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NO DUMBING DOWN
A friend of mine recently sent me an internet link to an article that was speculating 
whether the ugly failures of architecture today would become favoured pieces in the 
future. The example it used for the ugly building was the Boston City Hall. What an 
ironic choice! Because its very use answers the question (in reverse). The building 
was won in an international competition in 1962, in other words, approved by mainly 
architects as the best among many entrants, and now, according to the writer, it is a nasty 
beast of a building. The description of its nastiness is rather short, summarised in: ‘Its 
style is “brutalist”, which looks exactly like it sounds: big, blockish, hulking. Basically, 
a fortress of concrete’. Interestingly, the same term has been used to locate Roelof 
Uytenbogaardt’s Werdmuller Centre stylistically (in a draught heritage report which 
was the subject of lively debate in the Cape Institute recently). It is held to belong 
to Corbusier’s ‘brutalist aesthetic’. Brutalist is a convenient pejorative appellation to 
brand the buildings, condemning them as brutal.

It is a crude and inaccurate use of the term. Indeed there is a good argument that the 
� rst is a poor example of ‘Brutalism’, assuming that both authors are referring to the 
‘New Brutalism’, seminally elucidated by Rayner Banham in his book of 1966. Here it 
is made quite clear � rstly, that the origin of the name was rather mysterious.Secondly, 
that it was used to describe ‘an ethic rather than aesthetic’ and thirdly, that the 
connection with Corbusier’s work was with his new realisation of the potential in off-
shutter concrete – what he called béton brut (brut = raw or untreated). It has nothing to 
do with brutality, but with what the Smithsons, comparing it with traditional Japanese 
architecture, described as the ‘reverence for materials – a realisation of the af� nity 
which can be established between buildings and man’. Furthermore, it incorporates 
an in-depth post-war re-evaluation of architectural and urban theory and practice of 
global scale. It constitutes a paradigm shift.

It is tempting to blame the internet for such dumbing down, but the Wikipedia 
description of Brutalism is much broader than these two simplistic interpretations. 
It is the whole contemporary world we occupy, which confuses information with 
knowledge, image with place, brand with style, which generates such dangerous 
misunderstanding. Both in making things and evaluating them, oversimpli� cation is 
commonplace.  

Happily, this is not true for the designs in this issue which, either as completed 
buildings or as designed projects, were deemed to be good enough to receive an 
award. They are all distinctive conceptually and caring in detail. They are all in unity 
with their landscape, natural and constructed. They are highly sensitive to contour, 
orientation, position and use, and are redolent with metaphors of landscape. They are 
all made with care to enhance day-to-day living, whether it is to beautifully frame 
views, to make habitable, tactile spaces or to provide a wide range of private and 
communal domains. They all exhibit an engagement with materials, construction 
and environment as integral with the making of space and character. Culturally, 
they deal with relevant contemporary issues of identity, sustainability, heritage and 
most have historical content, referring to traditional spatial arrangement or form or 
construction. No one can pigeonhole them and only a category rich in content will 
adequately describe them. This should sustain their value through those periods 
when, individually or collectively, they may be unfashionable or when simplistic 
terms are used to denigrate and potentially destroy them.
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SAIA WORKING TOWARDS 
RE-INVENTING ITSELF
                            

The South African Institute of Architects 
is in the process of implementing a 
comprehensive turnaround strategy in 
order to be more effective and relevant.   

This strategy is being driven by the 
newly appointed CEO, Obert Chakarisa. 
Since joining SAIA in June 2013, 
Chakarisa has embarked on formulating 
a new business plan for the organisation.

STRATEGIC FOCUS
The new SAIA strategic plan is 
underpinned by the organisation’s 
mission, vision and strategic themes.  

Its mission is to act as ‘a collective voice 
serving the interests of architects in 
pursuit of excellence and responsible 
design’. The vision of SAIA is ‘to be 
the authoritative leaders in the built 
environment’.
The strategic themes or objectives 
include:
• membership services
• SAIA operations
• transformation of the profession
• national and international partnerships
• research, innovation and development
• marketing

BUSINESS FOCUS
A comprehensive business plan has 
been developed and is in the process 
of being formally approved. It will 
clearly define and highlight a plan of 
action to support the implementation 
of the strategy.

Chakarisa has the full support 
of the board of representatives. 
Detailed updates on the progress of 
implementing both the strategic and 
business plans will be given in future 
editions of Architecture SA.

The South African Institute of Architects 
wishes to express its deepest sadness at 
the passing of iconic leader and former 
South African president Nelson Mandela.

‘Nelson Mandela was indeed a great 
statesman and a symbol of our hard-
fought for democracy and forgiveness. 
He ushered in profound and lasting 
changes in South Africa and made an 
immeasurable contribution to the built 

environment as he espoused housing 
for all as a fundamental means of 
promoting every South African citizen’s 
dignity, safety and security,’ said Sindile 
Ngonyama, SAIA’s president.

‘As an institute, we will continue with 
the legacy of ensuring that our profession 
continues to strive for excellent and 
sustainable design in order to ensure 
that we support government’s goal of 

providing decent housing for all citizens 
of our country,’ added Obert Chakarisa, 
SAIA CEO.

On behalf of both our corporate and  
individual members, SAIA extends 
its heartfelt condolences to Nelson 
Mandela’s family, friends, government 
ministers and all the people of our 
country, as we collectively mourn the 
passing of our beloved leader.

MESSAGE FROM SAIA ON THE 
PASSING OF FORMER PRESIDENT 
NELSON MANDELA 

We note with sympathy and outrage the 
tragic loss of Rob Meek from a gunshot 
wound sustained in an attempted armed 
robbery on New Year’s Day near Port 
St Johns.  

He received his undergraduate 
education at the Nelson Mandela 

Metropolitan University (formerly 
UPE) and the University of Cape 
Town, and he completed a post-
graduate degree in Urban Design 
at Oxford Brooks. He was a founder 
member of GAPP Architects and 
Urban Designers. He was previously 

a partner at Prinsloo, Parker, Flint, 
Elliot and Van den Heever.

We send condolences to his 
family, his friends, his colleagues 
and all those in the architectural 
community who knew and worked 
with him.

REMEMBERING ROB MEEK
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THE ART OF DISAPPEARING INTO 
THE LANDSCAPE
ARCHITECTS: DESIGNWORKSHOP
BY PALOMA VERA

FACT NUMBER ONE: Architecture is in 
a place.
The essential premise is to make an ar-
chitecture that dialogues, links and under-
stands its context so it can interact with it. 
Building on landscape signifies building 
with landscape. But they are not the same. 
Designworkshop understands this funda-
mental difference.

Fact number two: Allophylusnatalensis, 

Dracaena aletriformis, Strelitzia Nicolai or 
Dune False Currant, Large-leaved Dragon 
Tree, Natal Wild Banana,(for non-special-
ists) are species of the subtropical vege-
tation of the eastern coast of South Africa, 
strong realities and representations of this 
place.

The projects of Dunkirk Apartments/
Hotel and Multi-use Building and Beach 
Club in Salt Rock are examples of design 

with a place and its nature. They describe an 
architecture that creates a transition between 
the vegetation to be contemplated and the 
constructed, or urbanised, spaces. Architec-
ture that functions as a bridge, a subtle tran-
sition between the domesticated or built and 
the original or wild. Frames that allow us to 
enjoy landscape and be protected.

1-4 Building with landscape – green courts with 
screened apartment buildings.

1

32 4
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In accordance with the relevant clauses of the Copyright Act (Act 98 of 1978)
relating to assignment, all documents prepared by designworkshop : sa in
connection with the project remain the property and copyright of
designworkshop : sa , subject to their use by the client for the particular
project to which this document relates, and the client shall not be entitled,
either directly or indirectly, to make use of the document(s) for any additional
or similar works or publish the same except with the prior consent from
designworkshop : sa .
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GENERAL NOTES:

1.! All general notes apply to all drawings, details, specifications & any
supplementary information: all contractual documentation.

2.! The contractor is responsible for checking all levels & dimensions on site
when setting out, prior to commencing construction & cross checking all
building dimensions during the construction process.  Read only figured
dimensions, indicated in millimetres, & do not scale.  Any discrepancies are
to be reported in writing to dws : sa prior to continuation of work.

3.! The contractor is responsible for the works co-ordination & programming of
the works.  All consultant & shop drawings are to be cross checked with
dws : sa drawings. Any discrepancies are to be reported in writing to dws :
sa prior to continuation of work.

4.! The contractor is responsible for reporting any deviation from dws : sa
drawings & specifications.  Written approval is required from dws : sa prior
to construction & installation commencing.

5.! dws : sa accepts no responsibility for errors resulting from the
misinterpretation of drawings or specifications.  If in doubt, query details.

6.! The contractor is responsible for: compliance with all applicable SABS 0400
standards, manufacturer’s installation instructions, procedures &
recommendations & local authority regulations in respect of the full scope of
the works.  This requirement shall not be deemed to be superseded by the
provisions of any other contract document.

7.! The contractor is responsible for all construction procedures & methodology
being carried out & implemented in strict accordance with the latest
occupational health & safety act & regulations.

