoustic Consultant: Sound Research Laboratories 

South Africa 
• Disability Consultant: Disability Solutions Ltd 
• Land Surveyor: Friedlaender Burger and Volkmann 
• Photographer: Adam Letch, Dave Southwood 

activities such as walking and running. Fittingly, the 
building also provides cyclist facilities and  
purpose-designed showers.  

Looking to the future, the development 
incorporates a car parking structure on an adjacent 
site that follows iKhaya’s core principles, designed 
for future adaptation into an office should there be 
a modal shift towards public transportation and less 
reliance on private cars. 

Peter Stokes, a partner at dhk and lead architect 
on the iKhaya project says: “Capitec is a renowned 
South African brand that highlights values of 
simplicity, innovation and collaboration. dhk sought 
to create an extraordinary, world-class office that is 
progressive and relevant in the South African context 
– designed to be agile, drive productivity, increase 
operational efficiencies and, ultimately, reduce 
company operational expenditure.”  

CAPITEC 
CHAMPIONED 

ENVIRONMENTAL 
SUSTAINABILITY 

AND EMPLOYEE 
WELLBEING 

THROUGHOUT THE 
BUILDING.

5. Throughout the building’s “social spine” are a variety of breakaway areas which not 
only increase job satisfaction but boost staff productivity and efficiency.
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STAIRS AND LIFT IN ONE
The FlexStep is the perfect solution to conquer split levels for all wheelchair users and walking  

impaired people in areas with minimal space. It is the most space-saving lift on the market and at the 
same time it offers a design to satisfy even the most fastidious user.

FLEXIBLE DESIGN
FlexStep is an innovative 2-in-1 solution 
that transforms stairs into a platform lift 
for wheelchair users and walking impaired 
people. The FlexStep is designed to merge 
into the environment where it is installed. 
We offer
numerous options to customize step in-
serts and handrail types, and also balus-
trades, materials and colours can be tai-
lored to a perfect match. You may even 
supply your own flooring materials for the 
steps to achieve the optimal integration 
into your décor. 

EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES
In daily use the FlexStep is a completely 
ordinary staircase with a classic design, 
which can to a great degree be adjusted to  
individual requirements. With a single press  
of a button the FlexStep transforms into a 
lift, which comfortably and safely raises the 
user to the upper level.

SAFETY ABOVE ALL
The FlexStep is a very safe product thanks 
to the many safety measures guaranteeing
non-hazardous operation of the convenient 
platform lift. The product comprises four 
intelligent, synchronized engines safe-
guarding a stable and safe transportation 
between levels, and as standard the FlexStep 
is furnished with all necessary safety mea-
sures. The FlexStep is CE marked accord-
ing to the EU Machinery Directive and thus 
meets the strictest safety regulations.

FUNCTION
For any user, the operation is quite sim-
ple. Both on the upper and lower level, the 
stairs can be transformed into a lift and 
once on the lift, the user can control the 
lift as required.

BENEFITS
• Danish product in high 

 quality
• Innovative, effective design
• Indoor or outdoor 

 installation possible 
• Anti-crushing protection
• No structural alterations   

 are necessary, just a level   
 floor
• Easy to integrate in both   

 new and existing buildings
• Safe to use
• Runs even during power   

 failures
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CASES
Christiansborg, Copenhagen (DK)
Liftup has supplied the Danish Parliament 
building at Christiansborg with four FlexSteps. 
The first lift is a part of the entrance to the 
Common Hall. The stair planks from the orig-
inal stairs could be reused, thus retaining the 
original look.

Hvalsø Pharmacy (DK)
The FlexStep, the fixed staircase, and the 
repossess at the entrance to the pharmacy are 
built on top of the pharmacy’s original stone 
staircase, and they are designed with the 
steps, handrails and repos in identical wood, 
so the solution is consistent. When entering 
the pharmacy, the door is opened with a door 
pressure, so it is completely unproblematic for 
a wheelchair user to access the shop.

TECHNICAL SPECIFICATIONS

Lifting capacity: 400 kg / 2 pers.
Lifting speed: ca. 40 mm/sec.
Step widths: 700 / 800 / 900 / 1000 mm
Step models: 8 versions: 2 - 6 steps
Lifting height: 480 mm - 1250 mm
Duty cycle: 2 min. operation every 5 min.
Connection: 230 VAC (charging)
Approval: CE marking 2006/42/EC (Machinery Directive)

Design your own lift and get the 

drawing in a mail in a few seconds 

Liftup Product Configurator
www.liftup.dk/lpc

Configure your own lift
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PURSUING 
ARCHITECTURE  
AS A FOCAL 
PRACTICE

Care, Place and the Sophia Gray laureates:

Part 3 of a three-part critical curation of the work 
of the first 30 Sophia Gray Memorial Lecture and 
Exhibition laureates. 
By Dr Hendrik Auret, Department of Architecture, 
University of the Free State 

Part 1 focused on the way human life may be 
architecturally appreciated and safeguarded as an 
“art of care”. Part 2 aimed to notice the diverse ways 
in which architecture practised as an art of care in 
the hands of the Sophia Gray laureates, opens new 
ways to approach architecture as an “art of life”.  This 
part further develops this line of inquiry by using 
the art of life to re-envision the nature of masterful 
architecture as a “focal practice”.

T
he work of the Sophia Gray laureates 
offers glimpses of what may be called 
architectural mastery. Leon van Schaik  
(b. 1944), one of the pioneers of practice-
based architectural research, pointed out 

that mastery can most easily be recognised “as a 
form of peer recognition” (2005:10). However, he 
was quick to add that mastery is only “a beginning, 
a platform from which creative contributions to a 
field within a domain can be launched” (2005:14). 
If mastery is merely a step along the way, then 
what is mastery a symptom of and how can we 

move beyond the “beginning” it offers? 
Van Schaik proposed that mastery is 
transcended through “the creative 
breakthrough into innovation” (2005:21). 
Innovation is a popular term at the 
moment, but maybe there is an even more 
venturesome way to consider the matter?

The German philosopher Martin Heidegger  
(1889–1976) claimed that a human is the kind of being 
that “knows its way around” (1927:354). Humans 
possess a certain intimate relation of “wherewithal” 
describing the capacity to act intelligently and 
appropriately in the world. This realisation has been 
described by American philosopher Hubert Dreyfuss 
(1929–2017) as a form of “embedded embodied 
coping”; a way of being in which it “is not that the 
mind is sometimes extended into the world, but 
rather that all such problem-solving is derivative, that 
in our most basic way of being, that is, as absorbed 
skilful copers, we are not minds at all, but one with 
the world” (2007:1146). Skilful coping alludes to the 
way people acquire skills amid their embedded and 
embodied “being-in-the-world” (Heidegger, 1927).

To move beyond skilful coping demands a certain 
level of risk. Mastery happens when “experts switch 
from detached rule-following to a more involved and 
situation-specific way of coping” (Dreyfuss, 2005:52), 
but the step beyond mastery calls for cultivating what 
American philosopher Albert Borgmann (b. 1937) 
called “focal practices” (2009). 

Focal practices are innovative, but innovations 
do not necessarily become focal practices; a certain 
depth, devotion, appropriateness and shared 
captivation is required. In short, “focal things require 
a practice to prosper within” (Borgmann, 2009:59). 
Furthermore, focal practices are disclosive of mortal 
life itself in unique (seldsame) and shared or sensible 
(sinvolle) ways, a grand giving of thanks dignifying 
human being-in-the-world. Why are humans capable 
of committing to this kind of activity? Essentially, 
the devotion to certain practices is spurred by a 
“focal concern” (Borgmann, 2009:72). Thus, focal 
practices draw on what Heidegger saw as the ground 
of meaningful human existence, namely the notion 
of care or sorge (developed in the first essay as 

TO MOVE BEYOND 
SKILFUL COPING 

DEMANDS A CERTAIN 
LEVEL OF RISK.
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an architectural art of care). Care is the bedrock 
motivating force behind any kind of coping. As 
such, mastery (for example, architectural livskunst), 
innovation and developing focal practices are 
all symptoms of the concerned nature of human 
existence. The art of care offers a way towards 
cultivating the design awareness necessary to pursue 
architecture as a focal practice embedded in and 
expressive of mortal life itself.