8.! The contractor is responsible for checking all opening sizes & vertical &
horizontal position prior to the construction, manufacture & installation of
fitted items. Any discrepancies are to be reported in writing to dws : sa prior
to continuation of work.

9.! The contractor is responsible for the provision of guarantees for all
materials, installations & systems, to be issued to dws : sa at practical
completion.

10.!All structural work is to be designed, detailed, specified & supervised by the
structural engineer & is to be carried out in strict accordance with this.  All
structural work is to be built from the engineer’s drawings and the stability is
to be certified by the structural engineer on completion of the works.

11.!Drawings are only to be read for the purpose intended.
12.!Refer to project data sheet for comprehensive notes & specifications.

reg no.
rate no.-

ARCHITECT : Andrew Makin
CLIENT : Glenn Hesse

6689

FOR : Dunkirk Development Trust
PO Box 846, Umhlali, 4390

DASH APARTMENTS PH 2
NEW DUNKIRK ALL-SUITES HOTEL
ERF : 97, DUNKIRK ESTATE
97 SAMEJA ROAD, DUNKIRK ESTATE

C 00 GA 004 02

1:20012|07|04CS

SITE PLAN :
landscape plan

01! 12|07|04 1.  Blocks E and F added as lock up garages
2.  Position of blocks B and C confirmed

02! 12|12|16 1.  Pool and deck added

7

5 View from multi-purpose reception building 
towards apartments.

6 Frame for the landscape
7 Site plan
8 Reception building
9 Reception building towards apartments
10 View out of apartment living room
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To build with as little as possible, and at 
the same time not to disturb landscape, is 
to use the potential of the experience of a 
place. Creating direct relationships through 
materials is one of the key objectives of 
their projects. The idea of integrating with 
the landscape is taken further: one feels that 
in their buildings the materials are made 
for touching, with sight, with hands, invi-
tations to tactility. Brick, concrete, wood, 
everything is naked, everything is real.

Makin´s father was a carpenter. Coinci-
dence or not, there is something that re-
veals a closeness with the use of wood in 
designworkshop’s projects. It’s evident that 
a deep knowledge of the material and how 
to work with it exists in different scales, 
from the joints to screen-facades. Joints are 
almost Japanese, designed carefully. God is 
in the details, said Mies.

The screens that cover their projects cre-
ate spaces of thresholds and transitions, of 
shade and protection. They are distinctive 
of the architects’ work and a clear reference 
to the fences of almost every South African 
rural construction. Elements of raw wood, 
vertical, that delimits but also allows direct 
contact with the exterior. Without barriers.

The Dunkirk Apartments/Hotel and 
Multi-use building and Beach Club recent-
ly won two 2013 Regional Merit Awards. 
Both projects are part of the public facilities 
of the same residential estate.  The � rst of 
these buildings was the Club House, with 
a restaurant, pool and a gym, completed 
in 2005. The second and � nal stage added 
the Apartments/Hotel and the Multi-use 
building that accommodates of� ces, ad-
ministration, and unprogrammed spaces 
to rent (one of them is now a yoga centre). 
The Beach Club was also part of the second 
stage constructions and located just 7 min-
utes away from the residential estate.

APARTMENTS/HOTEL, MULTIUSE 
BUILDING – “THE CENTRE”.
One plaza. The project for the public 
facilities ensemble (Clubhouse, Apart-
ments/Hotel and Multi-use building) 
is an open space. It’s´ a central meeting 
place, surrounded by buildings of dif-
ferent uses. The main idea is that even 
inside a “closed community”, a space 
equivalent to the public spaces of the 
city can exist, or at least something 
close to that.  This is not common, and 
it achieves a lot.

Scale is a key element of the design. 
Making a dense centre has a possible 
risk: it could provoke a feeling of being 
in front of massive buildings and change 
the scale of the compound. But it’s not 

8

9

10
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perceived like that. The apartment/hotel 
building takes advantage of the topog-
raphy to build three levels (ground plus 
two) around the plaza, and drop this for-
mat by a level twice along the long build-
ings length to follow the slope.  This stra-
tegic decision translates into achieving 
the scale of the group of buildings around 
the plaza. The apartments/hotel building 
is experienced as a construction of three 
storeys, when in reality there are five.  
The multi-use building, on the opposite 
side of the plaza, is two storeys high, and 
the original Club House building is a sin-
gle level, so the plaza retains a human 
scale.

Shelter: A basic architectural structure of 
building that provides cover.
Refuge: From Lat. Refugium. Re- “back” + 
fugere “flee”

BEACH CLUB – “A REFUGE”.
A canopy. The project of the Beach Club 
is in essence the construction of shade 
that enables being in the landscape. It’s 
a transitional space to arrive at after cross-
ing the range of layers from the most 
private (the private house) to the most 
public (the beach). They are phases of 
deconstructing materiality until arriving 

at the beach sand.
The project is in itself, inherently, a se-

quence of layers progressing toward the 
ocean. The first image of it is of an almost 
empty space, a view point in front of the 
natural scene. A frame to contemplate. 
Once inside, the architecture is diluted 
and makes us feel that we are simply and 
directly in the landscape.

A roof and two boxes. The ground con-
tains and includes the living area – fluid 
and open.  On either side, the solid and 
closed blocks organize the private activi-
ties of the programme in groups: a small 
kitchen and storage on one side, toilets 
and change rooms on the other, with 
the space between this box and the site 
boundary equipped to wash beach sand 
off surf boards, kayaks and bodies. It´s a 
simple organisation to separate activities, 
but that also enables the experience of 
one, and only one, space.

The roof terrace, located exactly over 
the central space, is even less material 
than the ground level. It’s a viewing point 
that, like a viewfinder, permits us to make 
a zoom that focuses on the horizon. The 
project is made perfectly for its place.

 For designworkshop context exists. 
They work with elements that exist on 
site. Most important is that they know 
how to read them, whether they are of 
nature or of urban space.  The projects, 
for Dunkirk Apartments/Hotel and  
Multi-use Building, and Beach Club have 

very different, even opposite, location and 
programme, but they manage to achieve 
a transformation of the normal typology. 
The first project proposes a plaza inside 
a closed compound (closed community), 
as public and diverse as is possible. Small 
changes in the residential estate typolo-
gy, that is in essence a collection of hous-
es with a Club House, transform it into a 
piece of a city, more integrated, more con-
nected, more active.

The Beach Club is certainly one of the 
few (or the only) constructions along this 
part of the coast that achieves a full view 
of the sea, but can almost not be seen from 
the beach. It does not alter the silhouette 
of the coast. The project is camouflaged 
into the vegetation. designworkshop 
makes a direct architecture where nothing 
is missing and nothing is unnecessary.  It is 
a difficult equilibrium to design buildings 
that have a strong presence but that sub-
tly disappear. As if they have always been 
there. As if they would be there always.

11 Beach Club evening view
12 View of entrance from parking plaza
13 Timber details

11

12

13
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GOOD ARCHITECTURE, in essence, 
� nds a tangible way to address the func-
tion of a building, while considering 
the aesthetic and experiential aspects of 
space. It is inspiring yet practical; it cre-
ates opportunity without limitations; it 
is a place for people to thrive and helps 
to instill a sense of pride. In the existing 
Unisa buildings in Parow, built during 

TRANSFORMING AN INSTITUTION:
UNISA BUILDINGS, CAPE TOWN
ARCHITECT: MICHELE SANDILANDS ARCHITECTS
BY MARY ANNE CONSTABLE

apartheid in a typical unengaged, utilitar-
ian way, few of these characteristics are 
apparent. Michele Sandilands’s additions, 
which received a 2013 Cape Award for 
Architecture, completely transform the 
institution, bringing new life that proper-
ly represents the vision of this now thriving 
educational establishment. 

Unisa is the largest university on the 

African continent. Despite operating 
as a distance-learning institution, it has 
physical facilities for contact activities 
when required – a library and administra-
tion of� ces. Due to its growing popularity 
in catering for people who cannot afford 
to go to a formal campus, it was in desper-
ate need of expansion. 

The site of the Unisa buildings pre-

1

2 43
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sented serious problems. It is located in 
the middle of a nondescript industrial 
area and the original entrance approach, 
by mainly pedestrian students from the 
west, was undefined and depressing. 
Sandilands’s first counter to its nega-
tive character was the decision to cre-
ate a strong new north-south pedestrian 
walkway. This reinstated the emphasis 
on students as being the primary users 
of the space and thus redefined the new 
main access. A revised vehicular entrance 
brings one down towards a new entrance 
from the parking area in the south-east.

The second key idea informed the 
footprint of the new additions – to 
transform the characteristic of ‘non-
place’ that the existing buildings 
presented by giving the building a new 

face. This was done by dividing the 
addition into two halves – in the south, 
the entrance and lecture-room wing, 
forming an entirely new edge and image, 
and in the north, a smaller administration 
block, creating a ‘bookend’. On the east 
side of the existing buildings, planted 
timber screens conceal the bland and 
unsightly existing building and air-
conditioning units.