The following sections explore ways in which the 
laureates’ work, viewed through the lens of care, may 
coalesce to reveal the nature of pursuing architecture 
as a focal practice. 

MAKING ARCHITECTURE
When does the act of making become a masterful 
work of architecture? This is a question about 
the essence of architecture and opinions differ 
sharply. From the designer’s view of Stan Field who 
recognised architecture as the moment in which 
“a built work evokes the source of its inspiration” 
(Field cited in Louw, 2012:22); to the maverick view 
of Pancho Guedes: “We know that architecture is not 
the stuff of techniques, materials, accountancy and 
statistics, but of dreams, secret reasons and dark 
obsessions” (Guedes cited in Gerneke, 1999:28); 

and the unresolving tension described by Elphick 
& Proome: “The drama at the heart of architecture 
is the eternal struggle between utility and beauty” 
(2018:17).

It would also be possible to argue that the 
traditional distinction between “building” and 
“architecture” depends on the level of mastery and 
innovation on display in the construction of the 
work. For instance, the “reductive innovation” of 
Al Stratford’s Winslot system, where one product 
becomes multifunctional “as sills, louvres and lintels 
while offering rain, sun and thermal protection” 
(Stratford, 2016:10). On the opposite side of the 
spectrum, the freewheeling exuberances 
of Guedes were also built with great care. 
As his son Pedro Guedes later recalled 
about the years in Mozambique: “Building 
was primitive, but painstakingly accurate 
... Right angles were checked with big 
carefully made wooden 3-4-5 triangles    

1. The interior of the Welkom-Wes Dutch Reformed Church (author, 2017).

CARE IS THE BEDROCK 
MOTIVATING FORCE 
BEHIND ANY KIND  
OF COPING.
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and dimensions discussed endlessly ... until 
everything was perfectly right” (Guedes, 2003:24). 
Other laureates also honed their quest for precision 
in pragmatic ways, like Jaco Wasserfall who helped 
his handyman father with various remodelling 

projects so that “at age 14, I could 
swing a hammer and manoeuvre a 
trowel with authority, lay bricks and 
floor tiles, construct and erect roof 
trusses, hang a door, tile a roof and 
install a ceiling” (2010:28). Maybe 
the architectural reciprocity between 
“design expression” and “technical 
finesse” is best exhibited in the 
work of Gawie Fagan. Fagan saw the 
opportunity to learn by making as the 

architect’s greatest privilege: “... daar is niks beter 
as om deur jou eie paar hande te leer nie” [there 
is nothing better than learning through your own 
pair of hands] (Fagan, 1991:9). As one who lived this 
privilege, Fagan, who could otherwise be labelled 
quixotic, epitomises the unpretentious integrity of a 
life devoted to making architecture.

In the past, this desire for making has been likened 
to the architect builders of the Arts and Crafts 
Movement. Yet this is exactly the kind of “romantic 
vision” (2002:9) that Hentie Louw cautioned against. 
Louw argued that the Arts and Crafts practitioners 
demanded that “architects … become craftsmen” 
instead of allowing craftsmen to develop their art. 
Architects asserted their own simplified designs on 
craftsmen, kept rigorous “control over the execution 
of [their] designs” and “had little empathy with the 
attitudes and tastes of the general body of artisans”. 
The unintended effect was that the Arts and Crafts 
Movement fatally undermined the “notion that the 
life-giving force of art/craft actually resided in the 
hands of workers” (2002:12–13).

The formal construction industry still fails to 
appreciate and celebrate the hands of the worker. 

2. The UFS campus in 2016. Since 2002, the new system of walkways (indicated 
in red) was systematically expanded as a phased roll-out incorporating existing 
pedestrian routes into a more comprehensive whole. Red dots indicate new seating 
areas and the dotted blue line shows the vehicular ring route around the pedestrian 
heart of campus. Britz did not design all the pathways, but the vast majority 
followed his material and design guidelines and overarching spatial strategy 
(author, 2016).
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THE HEART OF 
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AND BEAUTY.” 
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Fully aware of the pitfalls of romanticism, the art 
of care offers an interjection. Before enforcing 
any divisions between making and designing, it 
asks us to consider the fact that everything people 
make or design, they make as mortals. Making and 
designing are some of the most potent ways mortals 
understand and memorialise their world, make use 
of it, and draw near to it. The goal is to make things 
as an “appropriate staying” (Heidegger, 1950:171) 
of emplaced care. In this sense, the possibility of 
making appropriate things, the possibility for poiesis 
depends on the acceptance of finitude that enables 
human beings to once again “become mortals” 
(1950:176). In always already becoming mortal, 
the maker may overcome the wilful “fury of self-
assertion” (Heidegger, 1946:114) and strive toward 
poetically and resolutely allowing emplaced care to 
be transformed into things that proclaim mastery. 
However, this kind of mastery is grounded in restraint 
and draws on its own kind of lived precision informed 
by the surroundings, enamoured by the culture, 
and open to the moment of revelation in which the 
sparing munificence of dwelling and the poetics of 
making meet. One sees this in the poetic precision 
of the work of Van Der Merwe Miszewski Architects 
(VDMMA) that inspired Julian Cooke to comment: 
“No tiny corner, junction, edge or surface is left 
unconsidered. Everything is cared for and under 
control” (2008:22). 

Care, and practising in a way that is care-full, is 
mentioned by some of the laureates, like Gallagher 
(1993:14) and Louw (2002:10&18), but as something 
one ought to do, rather than referring to Heidegger’s 
ontological understanding of the way we always 
already make things as mortals amid the passing 
of time. In contrast, the insistence on pursuing 
“timeless” architecture implies the negation of time. 
While this tendency speaks of the desire to avoid 
short-lived architectural “fashions”, it also overlooks 
the temporal ecstatic nature of concerned mortal 
existence. Previously, I have argued that striving for 
the timeless has hackneyed the work of one of the 
greats, Roelof Uytenbogaardt, especially in terms 
of the Steinkopf Community Centre (Auret, 2015) 
the way he sculpted, revealed and choreographed 
light in the Welkom-Wes Church (figure 1) is an 
instance of a building able to draw near the lived 
moment of revelation. Indeed, Uytenbogaardt, while 
contemplating Le Corbusier’s work in Chandigarh, 
asked one of the fundamental questions related to 
the art of care: “What is this mystery of creation 
which makes man believe in what he does and then 
make it without flinching?” (1988:21). 

Beyond the need for technical specifications, poetic 
precision “speaks to us” because it springs from 
the way humans always already live in the world. 
Welkom-Wes and the work of VDMMA are instances 
of poetic precision, but on an urban level, one could 
also consider the long-term commitment of Bannie 
Britz (2009:13) to the idea of the university campus. 
At the University of the Free State, through an 
incremental process of “knitting-together” by means 

of dignified pedestrian streets, Britz transformed a 
series of isolated institutional realms into a much 
more coherent whole (figure 2). Instead of ordering 
movement through imposition, he designed the 
pedestrian routes and meticulously documented a 
series of miniature public squares along them that 
combined the humble needs of the chance encounter 
with the everyday cunning of a shrewdly taken 
shortcut. This kind of lived precision is key to the way 
mortals dwell and hints at a more robust view of 
sustainable design.

SPAARSAMIGE SUSTAINABILIT Y
The ideal that architecture must facilitate and grow 
from human dwelling has long been considered 
“sacred” in phenomenological circles, but what 
is dwelling like? In “Building Dwelling Thinking” 
(1951a), Heidegger grounded the notion of dwelling 
in the fundamental capacity of mortal beings to 
“spare”. Sparing implies a kind of parsimony and 
springs from the mortal capacity to “take under 
our care” (1951a:148–149). Instead of sparing as a 
response to scarcity, mortal parsimony arises from 
the reciprocal tension between appreciating what 
has been given and resolutely revealing latent 
possibilities. This implies a very different kind of 
“sustainability” from the “efficiencies” and Green 
Star ratings usually praised in the construction 
industry. After all, using finite resources efficiently 
will still lead to depletion.

A more holistic view of sustainability is evident in 
the work of Peter Buchanan: “Green design is not 
merely a matter of add-ons or product specification 
... Rather it influences the form of the building and is 
one of its major generators from the first moments of 
the design process” (Buchanan, 2000:4). Furthermore, 
beyond short-term efficiencies, Buchanan promotes 
the long-term gains of parsimony like choosing 
robust materials with low-embodied energy, thereby 
promoting “long-life, loose-fit” solutions that reduce 
the total life cycle cost of buildings (2000:10–11). 

Parsimonious design draws on the way people 
exist as beings of care and considers all construction 
in light of the relationship between the being of care 
and its region of concern. It follows that “architecture 
can no longer be about designing isolated objects 
... Instead design will shape, in carefully calculated 
ways, the processes by which buildings interact with 
and impact surrounding ambient energies and local 
and global ecologies” (Buchanan, 2004:20). The idea 
of careful calculation begs the question: how are we 
to appropriately measure sustainability as   

MAKING AND DESIGNING ARE SOME 
OF THE MOST POTENT WAYS MORTALS 
UNDERSTAND AND MEMORIALISE THEIR 
WORLD, MAKE USE OF IT, AND DRAW 
NEAR TO IT.
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mortals? Spaarsamigheid aims at thinking beyond 
the “excess of frantic measuring and calculating” 
(Heidegger, 1951b:226) required by rating systems 
towards a more fitting measure springing from 
human life itself. It is not a call towards passivity, 
neither does it curtail the active re-imagining 
demanded by regenerative thinking. In line with 
the gifts of livskunst, it invites architects to order by 
letting-be, instead of imposition. Like the proposed 
Karoo Wilderness Centre by Stan Field where the 
buildings’ form, by being inspired by aloe leaves, 
“make evident the natural processes of the Karoo” 
(Field cited in Louw, 2012:24) and spares the most 
precious resources of the area, namely water and 
shade. Consider the parsimony implied by creatively 

working with existing materials, 
like when Stanley Saitowitz 
started designing Brebnor House 
only after the client had already 
brought the bricks for the project 
(Saitowitz, 1995:18). Alternatively, 
the restraint shown by Mashabane 
Rose in Freedom Park, where 
landscape is celebrated rather 
than dominated. These works 
reveal the concerned relationships 
between people and place in 
poetically parsimonious ways. 

As with the poetic precision 
of mortal making, this kind of 
measuring offers its own kind 

of precision. For instance, Jaco Wasserfall’s Offices 
for Bührmann and Partners in Windhoek re-iterated 
the need for “common-sense pragmatics” (2010:31) 
born from site, climate and the local skills of 
contractors, rather than the flashy superficiality 
of “greenwashing”.  This approach is pragmatic 
and considers the unique resources available to 
each particular project, as in the Mapungubwe 
Interpretation Centre, where Peter Rich’s innovative 
use of “labour-intensive” construction methods 
with low skills requirements opened ways to draw 
near the care of local dwellers and simultaneously 
mitigate against the difficulties associated with 
maintenance in rural environments (Hall, 2011:19). 

Buchanan’s research also points towards a more 
holistic heritage conservation approach because 
“every building, no matter what its condition, has 
a large amount of energy locked into it” (2000:9). 
Not only that, but “historic buildings are proving 
more adaptable to reuse than buildings from the 
recent past [because] they avoided the debilitating 
extremes of either being tightly tailored to function 
and the mechanical equipment that serviced them, 
or of being without character so as to be totally 
flexible” (2000:10). Creatively reusing old buildings is 
“immediately sustainable” compared to demolishing 
old buildings and building new ones, which have 
to offset the carbon footprint of demolition and 

construction through efficiency. This implies that 
the most sustainable architects may be those who 
design buildings people love; buildings people will 
take good care of and are eager to repurpose. If 
said buildings were also designed appropriately 
in terms of “low-tech” climatic considerations, 
they might represent the pinnacle of sustainable 
design in developing countries. It follows that the 
way architects think about architectural heritage 
conservation plays an important role in reviving the 
sparing nature of mortal dwelling.

HISTORY, HISTORICIT Y AND HERITAGE
Heidegger proposed that poets are those who are 
“more willing” than willfulness, their “venturesome 
daring” (Heidegger, 1946:116-118) open to the 
possibility that the most resolute response may be to 
“resolutely repeat” (Heidegger, 1927:392) the cares 
of the past. Resolute repetition calls for a poetic 
stance between the appreciation of historical epochs 
and the transitions between them, and the ecstatic 
intra-epochal nature of what Heidegger called our 
concerned “historicity” (1927:397); the way we dwell 
historically in such a way that history matters to us. 
Mortals are open to the mattering of something like 
history because we are beings of care and, since 
care ecstatically reaches beyond the present to both 
the past and the future, responsible heritage work 
needs to venture beyond “freezing the pathologies 
of the past”.  This is clear in the heritage work of 
Noero, who searches for “progressive” ways to 
“shape the [inevitable] change so that it fits without 
having to resort to mimicry” (2007:29), and Otten, 
who described her transformation of the Women’s 
Jail as “a prompt for renewal, without compromising 
the respect due to the past” (2013:17). To pay respect 
is to spend time. As Mashabane Rose reminded us, 
commemoration calls for “a deeper understanding 
of the event” – the capacity to draw and stay 
near the drama of the historic happening and its 
contemporary echoes (2014:12). 

A prime example of such forward-looking respect 
can be seen in the work of Roodt Architects. House 
Morne Pienaar, the recent Garden of Remembrance, 
the Department of Public Works Building and the 
Wesleyan School and Visitor’s Centre all show the 
elegant symbiosis resulting from the dialogue 
between respectful acquiescence and poetic intent. 
In short, masterful heritage work depends on 
researching until one “finds the care”, until one is 
able to recognise the reciprocity between buildings, 
context, typologies and detailing as a gathered region 
of concern. Thus, the heritage practitioner has to 
research until the unique concerns of the heritage 
situation and its design processes are revealed. 
Masterful architecture thrives amid the desire for 
appreciating the deep uniqueness offered by the 
given while staying open to the shared sensibilities of 
the place.

THE WAY ARCHITECTS 
THINK ABOUT 

ARCHITECTURAL 
HERITAGE 

CONSERVATION PLAYS 
AN IMPORTANT ROLE 

IN REVIVING THE 
SPARING NATURE OF 
MORTAL DWELLING.
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CARE AND PURSUING ARCHITECTURE AS A  
FOCAL PRACTICE
Appreciating architecture as a focal practice depends 
on being open to the plea of care to “guard focal 
things in their depth and integrity” (Borgmann, 
2009:63). Too often architects have fallen back on the 
modernist impulse to “perceive intentions” when 
searching for how architecture “touches our hearts” 
(Le Corbusier, 1923:141). The art of care suggests that 
we should look beyond the concept of intentionality 
and venture into Heidegger’s “question of the being 
of the intentional” (1925:129). For mortal, intentional 
beings, the world is a life-care-place totality. 

Buildings are markers gathering the unique sense 
we have made of this totality. In turn, our capacity 
to make such unique (seldsame) and sensible 
(sinvolle) markers – our capacity for appropriate 
poiesis – reveals us as caretakers of our life-care-
place totalities. When the rarity of such architectural 
answering respond poetically to the fragile speaking 
of our emplaced care and focus the broader 
reflection of those who share in our practice (both 
as clients and as peers), then architecture becomes a 
focal practice. 

This is the ultimate gift bestowed by 
commemorative events like the Sophia Gray 
Memorial Lecture and Exhibition series. 
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An overview of the work of South Africa’s first 30 Sophia Gray laureates. 
By Michael Louw, senior lecturer, School of Architecture, Planning and 

Geomatics, University of Cape Town

1

B
efore discussing the technological 
aspects of the work of South Africa’s first 
30 Sophia Gray laureates1, one should 
briefly reflect on a few technological 
considerations that were key to the work 

of Sophia Wharton Myddleton (Sophy) Gray  
(1814–1871). Sophia Gray, although never formally 
trained, is widely regarded as South Africa’s first 
female architect after whom the Sophia Gray 
Memorial Lectures and Exhibitions series is named. 
She has been credited with the design of over  
58 completed churches in South Africa over 25 years 
(Kotze & Du Preez, 2015:1). She worked mainly in the 
Gothic Revival style and her work exhibits several 
trends that can be identified in that of the first 30 
Sophia Gray laureates. According to Picton-Seymour 
(1989:43), when she and her husband, Bishop Gray, 
came to South Africa in 1847, they are reputed to 
have brought with them church drawings and plans 
that could be adapted for local conditions. 