Spatially, the most significant added 
element and one which transforms the 
general ambience of the place, is the dou-
ble-volume entrance space and student 
square which, attached to the existing 
main circulation, constitutes a new com-
munal core to the institution. It forms an 
L shape, which embraces a small sunny 
courtyard on the inner edge.

A large concrete arch expresses the 
threshold between the old and new, 
while holding a box gutter above that 
draws rainwater down into the courtyard. 
The tall proportions of this core – the 
warm palette of materials, red-brick 
walls, timber ceilings, stone-coloured 
floors, the varied quality of light and the 
visual connections across the courtyard, 

1   New lecture room and entrance building from      
  east, showing light tower

2  Entrance court – with timber screen at first floor
3  North administration block   
4   South façade, lecture rooms
5   Student ‘square’ connected  to court
6   Mural in court expressing voice of people gone    

  before with inspiring quotes
7   Court
8   Ceiling detail – shutterboard panels
9   Detail of screen and eaves
10   Handrail detail

5

6

8

7

9 10
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11 Ground floor
12 First floor
13 Section BB showing light towers
14 Site plan
15 First floor access gallery to lecture rooms
16 Section through student ‘square’
17 Detail – south façade
18 Mural at entrance desk

11 12

14

15

16

13
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the library and administration spaces – 
introduce an entirely new sense of dignity 
and gravity, and encourages face-to-face 
interaction and community.

On the upper level, a circulation bridge 
pushes through, connecting at right angles 
with a generous break-out space from the 
lecture rooms looking into the volume of 
the core. The lecture rooms, strung out in 
two levels on an east-west axis, represent 
the next level of the institution’s metamor-
phosis. Large windows on the south edge 
let in soft light, while opening them up to 
exquisite views of the mountain and some 
soft parkland beyond the adjacent railway. 
The light, airy quality is in considerable 
contrast to the enclosed, badly ventilated 
and claustrophobic existing rooms. 

To cater for Unisa’s rapidly changing 
needs, the lecture rooms are designed for 
flexibility. The main steel structure and 
fenestration were carefully coordinated in 
a modular format to allow walls to be re-
moved and reinstalled quickly. Dry walls 
are used in the internal partitions. En-
trance doors can be shifted without dis-
ruption. Electrics are surface mounted so 
that they are easily changeable. 

A number of key green decisions were 
made, which have produced excellent ar-
chitectural results. In order to optimise en-
vironmental conditions, a string of expres-
sively tall light towers, which face north 
and span the east-west axis, create natural 
ventilation that successfully modulates the 
indoor temperature. The automated vents 
open when windows are opened and close 
when the air conditioning is switched on.

These light towers are not only 
functional, but they give the building 
a powerful scale which is experienced 
from the main east entrance. They also 

modulate light and volume in interesting 
and sensitive ways that add to the positive 
experiential qualities of the inside spaces. 
Rainwater is collected for the flushing of 
toilets. The rainwater tanks, situated on 
the south side, create a large-scale rhythm 
that metaphorically reflects the movement 
of the adjacent railway.

Local materials where possible were 
used. Because, as Sandilands explains, 
multi-layered materials are more difficult 
to break down. They are expressed 
honestly, without added coverings: steel 
structure, face-brick walls, ceilings in 
off-shutter concrete (lecture rooms) and 
perforated shutterboard (core area) and 
polished concrete floors revealing their 
aggregate. Steel was used in the main 
supporting structure because it is quick 
to erect. This was advantageous as the 
existing building remained in use during 
construction.

In the concrete floor slabs, an innovative 
green technology was employed. It in-
volves the insertion of cobiax balls into the 
slab during the setting phase. These create 
void formers, thus reducing the volume of 
concrete needed. The slab is also lighter, 
thus supporting columns can be slimmer 
and head height is gained – this is the key 
in creating the generous double-volume 
internal spaces. 

The offices in the existing administra-
tion wing were cellular. The new block 
follows an open-plan layout which empha-
sises the spatial dynamics of the workplace 
and allows cross ventilation. It opens onto 
a small balcony, fringed by a timber screen, 
which looks out onto a retention pond to 
collect the excess rainwater.

The building’s striking red-brick finish 
involved the use of a batch of De Hoop 

bricks that was rejected due to an unfor-
tunate white film. The bricks were sand-
blasted to achieve a textured effect. A 
design decision was made that no brick 
would be cut on site, which meant that the 
whole design was laid out in brick sizes. 
On certain corners, the bricks are slipped 
on the turn to create an expressive joint 
detail. Other brick details which recess 
into the surfaces of the wall create texture. 
‘We design all of our walls to be 370mm 
thick,’ explains Sandilands, ‘which allows 
for recesses and alcoves.’  

The modular shutter-ply ceilings add a 
contrasting element of warmth to the con-
crete-and-steel palette, as well as a colour 
and texture contrast to the red brick. The 
coloured, framed aluminium glass windows 
on the north and south façades are pat-
terned playfully in Fibonacci sequences. A 
timber screen shades the north windows, 
creating  a semi-transparent  textured veil 
externally, and internally, a space between 
inside and out. Downpipes are carefully 
concealed in the steel columns. 

The conceptual clarity of the new inter-
ventions, the transformed spatial character, 
the green measures used in powerful sym-
bolic ways, the openness and flexibility, the 
tectonic clarity and the inventiveness of 
the small architectural details, all modify 
entirely the drab rigidity of an old-school 
South African educational institution. Each 
part of the building seems to fit neatly into 
place like a last puzzle piece – the result of 
rigorous thought and careful amalgamation 
of context, concept and material expression. 
This is a building that manifests all the es-
sential qualities of good architecture, trans-
forming the oppressive, utilitarian nature of 
the existing buildings and offering restored 
pride and dignity to its occupants.

17 18
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THE ASSESSORS initially agreed on a 
set of criteria to be used in evaluation. 
First, the drawings and explanation 
must give a clear and full description of 
the proposal, including its context. Thus 
for most projects, plans and sections are 
essential. Second, there needs to be a 
strong idea in the proposal, a conceptual 
idea, or an idea of materiality or an idea 
related to local context or historical 
continuity.

PROJECT AWARDS 2013

BY JULIAN COOKE

The Architecture SA Project Awards are aimed at recognising excellence in architectural design in genuine projects 
commissioned by a client, carried out, but unbuilt, since the end of September 2011. Nearly 40 projects were received 
and evaluated by the assessors: Lucien le Grange, a practicing architect, previously head of the UCT School of 
Architecture, Stella Papanicolaou, who has run the third year design programme at UCT for a number of years, and 
Alex Robertson, a practicing architect who initiated the Project Awards programme in the 1980s.

Third, the proposal should be 
innovative in terms of sustainability – 
technical, social and economic. There 
should be a pushing of boundaries, a 
challenging of established positions and, 
possibly, doing something completely 
outside of current ideas of what 
sustainability means. Fourth, the stated 
intentions of the design should be 
visible in it.

Fifth, there must be evidence of 

contextual thinking, geographic, 
climatic, political, social in terms of a 
body of ideas. The proposal must be 
in dialogue with something, aiming to 
bring meaningfulness to architecture. 
Finally, the project should convey a 
sense of the building’s detail, of its 
materiality.
The assessors were impressed by the 
high quality of the submissions and 
made eight awards.

THE WORKSHOP PROJECT
Architects: Wolff Architects
The University of Cape Town approached 
the architects to design a new innovation 
hub for the Graduate School of Business in 
a portion of an old warehouse at the V&A 
Waterfront. The Hub is intended to stim-
ulate small business development through 
a guided process wherein all aspects of 
business are equally developed. The com-
mission was approached very boldly from a 
broad urban design perspective which aims 
to break down the impermeability and seg-
regation in South African cities and create 
conditions for a much more interactive so-
cial environment. This view generated the 
idea of penetrating the whole warehouse 

with a ‘street’ which connects directly into 
the Waterfront movement system. The 
‘street’ will be lined with opportunities for 
small businesses which can vary according 
to demand, as well as with places to rest and 
socialise. The Hub will be on two levels 
above it, appropriately separated for priva-
cy, but also sufficiently connected to create 
a synergy between theoretical exploration 
and practice.

As much inventive and focused thinking 
has gone into the details of the Hub as into 
the urban design, with a deep exploration 
of individual needs for personal space and 
identity, and of opportunities for different 
kinds of social interaction, reminiscent of 
the thinking of Christopher Alexander or 

Herman Herzberger. This has generated 
a considerable variety of different kinds 
and sizes of space, ideal for the mix of 
privacy and interaction that creative work 
requires.

The intersection of public and private 
spaces, with natural light brought in 
through the roof over the street, has 
been managed with clarity, enabling easy 
orientation and way finding. On the other 
hand, it has a complexity and vibrancy 
suited to such a place. The character of 
the design is derived from the industrial 
nature of the shed, but reinterpreted in an 
assured contemporary tectonic language.

1

1 Market - east
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2 Market - west
3 Farmer’s market
4 Cross section 1
5 Existing sheds

6 First fl oor
7 Second fl oor
8 Ground plan
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WITS  PLANETARIUM  ADDITIONS
Architects: 26’10 Architects
The University of the Witwatersrand plans to improve 
the Planetarium to make it one of the three key points 
of interaction with the public. It already must cater 
for 60 000 visiting school children a year, with 1 000 
children having to be managed at the same time. Thus 
the existing accommodation needs to be increased by 
tripling toilet facilities and offices, including interac-
tive display spaces and providing storage space, while 
the outdoor spaces need to be substantially improved. 
The increased toilet facilities have to serve also the 
existing soccer stadium, which the Planetarium over-
looks, and new entry gates will serve both functions.

Broadly, the scheme has two main features. The first 
is a site-planning one. It simply extends the Planetar-
ium, built in 1960, into an L-shape, which links it to 
existing elements. In this way, a stronger enclosure is 
made within the stadium and more significant street 
spaces are created outside it. By using the slope of the 
site, it has been possible to lift the new wing off the 
ground, creating the new entrance below, where the 
children can be quickly brought to safety from the 
arriving buses. A curved cut-out from this wing caters 
for an existing tree, creates a good outdoor gathering 
space and helps with headroom.   

The semi-circular cut-out introduces the second 
feature – a way of dealing with the connection of new 
with old through what could be called a strategy of 
reversal. This cut-out posits a negative counterpoint to 
the hemispherical dome. A similar reversal is adopted 
in the use of materials. The new detailing is only mildly 
differentiated from the existing, but the proportions 

of the two major materials of the existing building, 
face-brick and terrazzo, are reversed. Thus, the new 
parts link to the old in what the architects describe as a 
checkerboard fashion. One result is that the elements 
in contact with the ground and having to deal with 
robust usage on the public, Yale Road side, are in 
brick, while the new wing, in terrazzo, hovers freshly 
over it. On the inside of the L, the counterpoint theme 
persists, with the new additions expressed as light 
structures opening out to the soccer field, contrasted 
with the solidity of the Planetarium. Emerging from 
the roof of two of the added elements are a star-
viewing platform and a plant room, both handled as 
high-tech contemporary lanterns.  

These two themes help to create a much richer and 
more coherent place and to enable a respectful, but 
also distinctive relationship between the new parts 
and the old ones.

Landscaping

New landscaping at Yale Road1. 
New landscaping at nothern side of the Planetarium2. 
Relocated seating displaced by Planetarium addition - old 3. 
seasting (160), new seating (240)
New landscaping at Hostle Drive to be designed as a pedestrian 4. 
route, incl. improved connections to the Planetarium
Current bus dropoff5. 
Campus proposed bus dropoff6. 

New Buildlings

7. New VOC centre (part of stadium upgrade)
8. Improved access to to stadium (part of stadium upgrade)
9. New camera podium (part of stadium upgrade)
10. Addition to the Planetarium

SITE PLAN
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Existing foyer: refurbished 1. 
Reception & cashier2. 
Existing male ablutions3. 
Existing female ablutions4. 
New ablution - disabled persons5. 
New storerooms6. 
Workstations - relocated7. 
New seminar/ workshops8. 
New open plan offi ces9. 
New kitchen10. 
New storeroom and offi ce utility 11. 
storage (copier, server, etc. )
New waiting/ discussion area12. 
Lobby to seminar room13. 
Existing ambulatory14. 
Existing auditorium - refurbished 15. 
with new digital projectors and 
reupholstered seating
New production room 16. 
New workshop17. 
Electrical plant room 18. 
Upgraded 19. HV/AC plant room

GROUND FLOOR PLAN

0 2 5 10m

0 2 5 10m

ROOF TERRACE PLAN

9 Sketch - material inversion
10 View from soccer field
11 Ground floor plan
12 Roof terrace plan
13 Site plan
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UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE: SPORTS 
CENTRE EXTENSION AND UPGRADE
Architects: Noero Architects
The combined stadium and sports centre was de-
signed in the 1980s by Uytenbogaardt and Rozen-
dal. Although the building is not a listed one, this 
fact is enough to intimidate any sensitive South 
African architect. However, the building’s use has 
changed. It is no longer necessary to handle the 
large crowds originally intended, while it is an 
ideal location for more sports facilities and admin-
istration. Thus extension and alteration is clearly 
necessary. The alterations involve changes to the 
ground floor to accommodate a large sports hall, a 
restaurant and offices, while adding a gym, offices 
and function rooms at first-floor level.  

In broad terms, the new scheme sensitively re-
tains essential ideas of the original design. First, 
the arrival of spectators at the first-floor level to 
gain access directly into the stadium, from the 
beginning a core idea, has been retained. Second, 
the original scheme was conceived as the termi-
nal building of a series of courts which link to the 
south campus, and this proposal retains that possi-
bility, opening up the building out towards that di-
rection. Third, the idea of the previous architects, 
to use the wall as a ‘mediating element’ in the 
landscape between the campus and the Stellen-
bosch mountains, is respected. 

In the changes and additions, the architects ap-
pear to have worked as Scarpa would have done; 
that is, in sympathy with the intentions in the ex-
isting building, but without mimicry – rather from 
within their own creativity and vocabulary. Thus 
the image of the existing ‘hovering’ wall to the 
south-east is retained in the form of a long perfo-
rated screen which guards the new offices against 
the low western sun; the double pitched roofs with 
expressed gutters reflect the repetitive vaults on 
the stadium side; the semi-circular roof lights into 
the gym space are retained, but in a new setting. 
Generally, the handling of spatial geometry and of 
materials resembles the original, but with a new 
and authoritative stamp.

15  UWC Sports Stadium - adjusted ground floor plan
16  UWC Sports Stadium - first floor plan - new gym and offices

14

16

15

14  Sketch - material inversion brick and stucco
  Wits Planetarium additions
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17  View of gym on first floor
18  North-west elevation - day and night
19-20 South-west elevation - before and after
21  Site strategy
22  First floor axonometric
23  View of first floor offices adjacent to gym

17

18 19 20

21

22

23
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CASTLE ROCK BEACH HOUSE, FALSE 
BAY COAST
Architects: Noero Architects
This is unquestionably an extraordinary 
house. On a superb piece of sensitive 
coastline, it had to adhere to very vigorous 
sight line and size restrictions – on a foot-
print of only 110m2.  It manages somehow 
to reconcile two seemingly contradictory 
ideas: to present a powerful presence in 
the landscape, while also paying respect 
to it. This is achieved by using a singular 
cluster of rounded forms. In one reading, 
this talks to the massive clumps of boul-
ders which are the characteristic element 
of the sea edge along this part of the False 
Bay coast. In another, it has a neoclassi-
cal presence, somewhat anthropomorphic 
with its plastic skin-like surfaces, near 
symmetry and rough fynbos topknot.

Spatially, too, the building resembles 
natural phenomena, such as the cross 
section of a bone or skull, with its major 
living areas occupying a large core which 
is wrapped around, on three sides, with a 
dense armature of minor spaces. This is 
made up of deep alcoves, one contain-
ing a large � replace, as well as cooking, 
preparation and storage areas, ablution 
areas and vertical and horizontal move-
ment. The fourth side opens wide to the 
sea. The roof has a similar spatial thick-
ness to the side walls, evincing a powerful 
sensation of containment, while a sliding 
section reveals a view of the mountain.

The building represents an innovative, 
unusual type which is fashioned with 
considerable spatial and formal skill, and 
assurance.

24  Castle Rock House - front view
25  Model
26  Entrance perspective view
27 - 32 Plans and elevations
33  Model – interior view
34  North elevation
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HOUSE AT THE EDGE OF THE GREAT 
KAROO
Architects: Team Architects
The building stands out for its handling 
of two main sets of relationships: between 
a new building and old ones, and between 
building and landscape. In the strategy for 
the first, a simple, traditional langhuis type 
is used, a one-room-thick building with 
the main communal space in the middle 
and more private ones outside it. The 
basic type is reinforced by handling its 
roof as a series of parapets, its walls pre-
dominantly as thick, painted, punctured 
elements and by seating it on a series of 
stoep platforms. Additionally, the building 
is made as a simple rectilinear form with 
curved appendages recalling water towers 
or grain silos, and has attached a large roof 
element, shading its east side, much as 
traditional verandahs do.

These typological features are all 
there to be experienced and all are 
reinterpreted in contemporary terms. 
For example, the central space is double 
volume, the thick south wall has an added 
dimension with spaces contained in it, 
the tripartite plan has considerable spatial 
interconnectedness, the longitudinal 
subdivision of spaces is made at a slight 
angle, creating a sense of tension, the 
verandah roof is a cantilevered element, 
one of the terraces is a pool – and so on.  

The authors have gone to great lengths 
to secure the building into its broader 
landscape, by linking major elements 
from it into the geometry of the plan 
and the disposition of openings.  Added 
to this, the new building is closely 
connected with its historical setting, by 
its empathetic scale, the employment 
of similar materials, the loose geometry 
and the continuity with existing ground 
levels.

All this is handled with ease and au-
thority, and integrated with a convincing 
set of measures to deal with passive cli-
mate control, water storage and use.