“Climate played an important role; equally 
important was the availability of both imported and 
local building materials; these facts and items again 
led to a differing in styles from those so zealously 
admired in the countries of origin.” (Picton-Seymour, 
1977:5)

The Holy Trinity Church2 in Belvidere just outside 
Knysna is a case in point. Local stone was used 
for the walls and pulpit while local stinkwood and 
yellowwood were used for the timber work  
(Picton-Seymour, 1989:84). These materials were 

honestly expressed and carved 
stonework was used to generate 
a sense of plasticity. Material 
expression, craft, climatic 
considerations and the use of local 
materials are reflected in the work 
of many laureates, as is the use 
of structural expression. There is 
a strong emphasis on structure in 
Sophia’s work and she is reported 
to have been equally interested 
in aesthetics as in the “structural 
side of building” (Picton-Seymour, 
1977:43). She seems to have 

TECHNOLOGICAL  
DESIGN APPROACHES

had similar technological interests to those of the 
laureates, especially in terms of the complexities that 
are encountered while working in the space between 
the global and the local.

Besides having much in common with Sophia 
Gray, the laureates share several commonalities 
between themselves. Many of them have a keen 
interest in heritage and conservation, many of them 
have taught together or collaborated on various 
occasions, and a number of them employed some of 

MATERIAL 
EXPRESSION, 

CRAFT, CLIMATIC 
CONSIDERATIONS AND 

THE USE OF LOCAL
MATERIALS ARE 

REFLECTED IN THE 
WORK OF MANY 

LAUREATES.

1. The front facade made from local stone. Holy Trinity Church, Belvidere, Knysna, 
1855, Sophia Gray with William Butterfield (image by Mr. Eugene Marais).

1
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their fellow laureates at some point in time. Roelof 
Uytenbogaardt, Willie Meyer, Glen Gallagher, Jack 
Diamond and Stan Field all studied under Louis Kahn, 
while laureates such as Mira Fassler-Kamstra, Revel 
Fox, Jo Noero, Peter Rich, and Ora Joubert among 
others all expressed their appreciation of the role 
that Pancho Guedes played in the local architectural 
landscape or their professional development. Some 
of the laureates had prior technological experience 
or had/have other interests which broadened their 
technological knowledge: Roelof Uytenbogaardt 
had a background in woodwork, Gawie Fagan first 
studied mechanical engineering and had extensive 
knowledge of airplanes, boats and yachts, while Al 
Stratford has a background in motor mechanics and 
engineering. Gawie Fagan and Al Stratford went so 
far as to physically build their own work. The 2001 
laureate and academic Hentie Louw argued in his 
lecture (2002:6) that there is an increasing duality 
between design and making. This may be true, but 
almost all of the laureates display resistance to this 
separation. They all show a keen interest in and an 
understanding of technology and the production  
of buildings. 

THE WORK OF THE FIRST 30 LAUREATES
It is difficult to do justice to the bodies of work in a 
small space for writing, so this is a somewhat cursory 
analysis of the technological aspects of their work 
and selected writings by themselves or others. 

Many technological commonalities were identified3,  
but they eventually coalesced into five dominant 
trends across the different practitioners’ bodies of 
work. These are structural expression and tectonics, 
material expression and plasticity, localised making 
and material use, the search for “African identity” and 
meaning, and climate-conscious design and energy-
efficiency. Despite some overlaps, the first two are 
generally reflections of global trends, cutting-edge 
technologies or universal ways of making, while the 
second two are more rooted in the local context. The 
last one is a parallel consideration that can be seen 
to straddle both global and local approaches. The 
trends refer specifically to the technological aspects 
of the work, and while the majority of practitioners’ 
work shows evidence of most, if not all, of these 
approaches, the intention was to identify the key 
technological design driver(s) for each practitioner. 
While these drivers may not necessarily have been 
the explicit intention of the practitioners (although 
they were often stated as such) and while there may 
be some individual oversights or potential shifts, 
the overall thematic weighting that is graphically 
revealed in the table shows both the depth of 
technological interests of individual practitioners 
or practices, and the common interests across 
practitioners or practices, and thematic recurrences 
or emergences over time.

STRUCTURAL EXPRESSION AND TECTONICS
Structural expression is one of the most dominant 
trends, evident in almost all of the laureates’ work. It 
requires a thorough knowledge of material properties 

and an understanding of how buildings are made, 
especially when the capabilities of structural 
elements are put to the test, or when structural 
efficiency is an important consideration. This category 
is about structure, not just as an enabler of form, 
but also as form itself. Roelof Uytenbogaardt’s 
work is a case in point: In the Steinkopf Community 
Centre (1980)4, the rectilinear trusses were cladded 
to create curved light scoops in some instances, 
while in others, they exuberantly extend outwards as 
sculptural elements without any embellishment.   

2. The long central truss and tree-like braces that serve as structure and 
structuring elements in the Hout Bay Library, 1987, Roelof  Uytenbogaardt (image 
by author). 3. Structure used as a climatic device at Scott Road Apartments, 1972, 
Adèle Naudé Santos and Antonio de Souza (image by author).

2
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Vio (2006:19) notes the most prominent reason for 
Uytenbogaardt’s importance in the South African 
architectural landscape was his “extremely gifted     
ability in spatial/constructive reasoning”.  When 
describing the Hout Bay Library (1987)5 where the 
building’s long central truss and the tree-like  
supports serve as structuring elements (not only 
as structure) to create spatial division, emphasise 
movement flows, enable the control of light and 
shade, and help to achieve larger flexible floor 
spaces, he goes on to say that the building’s internal 
spaces were generated by “a search for appropriate 
light and structure” (2006:130). The need for large, 
flexible floor spaces is often used as a design 
opportunity and to explore the structural capabilities 
of certain materials or elements as is evident in  
the Hout Bay Library, but also in Willie Meyer’s6 
large continuous spans in the University of 
Johannesburg’s7 buildings.

In many cases, structure is celebrated, like  
Glen Gallagher’s8 Sandton Library and Art Gallery 
(1992) where the suspended spiral ramp is a key 

feature in the space, Elphick 
Proome’s bulging shear walls at 
The Spinnaker (2008), or Jaco 
Wasserfall’s long-span beam at 
the Offices for Bührmann and 
Partners (2011)9. While structure 
as decoration can be questioned, 
it does not necessarily make 
it frivolous. When describing 
Pancho Guedes’ expressive use of 

FOR SOME 
LAUREATES, 

STRUCTURE IS 
MORE A MEANS TO 

AN END THAN IT IS A 
KEY DRIVER.

structure, Verster (2014:39) notes that his plans were 
generated “from the logic of concrete construction. 
The spans are sensible and the columns evenly 
spaced, even in their eccentricity these buildings are 
strongly grounded in the reality of construction.” This 
knowledge of the realities of construction is often 
used to generate innovative solutions like Revel Fox’s 
use of permanent shuttering made from precast 
exposed aggregate panels for the BP Centre10 (1972). 
Besides facilitating the use of fast-track construction 
together with a sliding core system, these panels 
also serve as an innovative brise soleil system. The 
expressive use of structure as a climatic device is 
evident in many works, including Anton Roodt’s 
Central Media Group Building (2015) and Adèle 
Naudé Santos’11 Scott Road Apartments (1971) where 
it provides structural support and shading.

Innovative structural systems and structural 
efficiency are often used to minimise construction 
costs and make a project feasible, but it can also 
be used to make good design available to those 
who would ordinarily not be able to afford it. Many 
of Jo Noero’s projects exemplify this practice 
and structural economy is evident in projects like 
Usasazo Secondary School (2006)12. Noero (2012:23) 
describes his work as “maximum ends with 
minimum means”.

Besides minimising cost for social good, 
structure can also be used to facilitate social aims 
like transparency or publicness: Hannes Meiring’s 
Stellenbosch Conservatoire of Music (1973)13 and Jack 
Diamond’s Four Seasons Centre for the Performing 
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Arts (1999, 2006) both make use of structure to enable 
the creation of glazed atria that connect the buildings’ 
interiors to the public realm. Jack Diamond’s practice 
wrote that the building was designed “to make 
accessible an art form that has long been considered 
elitist” (Diamond Schmitt Architects, nd:1). 

For some laureates, structure is more a means to 
an end than it is a key driver. Even if not deliberately 
expressed, it is still used honestly as an enabler of 
form. Fellow laureate Peter Buchanan wrote about 
Gawie Fagan’s houses that “while structure and 
construction are never dogmatically expressed, they 
are not distorted either … form is a pure product 
of the structural solution.” (2005:2) On the other 
hand, structural expression is often used in terms 
of metaphor. Van der Merwe Miszewski Architects 
(VDMMA) used this very successfully in their well-
known Tree House (1999) where the expressive tree-
like columns and braces support an innovative  
timber roof structure that appears to float above the 
house’s perimeter. 

MATERIAL EXPRESSION AND PLASTICIT Y
Jack Barnett’s work, particularly the Baxter Theatre 
(1977)14, demonstrates the possibilities of material 
expression and the use of materials to generate 
plasticity. Barnett remarked that “the play of light on 
wall surfaces was carried further than before and I 
discovered the joys of using roughly textured brick 
walls” (Melvin, nd:1). This is similar to the use of 
brick in the Sandton Library and Art Gallery (1992) 
which Maré (1998:287) describes as demonstrating   

4. A view of the vaults made from hand-pressed air-dried soil tiles covered 
with natural stone at the Mapungubwe Interpretation Centre, 2009, Peter Rich 
Architects (image by author). 5. Five common technological approaches that 
emerged based on an initial survey of the work of the first 30 Sophia Gray 
laureates. This analysis is based on impartial observations and no interviews were 
conducted – practitioners may have had very different aims and while there is a 
possibility that some of the specific observations could have been misread or some 
aspects may not be reflected below (apologies to those practitioners), the aim 
was to identify common trends across the work to have a discursive discussion 
about them. If any specific approach has not been highlighted above, it does not 
necessarily mean that the practitioners do not consider it in their work, but merely 
that it does not necessarily reveal itself as the key technological approach in their 
work. (Key approaches are shown in darker hatch with secondary approaches 
shown in a lighter hatch and other less prominent approaches are unhatched and 
framed only.) (Table by author.)

4
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“the integrity of materials as Kahn would have liked 
– unadorned, uncovered and expressing clearly the 
way in which the building is made”.

Pancho Guedes’ work is more prone to 
embellishment, but its sculptural qualities and 
expressive nature are undeniable. Fisher and 
Gerneke (nd:1) praise his “virtuosity in the use of 
concrete as plastic material in the hands of unskilled 
labour”. Other laureates focused on the prototyping 
and development of innovative material-based 
construction systems: Al Stratford is referred to by Du 
Preez (2016:14) as the “inventor-architect”, well-known 
for his product innovations, which began with the 
patenting of “Winblok” in 1981. He has since patented 
many additional products and has expanded his 
material use from concrete to bent glass, perspex 
and plywood. Peter Rich is another innovator via 
Light Earth Designs – Bitzer (2014:93) describes his 
vaults made from hand-pressed air-dried soil tiles 
at the Mapungubwe Interpretation Centre (2009) 
as a “revolutionary vaulting technology [that] has 
been specifically developed with the intention of 
application in developing-world contexts, where 
labour-intensive construction using low-skilled local 
people and materials is economical, sustainable and 
can have a positive effect on livelihoods.” 

LOCALISED MAKING AND MATERIAL USE
Several of Mira Fassler-Kamstra’s projects are 
reinterpretations of the farmhouse vernacular, but 
at the Farmhouse at Berglust near Lephalale (2005), 
she merged the traditional veranda-type farmhouse 
with curvilinear forms made with local materials and 
labour. She described this as “the organic mud and 
stone architecture of Africa finding expression” in 
various elements throughout the design (Limpopo 
Institute of Architects, 2005:1). 

Gawie Fagan is another laureate who took 
inspiration from the local context. Buchanan (2005:4) 
describes him as a “hands-on craftsman” and 
notes his admiration for vernacular architecture; he 
describes Fagan’s own house, Die Es, as a building 
that “convincingly fuses modern architecture with 
Cape Dutch and vernacular inspiration.” Pancho 

Guedes, Kate Otten and Ora Joubert, among others, 
have all regularly made use of local skills and 
materials. Ora Joubert refers to her “emblematic 
gum-pole structural system” (Joubert, 2019:17) and 
regular use of local labour, all evident in projects like 
her Group Housing in Pretoria (1998), House Tzaneen 
(1998), and House Mooikloof (2000).

THE SEARCH FOR “AFRICAN IDENTIT Y”  
AND MEANING
Many architects have tried to incorporate elements or 
influences from certain parts of the African continent 
in their built work to make it seem more rooted  (with 
various levels of success or failure) or to experiment 
with hybridised ways of making. Some of the dangers 
of this approach are the stereotyping of African forms 
and the commodification of identity that can reinforce 
notions of “otherness”.  The challenge is to do it 
mindfully and critically so the end result can be what 
Gooden (2016:102) calls a “form of knowledge rather 

6. A section through the Vukani Basket Collection Museum that shows some of the 
artefacts that inspired its form, 2000, Architects Collaborative (image by Architects 
Collaborative). 7. A close-up view of the red brick walls of the Hector Pieterson 
Memorial Museum, Johannesburg, 2002, Mashabane Rose Associates (image by 
Mashabane Rose Associates). 8. The rammed earth wall and timber detail at the 
Beaufort West Hillside Clinic, 2017, Gawie Fagan Architects (image by author). 

6
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than displaying the knowledge of form, tropes and 
superficial ‘Africanisms’”. De la Porte (2009:444) notes 
“the stylistic dialogue with the indigenous runs every 
risk inherent in colonial legacy. But despite this, there 
is a critical power to be had in the technē considered 
obsolete, or beyond the pale of Western consensus”. 

Many laureates have grappled with this issue: Both 
Pancho Guedes15 and Stanley Saitowitz mention 
Ndebele architecture as a design influence in their 
work, Glen Gallagher spoke about the Rob Ferreira 
Holiday Resort’s massive thatch roof as giving it 
an “African identity” (Maré, 1998:287), Bannie Britz 
noted that the Secretariat for the Bophuthatswana 
Government (1983)16 was designed by Britz & 
Scholes to evoke traditional Tswana architecture 
(Wagener, 2014:70), and Hannes Meiring described 
his extensions to the Houses of Parliament 
(1998)17 as “a much more exciting version of Post-
Modernism, transferring directly from Victorian 
to African eclecticism” (Du Preez, 2014:34). A less 
literal inclusion of indigenous inspiration is perhaps 
Paul Mikula’s Vukani Museum (2001)18, the design 
of which is derived in part from the artefacts stored 
inside it. Joubert (2005:441) remarks “irrespective 
of its obvious precedence in the vernacular, the 
building avoids overt cultural representation”. A more 
contemporary application is Designworkshop: SA’s 
adaptation of Pixley House (2015) in Durban where 
a former Art Deco office building was turned into 
cost-effective apartments with an aesthetic that the 
architects describe as representative of “Subtropical 
Urban African life and expression” (Designworkshop: 
SA, 2016:1). 

Peter Rich used the local African landscape as 
inspiration for his vaults at the Mapungubwe 
Interpretation Centre (2009)19, while his approach 
at the Bopitikelo Community and Cultural Centre 
(2000)20 was more material-based and “continues 
the use of earth and plant material, both of 
which are central to traditional African building 
technology” (Artefacts, nd:1). A different approach 
to the incorporation of local identity and meaning is 
evident in the work of Mashabane Rose, Jo Noero 
and Kate Otten21, where narrative is used as a tool for 
material expression. Localisation through narrative 
was used at Mashabane Rose Associates’ Hector 
Pieterson Memorial Museum (2002), where the old 
“red brick and sheeting” houses were referenced in 
the external skin of the new building, or the South 
African Apartheid Museum (2001)22 where the gabion 
baskets and rusted steel structure along the entrance 
promenade are an architectural nod to the disused 
mine dumps found nearby, but Gerneke (2009:126) 
notes that “no effort has been made to design in an 
African idiom”. 