35  Karoo House – view from garden
36  Ground floor plan
37  First floor plan
38  Section 3

33 34

35
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HOUSE ON THE EDGE OF THE CITY BOWL
Architects: Team Architects
The house is a fragment in a scheme of about 
20 rowhouses. On a strongly sloping site, it has 
four levels, three of which make up the living 
areas and below them a creative studio and stu-
dio apartment, which connects with the ground 
on protected terraces which step in stone walls 
down the slope. The fourth, above ground, has 
a bedroom at one end and a swimming pool at 
the other. It is a long narrow building, shaped in a 
parallelogram, like the site.

There are two distinctive sides: the east is 
open, linking to the terraces, while the west is 
much more enclosed, a ‘thick wall’ made up of 
storage, services, � replace and stairs. The ‘wall’ is 
moulded as if out of a solid substance to create a 
sense of soft containment, but opens to particu-
lar focused views and brings a shaft of light right 
down the stairs to the lower levels.

Most of the top � oor is open to the sky, 
bounded on each side by walls and open at the 
end to an uninterrupted, seemingly private, view 
of the mountain. On the roof are a collection of 
objects, shaped and angled according to their 
own determinants: two solar heaters, a light scoop 
bringing north light down into a double-volume 
dining area, and a dome light over the staircase.

The building integrates interior and exterior 
space, servant and served space, curvilinear and 
straight-line geometry, the massive environment 
of the mountain and the particular enclosure of the 
home, the � ltering of the natural environment and 
its use, rationally, effortlessly and imaginatively.

39  Karoo House – Approach from 
  Prince Albert
40 View from bedroom
41  House Werf
42  Environmental strategy
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236 BUITENGRACHT STREET – MIXED-
USE BUILDING
Architects: Team Architects
The project is a small mixed-use building 
on the edge of the upper part of Cape 
Town’s CBD and the old residential area 
of Bo-Kaap. On three sides are heritage 
buildings in a fairly poor state of repair 
and along the road, a number of 20th-
century commercial buildings which have 
replaced the old fabric.

The brief required on-site parking pre-
scribed by council, lettable studio space 
and a home for an art collector. These are 

arranged in three divisions: parking in a 
podium cut into the sloping site, which 
also contains the entrance and a commer-
cial space; twin two-storey studios and, at 
the top, a two-storey apartment. A lift 
and stair core give access in the middle. 

The arrangement allows for the devel-
opment of a varied spatial configuration, 
with double-volume studios connected 
to mezzanines, and the penthouse with a 
north-facing double-volume dining area, 
overlooked by galleries connected to the 
bedrooms. It also establishes a base that 
keeps the scale of surrounding old build-

ings, above which the penthouse steps 
back and fragments, in a manner harmo-
nious with the smaller scale of residen-
tial Bo-Kaap. The fragmentation creates 
rooftop outside living spaces at two levels, 
both north-facing, with a view up into the 
Bo-Kaap, and south-facing the city bowl 
and Table Mountain. Openings for light 
and for view are aptly and inventively 
organised and help to define intriguing 
façades of multiple scale. As a whole, the 
building establishes an appropriate type 
for this interface, giving excellent clues 
for its future development.

45

46

47

48

43  City Bowl House – Lounge
44 Long section
45  Site plan
46 Plans
47  From below
48 Pool
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HOUSE ISLAND IN SEARCH OF AN 
OCEAN
Architects: Ora Joubert Architects
The house is an architect’s prospective 
home. It is located in the Cradle of 
Humankind between Johannesburg and 
Pretoria among smallholdings and with 
beautiful views over an unspoilt bushveld 
valley.

Lying in a long, linear configuration 
along the contours, the house consists of 
a serrated, protective wall on the south 
side, which will display the owner’s 
extensive collection of Walter Battiss 

serigraphs. Where it extends beyond the 
house itself, it will shelter a collection 
of orchids. Anchored onto the wall is a 
large double-volume space glazed in the 
north and covered by a thatched roof of 
dynamic form. Below the roof are three 
first-floor spaces, a study approached up 
the stairs which links to two bedrooms. 
They stand in the freely-flowing large 
volume, each defining a space below. 
Lines of walls and structure inside are 
taken out of both ends of the building, 
where they generate secondary elements, 

a carport and entrance space, and a 
pergola and pool. The proposal shows its 
materiality vividly with natural materials, 
richly patterned floors reinforcing the 
main spatial ideas and a rigorous gumpole 
structure.  

It is a convincing statement of an archi-
tecture of a particular locality, which uses 
local materials and refers to traditional forms 
of building, responds to local climatic condi-
tions and the lifestyle they offer. It does so 
without nostalgia, with spatial and sculptur-
al vigour, and with considerable refinement.

49 Buitengracht Street mixed-use building – site plan
50  First floor plan
51  Second floor plan
52  First floor mezzanine
53  Context
54  South elevation 
55  West elevation
56  Section
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The Council for the Built Environment (CBE) is a statutory body established under the Council for the Built 

Environment Act (no. 43 of 2000).  It is an overarching body that coordinates the six built environment Professional 

Councils (architecture, engineering, construction and project management, quantity surveying, landscape architecture 

and property valuation) for the purpose of instilling good conduct within the professions, transforming the professions 

and advising South African government on built environment related issues.

Tel: +27 12 346 3985 | Fax: +27 12 346 3986 |  Email: info@cbe.org.za 
Street Address: 121 Muckleneuk Street, cnr Middle Street and Florence Ribeiro Avenue, 

Nieuw Muckleneuk, Brooklyn | Postal Address: P.O Box 915 Groenkloof 0027 

1.NOTICE ON IDENTIFICATION OF WORK (IDoW) DRAFT POLICY AFFECTING 
REGISTERED AND NON-REGISTERED INDIVIDUALS WITH A BUILT ENVIRONMENT QUALIFICATION – 

1.1. Architecture 
1.2. Engineering
1.3. Construction and Project  Management
1.4. Quantity Surveying
1.5. Landscape Architecture
1.6. Property Valuation 

In recognition of the crucial role played by built environment professionals (BEPs) in South Africa, 6 Acts were passed in 2000 to govern the BEPs. The 
Council for the Built Environment (CBE) was established, through the CBE Act, 43 of 2000 as an overarching body to oversee the regulation of the built 
environment professions. The CBE, in consultation with the Built Environment Professional Councils, needs to identify the Scope of Work (IDoW) for 
every category of professional registration in the built environment.
 
What is the IDoW?
It is work reserved to be done by only persons registered with any of the six Built Environment Professional Councils (BEPCs).

Implications of the IDoW on individuals with the BE qualification:
· Once the IDoW has been finalised, the legislation governing the BE professional councils (BEPCs) envisages registration with the relevant 
professional council to be mandatory in order to practice as a professional in a particular built environment profession.

Progress on the IDoW:
 After a process of consultation with stakeholders within their professions; five of the six built environment Professional Councils (excluding the 

Engineering Council of South Africa, (ECSA)); submitted IDoW to the CBE for finalisation.

 Legislation requires the CBE to consult with the Competition Commission before finalisation of the identification of work. The Competition 
Commission views the IDoW as potentially in contravention of the provision of the Competition Act, 89 of 1998 as amended.

 As such, the CBE has submitted applications for exemption for the five professions to the Competition Commission. The recommended identified 
Scope of Work for each of the five BEPCs can be downloaded from the CBE's website (www.cbe.org.za). ECSA is finalising its recommendations on 
the scope of engineering work to be identified for consideration by the CBE. This will also be followed by an Application for Exemption to the 
Competition Commission

 In consideration of the applications for exemption, the Competition Commission has resolved to extend the consultation with all persons and entities 
affected by the IDoW. All inputs in this regard are to be submitted to the Competition Commission on the details below: 

Mbongiseni Ndlovu
E-mail: Mbongisenin@compcom.co.za
Tel: 012 394 5165 

2.DATABASE FOR UNREGISTERED PERSONS IN THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT:

In order to effectively facilitate engagement on built environment issues, the CBE invites all unregistered persons with a built environment qualification in 
Architecture, Engineering, Quantity Surveying, Landscape Architecture; Project and Construction Management and Property Valuation; to join the 
stakeholder database by putting their details on the online facility on the CBE website (www.cbe.org.za) for the following purpose:

2.1.to be consulted by the Competition Commission on the IDoW process as outlined in section 1 above,
2.2.to be engaged by the CBE on the planned infrastructure roll out program of government and other relevant built environment issues
(Particulars of registered persons are already available with the 6 councils, therefore registered persons have no need to re-submit their details.)

For more information, please contact the following persons:

Adv Pieter Fourie 
Manager: Legal and Regulations
Telephone: 012 346 3985 / 012 424 9818
e-mail: pieter@cbe.org.za cc: sihle@cbe.org.za; phuti@cbe.org.za 
Fax: 012 346 3986

|  w w w. c b e . o r g . z a
SACQSP
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Tlabo Mabye
E-mail: Tlabom@compcom.co.za
Tel:012 394 3403

or
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CPD accreditation  
Meet half of your annual CPD 
requirements at this one event. 
Accreditation for registered 
architects is applied for from 
the South African Institute of 
Architecture.