CLIMATE-CONSCIOUS DESIGN AND  
ENERGY-EFFICIENCY
The 2003 laureate Peter Buchanan notes that fellow 
laureate Gawie Fagan’s work has “long explored the 
‘green’ design solutions now advocated as urgently 
necessary” (2005:2). This is evident in many of his 

projects and most recently in the Beaufort West 
Hillside Clinic (2017), built partly out of rammed 
earth walls. It makes use of an innovative natural 
ventilation system that includes rock stores below the 
building (Louw, 2017:30).

Table 1 shows an increasing trend in terms of 
climate-conscious design and energy-efficiency with 
almost all of the laureates since 2000 often using it as 
a technological driver in their work. The 2009 laureate 
Wally Peters wrote in 1998 that real functionalism 
will always have to consider its local context to some 
extent, particularly the local climate, technology and 
materials (1998:187). Buchanan echoes this in his 
series, The Big Rethink (2012:1), which encapsulates 
many of the key concerns of the other laureates. 
He praises Renzo Piano’s work, saying “it seeks to 
harmonise technology and nature, and integrate the 
latest products of technological evolution into local 
context, in part by combining them with traditional 
materials and crafts”.

TECHNOLOGICAL ETHICS
Hartoonian (1994:3) writes about the link between 
values or ethics and the making of architecture, 
especially during the Modernist era where 
technological aims often overwrote cultural values. 
In terms of structural expression and tectonics, 
and material expression and plasticity, the ethical 
approach was often one of “Building the Best” 
(as reflected in Jack Barnett’s lecture title)23 and 
by providing the most current, progressive or 
avant-garde buildings of the highest quality. Ras 
(2014:58), describing the work of Louis Karol, notes 
his commitment to quality and long-term economic 
sustainability in the commercial genre which is often 
rooted in a culture of disposability. 

Projects by laureates were often local versions of 
global trends and fashions or homages to famous 
overseas practitioners. Cost was often less of a 
consideration than material quality or architectural 
language; this approach has been criticised for 
supporting capitalist agendas with limited social 
and contextual consideration, while projects like the 
Rand Afrikaans University and the Secretariat for the 
Bophuthatswana Government are inherently political 
and have been criticised as being emblematic of 
separate development. There are many ethical 
questions surrounding professional practice during 
apartheid, but in terms of technology the focus was 
often on quality, and according to Maré (1998:293) 
“all the architects who flourished during the 
apartheid years in South Africa confess that their aim 
was to build the best possible buildings under the 
circumstances …”. 

Quality and care, however, are ethical concerns, 
especially when working in less affluent contexts  
or with vulnerable groups – high-quality buildings 
can either reinforce inequality or reinforce  
inclusivity depending on where they are placed. Jo 
Noero (1992:12) argues “in technological terms,  
this means a rejection of the belief that when we 
build for the poor we must employ so-called   
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Third World technologies. In my view, this simply 
reinforces the cycle of technological poverty and 
dependence”.  This sentiment is reinforced by Stan 
Field’s24 Ubuntu Centre (2010), described as “a 
permanent statement of architectural excellence in 
the way that it contrasts historical design approaches 
within a township environment, allowing for a 
culturally receptive iconic building with which the 
community can associate” (South African Institute of 
Architects, 2012:1).

When one considers localised making and material 
use, and the search for “African identity” and 
meaning, technological ethics can relate to social 
concerns through participatory design or production, 
craft-concerns, skill-building and the inclusion of 
memory of indigenous knowledge among others, 
and the way that something is produced can 
determine its cultural value. On the other hand, using 
local materials and considering climate-conscious 
design and energy-efficiency brings work into the 
field of environmental ethics. 

CONCLUSION
The work of the first 30 laureates is all part of 
an ongoing search for an appropriate South 
African way of making. The possibilities in the 
various technological approaches have been ably 
demonstrated by these practitioners, but what 
becomes clear through the analysis of the text and 
the table is that structural expression and tectonics 
and material expression and plasticity consistently 
feature as key drivers in most of the laureates’ 
examined works. Localised making and material use 
and the sometimes controversial search for “African 
identity” and meaning are only rarely the dominant 
technological drivers. Climate-conscious design and 
energy-efficiency are also not prominent key drivers, 
but could be regarded as having become an inherent 
technological consideration in the design and making 
of buildings. 

The use of local materials and manufacturing can 
contribute significantly to climate-conscious design, 
energy-efficiency and sustainable livelihoods, while 
the consideration of local meaning and identity 
can contribute to increased social inclusivity. The 
dominant trends could point to the evident need for 
the consideration of localised making and meaning 
as a key technological approach to architecture in 
South Africa. Ethically, however, this cannot be  
done in the absence of best practice and the ambition 
of providing buildings of the highest quality. The  
work to date is part of a continuing process of 
technological evolution.  
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Unique and beautiful. Timeless style and exeptional comfort. 
Ideal for relaxing, reading a book, or just taking time out.

The modern patterns are striking in their appearance and every single chair is handmade. 
In a world of homogenized mass-production, these handmade products often require less energy

than mass-produced items and will inevitably last longer.

  joanina@studiostirling.co.za  studiostirling.com studiostirling
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INSPIRED BY NATURE, THE 
STRIKING METAL FURNITURE 
MADE BY STUDIO STIRLING 
COMBINES COMFORT, 
FUNCTIONALITY, BEAUTY  
AND EMOTION

B
eautiful hanging swing chairs and daybeds 
are Studio Stirling’s passion. Each one is 
handmade, allowing it to shine with 
individualism and detailed craftsmanship. 
Some of the most popular models are the nest 

egg, recliner and bubble; they are found in selective 
homes but also as signature pieces in corporate offices 
or functional art pieces in sculpture gardens - they look 
gorgeous on a deck, patio, hanging from a tree branch or 
anywhere indoors. Children and teens also love them: to 
play on outside and also to chill in when reading a book in 
their rooms. Studio Stirling chairs are created from mild 
steel, making them very durable. 

Studio Stirling would like to create a platform for 
commercial trade that will benefit and develop a wider 
community. The studio supports the human desire to 
create and express beauty through creation, using art as 
tool, and most importantly, making form and function 
work together.

Studio Stirling’s creative team, led by designer Joanina 
Pastoll, would love to make a difference and create 
opportunities to skill and benefit others. One of the team’s 
dreams involves starting a welding school where, while 
creating hanging chairs and products, a person also gains 
skills that will benefit them throughout their life.

It supports products created by hand, those one-of-
a-kind pieces that demonstrate the unique skill of the 
artisan and the variance in design achieved through the 
process of handcrafting. In a world of homogenised mass 
production, slower designed, handmade products require 
less energy than mass-produced items and often last 
longer, reducing the cycle of waste in a “throw-away” 
culture. Creating the right combination of aesthetics, 
comfort and emotion is important to Joanina and her 
team. “I want to create something that’s functional, 
but also beautiful,” she says. “It works as an extremely 
comfortable, ergonomically-designed chair, but I want to 
create an emotional response too. The physical experience 
of the chair, how it changes the way you feel when sitting 
in it; I want to create a sense of wellbeing.”

The team aspires to be part of a global exchange where 
creativity, creation, spirit, sustainability, culture, currency, 
and education coexist.

THE MINDS BEHIND STUDIO STIRLING
Joanina – designer
A design and advertising guru, Joanina is one of a 
kind. Having earned her position as head of creative 
at MULLENLOWE / Cross Colours, she has proved 
herself numerous times, evidenced by many local and 
international awards. Joanina has sat on the judging 
panels of many local and international award ceremonies 
including the highly prestigious Cannes Advertising 
Festival, the London Internationals, and the Loeries.

CREATED WITH PASSION,  
LOVE AND CARE  

Innovation and audaciousness form part of her 
character, she is always challenging the norms and 
finding creative solutions that enhance the identity and 
personality of a brand. She has always had a love and 
passion for beautiful design and objects and it shows  
in the designs of her collection of hanging furniture.  
She now supplies selective clients and stores all over  
the world.
David – photographer and curious wannabe inventor
Starting out as a husband and wife team was definitely 
a double whammy! As a photographer, David had an 
aesthetic eye. He enjoyed extending his talent into the 
creation of three dimensional objects. He was down to 
earth and practical, which was a definite plus and he  
assisted technically. On occasion, he even had to dig 
deep to recall his Boy Scout training to figure out how 
to tie some of the specialised knots needed for hanging 
some of the models. It was huge fun working together 
on some of the more challenging pieces. David passed 
away in 2017, but left the business in a stable state with 
the existing range well in place.

His photography partner continues to take the photos 
and the metal work team is well entrenched.

Despite the impact of the loss of David, the business 
continues to go from strength to strength.  

Have a look at the beautiful pictures of the chairs on  
the website www.studiostirling.com 

South Africa – Homebase and manufacturing
Joanina Pastoll: +27 (83) 677 1020,  
joanina@studiostirling.co.za

www.studiostirling.com
mailto:joanina@studiostirling.co.za
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SPECIAL REPORT

T
he VitraHaus in Germany was specifically 
designed and built to be a showhouse 
for furniture designed by Vitra’s interior 
designers. The “house” is a series of 12 
gabled houses stacked on top of one 

another, stretched in length, nested within each 
other and fitted with large windows at the front. The 
architects, Jacques Herzog and Pierre de Meuro, 
envisioned this as the perfect way to present and 
promote studio Vitra’s home furniture ranges.

It’s a counterintuitive idea to design a building 
to promote its furnishings, when traditionally, 
architectural plans were drawn up first, with the 
interior designer doing their job much later on. But 

the VitraHaus is an example of how the building 
design and the furnishings are inextricably linked.

Kgalaletso Leburu, a candidate architectural 
technologist, says that architecture is a collaboration 
and a partnership between the construction of the 
building, and the furniture. “When we design a 
building, we have to think about how people will 
relate to one another within that space. Furnishings 
will help define those interactions.”

There is a definite link between building design and furniture design and the 
way each complements the other. By Beth Amato

WORKING  
IN HARMONY 

1. VitraHaus, a design project on the German-Swiss border. 2. Each environment within 
VitraHaus is host to an aesthetic that could easily be from anywhere in the world.

1

Kgalaletso Leburu,  
candidate 
architectural 
technologist.

2
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SPECIAL REPORT

“WHEN WE DESIGN A BUILDING, WE HAVE TO 
THINK ABOUT HOW PEOPLE WILL RELATE TO ONE 
ANOTHER WITHIN THAT SPACE. FURNISHINGS 
WILL HELP DEFINE THOSE INTERACTIONS.” – 
KGALALETSO LEBURU

Of course, Leburu notes, there must be an 
element that ties both architecture and a building’s 
furniture together. “If there’s no conversation 
between the two, no harmony, it shifts how people 
relate to one another and to the space.” She believes 
that less is more, in architect Ludwig Mies van der 
Rohe’s famous words.

Joanina Pastoll, owner and creative director at 
Studio Stirling, was lucky enough to visit Chichu Art 
Museum in Japan. The museum’s architect, Tadao 
Ando, built with light, space, seating and human 
interaction in mind. The seating in the museum is 
minimal and purposefully so, explains Pastoll. One 
of Studio Stirling’s signature chairs, the Nest Egg 
chair, is certainly an functional art piece. The chairs 
are handmade from steel, each by a metal artist with 
each piece reflecting variance and uniqueness. The 
Nest Egg chair is an example of how furniture can 
be the most important part of a building with the 
building’s design and structure serving to embolden 
the centre furniture piece.

Another of Studio Stirling’s pieces is The Lucky 
Bean hanging chair, which takes its inspiration from 
the small red seed pod, native to South Africa. This 
chair, like the others, acts like a cocoon, which then 
becomes another “space” in the overall building 
structure. After a long hard day, people can relax in 
the chair, feeling soothed by the swinging motion, 
and contained as if in a cocoon.  

It’s often said that a building structure, designed 
well with space and light, can imbue visitors with 
a sense of calm. Furniture designers now see the 
need to create a sense of calm too.

“I want to create an emotional response with our 
range of chairs. I can’t believe how people change 
when they sit in our chairs. Their faces change, their 
bodies relax,” says Pastoll.

 
MULTIFUNCTIONAL FURNITURE DESIGN
What’s more, furniture is no longer confined to a 
single space. “Patio furniture is becoming so stylish 
and comfortable that people are bringing it indoors 
too. Sofas, easy chairs, tables and even carpets are 
being designed so that they can work in the backyard 
or the living room,” says Pastoll. Flexible furnishings 
are increasingly blurring indoor and outdoor space.

“Some of our customers hang their swing chairs 
outside in summer and have a hanging point ready 
to bring them inside in winter. This also maximises 
one’s investment in the purchase,” she adds.

Pastoll says that COVID-19 and other public health 
crises have shifted our focus to creating safer 
outdoor living spaces, while also ensuring that 
indoor living spaces are suitable for work and play, 
and are adequately lit and ventilated.

The arrival of the pandemic has changed how 
people view living and working spaces, and this 
may become a defining feature of future building 
designs, notes Leburu. “We have to be more 
innovative. As a young and aspiring architectural 
technologist, I’d like to see how architecture evolves 
to see housing design and furniture as a single 
entity,” she says.  

3. and 4. Studio Stirling’s Nest Egg chair. 5. Studio Stirling’s Lucky Bean hanging chair.

3
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Wood is a flexible and adaptable material that can 
be used efficiently and aligns with the concept 
of a circular economy, making it a sensible and 
sustainable choice for construction

W
ood is part of the bioeconomy and can 
be sourced responsibly. At the end of its 
life, wood can be reused in an ongoing 
process of uses, recycling or recovery 
of energy. Wood is consequently one of 

the few truly renewable construction materials.
It offers a simple way to reduce the CO2  

emissions through:
• the carbon sink effect of the forests
• the carbon storage effect of wood products
• substitution for carbon-intensive materials.
Not only is the production and processing of wood 
energy-efficient, giving wood products a low carbon 
footprint, but wood can often be used to substitute other 
materials like steel, aluminium, concrete or plastics, 
which require large amounts of energy to produce.

Every cubic metre of wood used as a substitute for 
other building materials reduces CO2 emissions to the 
atmosphere by an average of 1.1 tonnes (t). If this is 
added to the 0.9t of CO2 stored in wood, each cubic 
metre of wood saves a total of 2.0 t CO2. Based on 
this, an increase in buildings whose main structural 
components are made of wood, will produce significant 
CO2 savings as prescribed by the Kyoto Protocol.

WOOD PROTECTION
The natural durability of wood is limited to the 
heartwood, but this depends on the species, growth 
conditions and provenance. Apart from a very few, 
mostly tropical hardwood species, most untreated wood 
is vulnerable to biodeterioration by fungal decay and 
wood-destroying insects. These biological agencies 
also degrade the sustainability credentials of untreated 

wood leading to early failure 
in service, premature release 
of CO2 and economic loss, 
more characteristic of a linear 
economy than a desirable 
circular economy.

The sapwood of all species is 
susceptible to insect and fungal 
attack and requires protection 
against insect attack and, in 
prolonged wet conditions, 
fungal attack. Most South 
African grown commercially 

PRESERVATIVE TREATED WOOD  
A SUSTAINABLE CHOICE

important species of pine and eucalyptus are 
nondurable and require preservative pretreatment.

In recognising the short life of untreated wood 
when used in exposed applications and conditions, 
and the inconvenience and cost of failure, humankind 
has always attempted to prolong the life of wood. The 
discovery of the biological causes of wood damage 
and decay, coinciding with the start of the Industrial 
Revolution, led to the development of effective 
treatments. This has culminated in the preservatives 
and processes now available for treated wood that meet 
the health, safety and environmental requirements of 
today’s regulatory regime.

SUSTAINABILIT Y
Sustainability is often defined as meeting the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet theirs.