3300+  
visitors to the exhibition

700+  
conference attendees

120+  
solution providers on the expo floor

150+  
expert speakers

25+  
hours of red carpet networking

40+  
countries participating

AND MUCH MORE!

There are only 
427 conference 

places 
available no 

more! 
Contact Rose 
Setshoge on 

+27 21 700 4300 
to reserve your 
seat at the most 
prestigious and 
influential week 

in the African 
industry!

Africa’s only all things concrete event
will help you acquire insights into new construction and building 
products and strategies that will help reduce costs on your next 
project, increase revenue and help you take advantage of new 

market opportunities

LEARN 
Learn international techniques using 

concrete to fast-track structural strength and 
innovative design into your projects more 

durable concrete 

LEARN GAINIDENTIFY
IDENTIFY 

Identify viable project tenders and the 
materials that will help you navigate the 
latest trends in green construction and 

reach a wider client base  

GAIN 
Gain 3 CPD points and fulfil more than 

50% of your annual CPD quota by 
attending just 1 event

REGISTER ONLINE BEFORE 31 MARCH 2014 AND SAVE OVER R1500 with the discount code LA001!

What to expect?

Shaping the future of concrete in Africa

ASAQs logo.indd   1 11/06/2012   18:35

www.totallyconcrete.co.za

26 – 28 May 2014,  
Sandton Convention Centre, 
Johannesburg

Platinum sponsor: Gold sponsor: Silver sponsor: Bronze sponsors:

Over 40 media and association partners are supporting the 2014 event, including:
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OSCAR RIBBEIRO DE ALMEIDA 
NIEMEYER SOARES FILHO
(1907-2012)
BY GUS GERNEKE

‘Several of my buildings have been political 
and civic monuments; perhaps some of them 
have given ordinary people, powerless peo-
ple, a sense of delight.’

THE MINISTRY OF EDUCATION AND 
HEALTH, RIO DE JANEIRO
In 1938, the Brazilian Minister of Edu-
cation commissioned Lucio Costa (with 
young Oscar Niemeyer among his assis-
tants) to design his Ministry in the cap-
ital, Rio de Janeiro. Le Corbusier was 
invited as consultant and to lecture.

The pundit arrived in Rio in the Graf 
Zeppelin, a 236m-long German airship 
(35 crew, 20 passengers). Niemeyer met 
him at the airport, stating later: ‘He de-
scended from the sky, like a mighty god 
visiting his pygmy worshippers.’

Condescendingly, le Corbusier pro-
duced a concept for an unavailable site, 
another for a low building on the assigned 
site. Costa and Niemeyer then designed 

the tower block, as built. Published in-
ternationally, it was the first project to 
present the Brazilian interpretation of 
The Modern Movement to the world. 

NEW YORK WORLD’S FAIR, 1939
Designed and supervised on site by 
Costa and Niemeyer, the Brazilian pa-
vilion – pilotis, free forms, ramps, col-
ourful glazed tile murals − was the most 
admired building at the Fair. It was 
published world-wide in architectural 
journals. Harrison, coordinating archi-
tect for the Fair, was impressed by the 
two Brazilian architects.

UNITED NATIONS HEADQUARTERS, 
NEW YORK
Post-war, in the mid nineteen forties, 
some internationally known architects, 
le Corbusier among them, were invited 
to New York to design headquarters for 
the fledgling United Nations. The plu-

tocratic Rockefellers had donated the 
site; their pet architect Harrison was 
put in charge of the project. He includ-
ed the unknown young Niemeyer in 
the design team.

Much has been published about the 
design process. Le Corbusier had ar-
gued persistently for his own concept. 
Architects’ lore had it that, at a point, 
he tore all drawings off the wall, except 
his own. Even so, the final design was 
based on Niemeyer’s initial layout.

MINAS GERAIS (GENERAL MINES), 
1940-43
Niemeyer became widely known due 
to the publication in the international 
architectural press of his first 
independent designs − four buildings 
in Belo Horizonte, state capital of 

1

2

1 Rio, Ministry of Education, 1940
2 St Francis, Pampulha, 1943
3 Restaurant, Pampulha

3

Essay.indd   39 2014/02/26   2:02 PM



4 0  A R C H I T E CT U R E  SA  |  I S S U E  6 5

Minas Gerais. Jucelino Kubitschek 
was the ideal patron: mayor then, 
State Governour soon after, ultimately 
President of Brazil.

The site, adjoining a new ‘dam’ (in 
the South African idiom), was in a Pam-
pulha suburb nicknamed Acaba Mun-
do − ‘End of the World’. Completed 
in 1943, the buildings were a casino, a 
free-form restaurant, a yacht club and 
a vaulted concrete chapel, dedicated 
to St Francis of Assisi – with glazed-
tile murals by Portinari, depicting the 

saint among birds and animals. (trials 
of a young architect: Portinari’s fee 
was higher than Niemeyer’s.) Due to 
its unfamiliar architecture and bold 
murals, the Catholic hierarchy had re-
fused to consecrate the chapel until 
1959. (The casino is now a museum of 
modern art, the restaurant still func-
tions; the yacht club has been spoilt by 
alterations).

On the strength of these designs, 
Niemeyer was later invited as Dean of 
the Harvard Graduate School of De-

sign, also as professor at Yale. Wary of a 
young communist architect, the mighty 
United States government denied him a 
work permit. (Some years later, a ‘prom-
inent US citizen’ invited Niemeyer to 
visit; he was granted a two-week visa. 
At a press conference, he voiced his 
approval that ‘red’ China had just been 
admitted to the United Nations. His 
host: ‘There goes your visa extension’). 

American architects were not as par-
anoid; later, Niemeyer was granted 
Honorary Membership of the American 
Institute of Architects, despite his prior 
acceptance of the Lenin Prize.

‘ICONIC’ DESIGN
During the nineteen seventies, when 
‘design methodology’ (Broadbent et al) 
was a cult in some schools of architec-
ture, Niemeyer’s designs were referred 
to as ‘iconic’; that is designs develop-
ing smoothly from ‘visionary’ concept 
sketches (as witnessed by Niemeyer’s 
four Pampulha buildings, designed in 
one night). Brasilia Cathedral was de-
signed in an afternoon: ‘a single curved 
concrete member, which repeated six-
teen times’. Niemeyer conceived the 

4

6

5
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Niteroi Art Museum in a restaurant ‘on 
a paper napkin, while waiting for his ap-
petiser’. 

BRAZIL BUILDS − MUSEUM OF 
MODERN ART, NEW YORK, 1943
This exhibition of historic and current 
Brazilian architecture (including the 
just completed Pampulha buildings) 
was noteworthy, as was a book of the 
same title, interpreting the plans, imag-
es and models shown. This book, in tan-
dem with Papadaki’s The Work of Oscar 
Niemeyer, brought the new Brazilian ar-
chitecture to international attention.

COPAN BUILDING, SÃO PAULO, 1951
Still the biggest single reinforced con-
crete structure in Brazil, it became a 
symbol of the city by reason of its S 
shape and 115m height. (Niemeyer de-
signed only the exterior of the building, 
which houses a combination of flats and 
offices).

THE BRAZIL-PRETORIA AXIS
The Brazilian influence was soon ev-
ident in Pretoria. During the nine-
teen-fifties, the heyday of Brazil Builds, 

some South African architects went on 
a pilgrimage to Brazil − Eaton, Stauch 
and Biermann among them. They took 
ship; Johannesburg-Rio flights came 
years later. (Unilingual British colonial 
that he was, Eaton complained in his di-
aries that Niemeyer had little English; 
Biermann, Stauch and Burle Marx com-
municated with him in German).

Stauch’s Meat Board Building in Pre-
toria (1950s), though puny in compar-
ison, owes much to the Rio Ministry. 
There are pilotis, similarly finished in 
mosaic tiles (one storey high, not two 
plus as those of its model), finned el-
evations, with horizontal brise-soleil 
north. The Transvaal Provincial Build-
ing (1960s) is another Rio Ministry-in-
spired example.

South African architects, whose en-
gineers were not as skilled (or daring?) 
as their Brazilian colleagues, steered 
clear of such concrete vaults as those of 
Niemeyer’s Pampulha Chapel. Its con-
crete-and-steel campanile was easier to 
imitate; there are examples in Pretoria 
of such structures defining slate-roofed, 
face-brick churches. 

In time, Pretoria engineers rose to the 

challenge by overseeing the Strydom 
Monument – a gargantuan bronze head 
of the late Prime Minister, sheltered by 
a concrete vault (the concept on loan 
from Niemeyer’s Riu Barboza Memori-
al). The Pretoria vault collapsed some 
years later, providentially at the dead of 
night.

 
A DISTANT CAPITAL 
During the 18th-century rush to mine 
gold and other minerals in Minas 
Gerais state, rebel groups campaigned 
at intervals for Brazilian independence 
from Portugal, with an inland capital to 
replace Rio de Janeiro. 