For true sustainability, we need to integrate the goals 
of high quality of life, health and prosperity with social 
justice and maintaining the earth’s capacity to support 
life in all its diversity.

Only through balancing social, environmental and 
economic aspects can we achieve true sustainability. 
Both treated wood and the biocides used in wood 
protection conform to the principles of sustainability.

SUSTAINABLE USE OF WOOD PRESERVATIVES
Products containing biocides, such as wood 
preservatives, are a family of products intended to 
destroy or control harmful or unwanted organisms 
(such as fungi and insects) that have detrimental effects 
on the environment, on animals, on humans, and their 
activities or the products they use or produce.  

SAWPA would like to thank the European Institute 
for Wood Preservation (WEI-IEO) and the European 
Wood Preservative Manufacturers Group (EWPM) for 
allowing the use of the information.

For more information:
   T: +27 11 974 1061
  admin@sawpa.co.za
  www.sawpa.co.za

WOOD CAN OFTEN BE 
USED TO SUBSTITUTE 

OTHER MATERIALS LIKE 
STEEL, ALUMINIUM, 

CONCRETE OR PLASTICS, 
WHICH REQUIRE LARGE 

AMOUNTS OF ENERGY  
TO PRODUCE.

1. The structure was completely constructed of treated pine for the main structure  
and cladding, and treated poles for the roof. 
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Where is the brick that says, “I like an arch” when 
you ask it? The concrete lintel took course and we 
no longer span the door openings to the future with 
learning curves and arches. Today we leap unfamiliar 
gaps and stand on strange altitudes. The cities we 
were taught to imagine move with the engines of 
a lifetime, and each wall we break meets us back 
with unpredictable resilience, ecology, and values. 
Inopportunity, misshapen and economic downturns 
gild the ugly side of the coin we bought to free us 
from the confines of our past. The bright side of that 
coin is our collective power to address it and buy the 
future we may hope for. 

Good architecture exists in a time of crisis and 
lateness, another great thinker of architecture said. 
For a short while I am persuaded to conclude that 
the effect of the discipline is a confrontation of need 
and aspiration for a better state of existence in the 
material world.

And now here I am; I have run out of words. Forget 
the plan. Forget the five-point plan, or the seven-point 
plan, or however many point plan you once heard of, 
I am interested in each point. Like anything worthy of 
critical thought, the work of architecture defines. I fail, 
not because I cannot think about space, but because 
I am reluctant to be an expert at defining problems 
and leaving answers to fate. I am the great antihero 
of our time, the antagonist architect anticipating the 
mistakes of a perfect world. When we ask questions, 
we are defining a departure point. When we find 
answers, we are defining a starting point. Which one 
do you choose?   

By Kgao Mashego

G
iven the opportunity to write for 
Architecture SA, I felt anxiety like I have 
never confronted before in my journey 
with words and architecture. I asked 
myself: what expertise do I have that 

people would find insightful? 
I want to produce a good piece of writing – I do 

not mean interesting, but good. “I do not want to be 
interesting, I want to be good,” a famous architect 
once said. Of course, it was a different time – a time 
when the architect could afford to define their role 
through a certain persona. I feel that then the world 
was bigger and the starting point was everything. 
Why? Because architects could afford to see a clean 
slate, an empty space, a scape into the future, an 
open sea with a promise of new shores to reach. 

For a moment I liken this clean slate with the 
writing one. A clean page is a great gift (and a big 
responsibility) for one who practises or thinks about 
architecture. For on ground zero, one may write 
space into total new being … and there is the land 
of great possibilities: a place we all want to be. The 
truth is there is no clean slate. Not in architecture. 

There is context and a starting 
point. I look down at the space 
on the page and words scream 
before my eyes. I hesitate on the 
drawing table, trying to define the 
starting point. In the end, I feel the 
weight of my pencil at the tip of 
my fingers. The drawing already 
exists. The painting already lives 
on the canvas. Instead of a starting 
point, I look for a departure point. 

In a previous “end note” I wrote about where 
I began my journey with space: the earliest 
recollections of my interests in the built environment. 
It was a point in a career path. The path, like many 
who graduate from architecture school, can be 
defined as skilled, inspired, and hopeful. When I 
came into the space of practice, I learned that it is 
not often defining spaces and their ideal futures that 
take the most time. There are many steps between 
the point of realising a need, defining a dream, and 
solidifying change. 

TO DEFINE A  
STARTING POINT 

Self Portrait. Kgao Mashego, 2015

THERE ARE MANY 
STEPS BETWEEN THE 
POINT OF REALISING 

A NEED, DEFINING 
A DREAM, AND 

SOLIDIFYING CHANGE.

END PIECE
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Single Coat Oil-Based Wood Stain
Protects, nourishes and colours wood in one easy application

Jax Oleum is incredibly effective and highly durable. It enhances 
the grain and transforms the look of any natural wood.

Low VOC’s

Competitively priced quality product 
backed by great service

Jax Oleum works successfully with other 
over coat brands

Proudly made in South Africa

Connect with us

WESTERN CAPE NATIONWIDE KWAZULU-NATAL NAMIBIA

DISTRIBUTORS

Can be used on all types of 
uncoated wood for both interior 
and exterior application

Easy to apply in one single coat

1 litre covers up to 50m²

A Global Green Tag certified product

Wide colour range with over 70 
colours to choose from

Good stock levels and quick turn 
around time 

0

5

25

75

95

100

JaxOleum FLYER A4 Ad 2020

Saturday, 11 July 2020 17:36:58

www.jaxoleum.co.za
mailto:info@jaxoleum.co.za


Summit XPS insulation 
boards, cornices, trapdoors 
and our Knauf insulation range 
set a new standard in quality 
and affordability. A proud 
member of the Swartland family, 
all Summit products are made 
from high-quality materials 
to ensure you get long-lasting 
performance, peace of mind 
and value for money.

For more information visit 
www.summitxps.co.za or call us 
on 0861 22 3444.

SUMMIT
  ALL THE INSULATION

AND CEILING
SOLUTIONS UNDER

ONE ROOF 
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S
ince the last AGM, the IID team 
has been working on many 
ways to help its members to 
deliver the best possible design 
solutions to their clients. One 

way is to expand the designers’ resources. 
While people recognise the names of 
global manufacturers and the prominent, 
long-established building and decorating 
firms in their areas, they may not be aware 
of the existence of scores of talented 
craftspeople, tradespeople and artisans in 
South Africa, particularly those outside of 
their immediate geographic areas.

While some of these incredibly talented 
people have received formal training, 
most of them have learned through 
apprenticeship or on their own. They often 
don’t know how to market themselves, 
relying solely on word-of-mouth to find 

So to all IID professional interior 
decorators, designers and architects: please 
nominate your best resources to become an 
IID Affiliate by writing a motivational letter 
on their behalf. The IID requests that you 
also sponsor their first year’s membership 
fee of R500 as a show of goodwill as so 
many of them are sole breadwinners  
who have struggled even more than the 
long-established, professional businesses 
have during this terrible pandemic.

In return, the IID will recognise them with 
an official certificate, feature them on its 
website, and promote them in Designing 
Ways. This way, everyone will be able to 
expand their network of resources. And 
clients will have peace of mind, knowing 
that they are using the best professionals 
who have been thoroughly vetted.  

customers. They lack an online presence 
and have not been able to assemble a 
portfolio of work, which they can use to 
market their services and skills.

To that end, the IID has created a 
new Affiliate membership category 
to recognise and promote these 
entrepreneurs, many of whom are 
responsible for what clients ultimately 
see and use in their finished spaces. IID 
believes that by sharing the names of 
the tilers, cabinetmakers, upholsterers, 
wallpaper hangers, and painters, among 
others, it will promote excellence 
among designers and to the public. 
Through the promotion of the myriad 
craftspeople – those who create custom 
ceramics, light fixtures, furniture, for 
instance – the South African economy 
will be supported.

For more information:
  mail@iidprofessions.org.za 

ADV ER TORIAL

The IID has expanded its membership base to enable entrepreneurs  
to benefit from the organisation’s marketing experience

CRAFTSPEOPLE AND ARTISANS:  
A NEW IID MEMBERSHIP CATEGORY
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