Rid of their Portuguese emperor by 
1891, Brazilians implemented a repub-
lican constitution, anticipating a capital 
on the ‘central’ highland. Later, govern-
ment missions investigated the area, 
without further action. 

At last, in the 1920s, a federal district 

8

9

4  A page from Brazil Builds
5  Stauch’s Meat Board Building
6  Copan building, Sao Paolo
7  Copan building
8  Supreme Court (Malan)
9  Presidential Palace Alvorada Dawn (Malan)
10  Brasilia plan 

7

10
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of some 5000 km2 was mapped, with a 
site demarcated for the capital, Brasìlia. 
Distances from some major cities indi-
cate its remoteness: Brasilia-Rio de Ja-
neiro 940km south-east; Porto Allegre  
1 650km south; Rio Branco 2 250km 
west; Boa Vista 2 490km north-west; 
Belém, on the Amazon estuary, 1 
450km north (then accessible from Rio 
only by sea); Manaus 1 940km north-
west (then reached by the Amazon 
from Belém).

BRASILIA: ‘FIFTY YEARS OF 
PROGRESS IN FIVE’ 1956-61
With this battle cry, Jucelino Ku-
bitschek (a first-generation Brasilian, JK 
to followers) won the 1956 presidential 
election. Dubbed ‘pharaoh’ by rivals, he 
rose to the challenge to have the capital 
built during his five-year term of office. 

Open to Brazilian architects and 
urbanists, a competition was launched 
for the design of the utopia – with such 
eminent architect-urbanists as Holford 

(Britain), Sive (France) and Papadaki 
(USA) among the adjudicators. Each of 
the 25 contestants submitted numer-
ous drawings, with detailed reports. 
Lucio Costa presented only five sheets 
of sketches, with sparse comment. His 
iconic design was chosen, as ‘represent-
ing a capital city, explicitly, rather than 
aspiring to a universal solution’. The 
panel contended that ‘the design can 
be appreciated at a glance, as applies 
to the piazza of St Peters, the Campo-

11 13
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14
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doglio, the plan of Rome under Sixtus V, 
or Wren’s plan for London’. 

A HIGHLAND UTOPIA
In his memoirs1 Niemeyer describes the 
construction of a capital on the remote 
highland. NOVACAP was formed to 
oversee the mission, with Israel Pinhei-
ro as chief executive, Niemeyer as ar-
chitect-in-command − at a civil servant’s 
salary. Pinheiro offered him an added 
“commission”. Niemeyer “hated the 

word” − so a salary it was. “Because I was 
earning so little, I felt no qualms about 
doing the job my way, hiring whomever 
I wanted”. 

He recruited “about twenty architects, 
also various friends” – among them a phy-
sician, a journalist, a lawyer, the goalkeep-
er of a Rio soccer team. “All were useful 
to me”. 

First, Niemeyer took a bank loan to 
build “a base camp” for the President’s 
working visits, “a gift to JK”. The timber 

house was ready in ten days. Now a 
national monument, it was named 
Catetinho: diminutive of the presidential 
palace name in Rio. 

“We moved into some of the low-
cost houses being built. Drawing boards 

16 17

11-12 Supreme Court (Malan)
13  Brasilia Military Memorial
14-15 Senate, Parliament (Malan)
16  Itamaraty Palace (Brasilia)
17  Brasilia Cathedral (Malan)
18  Brasilia, Civic Theatre (Malan)

18
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19

were set up in living rooms, kitchens, 
bedrooms”. The presidential palace, 
Alvarado (Daybreak), was built first, 
followed by the Plaza of the Three 
Powers (Parliament, Senate and Su-
preme Court).

In the first months, some 30 000 
‘candangos’ (migrant workers) arrived 
from the backlands to build the utopia. 
The architects “worked from dawn to 
dusk … no sooner were the foundations 
of a building drafted than site work 
would start ... the rest of the structure, 
and details, followed the construction 
schedule”.

Some evenings, Oscar and his team 
would go to “Free City”, on a muddy 
road packed with jeeps, trucks, horses 
and carts; lined with low brick build-
ings housing stores, workshops, bars, 
restaurants, clubs and the local prosti-
tutes. “We would sit in a club; liquor 
flowed, while our colleagues danced on 
the timber floor ...”

The capital was completed in forty-
one months, well before the end of 
Kubitschek’s five-year presidential 
term. Important guests came from 
far and wide for the festive inaugural 
ceremonies.

Architects were enraptured. Le Cor-
busier: “I have seen the new city. It 
is magnificent in its invention, cour-
age and optimism; it speaks from the 
heart … In the modern world Brasilia 
is unique”. 

There were other views. Visiting 
Brazil, Simone de Beauvoir was attuned 
to Rio: sidewalks, promenading crowds, 
cafés. Then Brasília: “What interest 
can there be in wandering among 
the superblocks − the street does not 
exist”.

Disregarded by architectural writ-
ers in the saga of building Brasilia is 
that Kubitschek had overseen the con-
struction of more than 2000km of road, 
where none (or tracks) had existed. 
Niemeyer recalls arriving on the Pam-

pulha site in his car “behind a yoke 
of oxen”. Another account: Niemeyer, 
with three engineers en route from Rio 
to Brasília (a day’s drive). They hit a 
pothole towards evening, spending the 
night in the car. Late next morning, a 
passing truck gave two of them a lift to 
seek help. 

A first visit to Brasilia, some five 
years after the inauguration, was mem-
orable. Walking on the plateau over-
looking the city, the landscape was 
reminiscent of the Waterberg bush-
veld: coarse grass, thorny trees, bush; 
the iconic buildings of the utopia in 
the distance.

Back in the city, on a site covered 
in knee-high grass − the university: 
a single building by Niemeyer − all 
functions in one rough concrete struc-
ture: two parallel double-storey blocks 
(800m long), on an easy curve, facing 
one another over narrow courtyards. 

On a second visit, seven years later, 
there were three additional buildings: a 
library and an administration block – of 
a high architectural quality, designed 
by lecturers in the Faculty of Archi-
tecture, senior students assisting with 
working drawings and supervision.

 The third, a cafeteria-student cen-
tre, was remarkable: a flat concrete 
roof (as had most Brasilia buildings), 
but covered with mounds of soil, grass 
growing on it − ventilation spaces and 
ducts protruding from service areas be-
low. 

Commercial architects were at 
work in the outskirts; many new 
buildings were second-rate. ‘Satellite 
towns’ were developing apace. After 
walking through rough grassland for 
thirty minutes plus, there was the 
diplomatic quarter. Some buildings 
were architecturally noteworthy, the 
South African contribution not. 

Near the Alvorado palace was a re-
markable structure: a bridge, but only 
red soil and scruffy grass underneath. 

Some years later, when the new Par-
anoà dam was full, the bridge (each of 
three arches spans 60m) was carrying 
traffic over deep water. (The dam now 
hosts the second biggest yacht marina 
in Brazil.) Named for the former pres-
ident, the JK bridge was awarded the 
Lindenthal Medal at the Pittsburg In-
ternational Bridge Conference, 2003. 
(Designers: architect Chan, structural 
engineer Verde.)

INTERBAU: HANSAVIERTEL, BERLIN, 
1957
Eminent architects were invited to 
each design a housing block on Hansa 
Square. Among them were Aalto, 
Jacobsen, Gropius, Scharoun and the 
young Niemeyer, on his first visit to 
Europe. (Le Corbusier had refused 
to build among his inferiors; he was 
allowed part of the 1936 Olympics 
site, for another Unité d’Habitation). 
Twenty-five years later, one recog-
nised Niemeyer’s building; the others 
were anonymous ‘International Style’ 
designs.

A MILITARY DICTATORSHIP 
In 1964, the Brazilian army launched 
a coup d’état; their tyranny lasted for 
twenty years. Niemeyer’s office was 
ransacked; so was that of Módulo, an 
architectural journal he had founded. ‘I 
decided to pick up my architecture and 
hurt feelings and go abroad.’ He went to 
France. A convivial person, he was soon 
on friendly terms with Parisian literati, 
artists and, of course, leading comrades 
in the Party. 

Not that he was destitute; he visited 
Brazil at times, and travelled in Europe. 
Assignments came his way, such as the 
headquarters of the French Communist 
party in Paris, aptly in a working-class 
district. (Patron of several architectural 
landmarks, president Mitterrand de-
clared it was the ‘one good thing those 
communists ever did’).
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During his ‘exile’ Niemeyer spent 
time in Algeria; he designed campuses 
for the Universities of Algiers and Con-
stantine, refining his Brasilia ‘central-
ised’ campus concept. 

He ‘wanted to show the world how 
Brazilian engineering had progressed. 
So I designed the main building of the 
Constantine campus in concrete, on pi-
lotis, with 50m spans and 25m cantile-
vers’. The Algerian Technical Bureau 
calculated that the façade (effectively a 
girder) needed to be 1,5m thick. Con-
tarini, Niemeyer’s engineer, proved that 
the submitted design was sound − the 
built façade is 30cm thick.

Other projects completed during 
his exile’ were the Labour Excahange 
in Bobigny, near Paris; also a Cultural 
Centre in Le Havre. For shelter from 
persistent sea winds, he positioned the 
adjoining square 4m below street level. 
(Bruno Zevi regarded this as one of the 
best projects of the time). 

While in France, Niemeyer designed 
furniture, produced by Mobilier 
International, internationally and, in 
solidarity, used in Communist Party 
offices in several countries. Some pieces 
are now collector’s items, such as the 
‘Rio’ long chair. (Brazilian furniture 
design is admired by architects; Norman 
Foster, for one, has Brazilian items in 
his house). 

The owner of Mondadori, (publish-
ers of Domus, which had featured Nie-
meyer’s work from his pioneer days on) 
commissioned him to design the firm’s 
headquarters near Milan.

BACK IN BRAZIL, 1980S 
Oscar moved from his house in the 
Canoas forest, overlooking Rio, to a flat 
on Copacabana beach, his office nearby. 
As convivial as ever, he socialised with 
architects, artists, literati, politicians. 
Comrades from far and wide paid their 
respects – Fidel Castro arrived with 
uniformed bodyguards and Cuban ci-

gars, asserting that Oscar and he were 
“the last true communists left on the 
planet”. (Oscar was president of the 
Brazilian Communist Party, 1992-96). 

 He was awarded the Pritzker Prize 
in 1988, to plaudits in the architectur-
al press. Only after 2000, some critics 
turned sceptical, accusing him of ‘play-
ing to the gallery’.

TWO ART MUSEUMS
Among his late designs is an art mu-
seum (a ‘flying saucer’ in the public 
eye) on a knoll adjoining Niteroi, Rio’s 
neighbour city. Niemeyer points out 
that the building is visited by ‘poor 
people from the Rio favelas’; couples 
come to be married ‘in its shadow’ as 
it were.

In Curituba, he built an art mu-
seum, a colossal concrete-and-glass 
‘eye’ rising from a pool and connected 
bytunnel to the unassuming Niemey-
er-designed art museum of forty years 
earlier.

To some critics, these designs 
are exaggerated and ‘in poor taste’ 
compared to other recent galleries, 
say Siza’s one in Porto Allegre, or da 
Rocha’s brutalist sculpture museum in 
Sao Paulo.

PRESIDENT KUBITSCHEK MEMORIAL, 
BRASILIA
In his book The Edifice Complex, Sudjic 
is snide about this design: ‘a replica 
of Kubitschek’s study, with his books, 
his Eames chair’ and what not; then 
a dark space, displaying ‘a floodlit 
stainless steel catafalque’ followed (in 
daylight) by the 1975 Cadillac in which 
Kubitschek died in an accident.

Some other late Niemeyer projects 
have been slated for being overstated, 
such as the clear glass roof of Brasilia 
cathedral, through which the highland 
cloudscapes could be seen before, now 
obscured by enormous, and gaudy, 
abstractions painted(?) on the glass. 

END NOTES
1 Niemeyer, Oscar. The Curves of Time: the Memoirs 
of Oscar Niemeyer. 2000.
Translated from Portuguese by Izabel Murat. 
Burbridge, Phaidon Press, London.

OSCAR NIEMEYER 360° Text by Oscar 
Niemeyer, photographs by Luiz Claudio Lacerda 
e Rogério Randolph.

AN AMUSING ANECDOTE
From his memoirs: With friends at Milan station, 
one Saturday morning, the trains to Paris were 
packed. At a car rental agency, they were told that 
casual clients are allowed cars only for weekends. 
They took one (an Alfa Romeo, Oscar states), 
drove along the Côte d’Azur, took a ferry for 
Morocco, arriving in Paris three weeks later. At 
the rental agency, they were told that the car had 
been reported stolen; the insurance company 
had paid, so the rental company had not suffered 
a loss. The clerk suggested they’d better leave 
while the going was good, which they did.

2221 23

19-20 Niteroi 
21  Ibirapuera Auditorium, Sao Paolo (ElmoS)
22  Curitiba Art Museum
23  Niemeyer house (ElmoS)

THE SERPENTINE GALLERY, HYDE 
PARK
Since 2000, a prominent architect, who 
had not built in the United Kingdom 
before, is invited annually to design a 
gallery in Hyde Park. It is demolished 
after twelve months, replaced 
by another. This assignment put 
Niemeyer’s work ‘on stage’ as it were, 
with that of other eminent architects. 
Looking at photos, his pavilion (2003) 
held its own among designs by such 
luminaries as Toyo Ito (2002), Siza 
(2005), Zumthor (2011), Herzog & de 
Meuron (2012).

Whatever views architectural critics 
hold about Niemeyer’s designs, he would 
have valued the appreciation by ‘ordinary 
people’ more. There are nineteen 
references to Niemeyer buildings, early 
and recent, in the guidebook Eyewitness 
Travel, Brazil (2012).
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SUSPENDED WALL DETAIL 
– WESTCLIFF PAVILION, JOHANNESBURG
ARCHITECTS: GASS ARCHITECTURE STUDIOS
PHOTOS: BERNARD VILJOEN
BY MIKE LOUW

THIS PAVILION, strongly reminiscent 
of Mies van der Rohe’s Barcelona 
Pavilion of 1929, is perched high up on 
Westcliff Ridge with spectacular views of 
Johannesburg on one side and an intimate 
link with its natural environment on the 
other. The two-bedroomed dwelling was 
conceived as a lightweight steel structure 
because of access difficulties to the 

property, a fairly steep slope, and in order 
to have minimal impact on the site itself.

One of the building’s most striking 
features is the suspended natural stone 
wall. There is a well-established histor-
ic precedent in Westcliff for using local 
stone and it has been used by a number 
of architects in the area, including Sir 
Herbert Baker. GASS Architecture Stu-

dios decided to explore the mediation of 
a traditionally heavy and solid element 
with a lightweight floating structure by 
lifting the wall clear off the ground and 
turning it into a suspended enclosure 
panel. The stone was quarried on the 
site itself, so the wall is at the same time 
rooted in its setting and floating clear 
above it.
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THE AMPHITHEATRE STRIKES BACK
BY NIC COETZER

LIKE MUCH OF THE ERA, design 
review pin-up days were violent times 
for students back in the Eighties. Poorly-
made models might be kicked across the 
floor. Drawings could be ripped from the 
wall in a fit of enraged disgust. Inevitably, 
red pens would be unleashed by studio 
masters like light-sabres whooshing their 
way across drawings. Underlined. Scratched 
out. A damning single exclamation mark, as 
if requiring no further explanation. An ‘X’ 
marking the spot of a particularly telling 
cross-circulation problem. Even beautifully 
water-coloured plans and elevations would 
not be spared. The pen dripped red with 
a savage corrective disciplining, a corporal 
punishment bleeding onto the page. You 
never forgot the lessons: it hurt so much it 
made you want to cry.

Sometimes these Jedi Masters would 
pause quietly at the drawing in their 
battle against the forces of architectural 
ignorance – as if finding a great disturbance 
in the Force – and write in careful perfect 
sans-serif script the bold capitalised word 
‘SLOIP’. That single acronym was a 
damning judgement against inefficient 
space-planning: ‘Space Left Over in 
Planning’.

As the science fiction of space, it 
suggested that all space was knowable 
and mappable: one-function/one space. 
In the Form-Follows-Function doctrine, 
architecture was at its best when efficient 
and when space use was clearly defined 
without ambiguity, without being ‘baggy’. 
SLOIP indicated the useless, unplanned, 
ill-defined and inefficient area of a 

design that should be lopped off like 
Luke Skywalker’s arm – and in the 
cauterising, do the damned thing some 
good. And if you suffered from too much 
SLOIP, well, that would = a FAIL! Your 
frozen body cast off into hyper-space 
planning purgatory. 

Those were simpler, but more brutal 
times, before Bernard Tschumi and his 
‘event space’ nonsense. It was clear in the 
Eighties what constituted good student 
design work and what didn’t: accountable, 
functional efficiency. 

But when it came to what happened 
outside of the ‘building’ – the space 
that these days we would happily call 
the ambit of the landscape architect 
– it seemed to be a black hole for the 
studio master, a deep space beyond the 
reaches of their hyperdrive. The outside 
space was a parallel universe – a dark 
matter to the building. The sureties 
of efficiency seemed lost within the 
space of ambiguous use that melted 
seamlessly and unbounded into all the 
other space in the world and the universe 
beyond. Inevitably, cast adrift as we 
were in uncharted territories without 
the guidance of our Jedi Masters, we 
filled this emptiness with clearly defined 
functional outside spaces of a large 
scale, an indisputable and inscrutable 
archetype. In other words, amphitheatres. 

These amphitheatres were more than 
just space fillers aimed at combating 
the return of the SLOIP. They were 
objects to project our desires onto in a 
country beset with violence and injustice 

and apartheid – separateness. If form 
followed function, then logically, function 
could follow form. Amphitheatres spoke 
of the dream of spontaneous coming 
together, of anyone grabbing centre 
stage and finding not only their voice, 
but also an audience for their voice. A 
space of democratic performance, and the 
performance of democracy. We dreamed 
of togetherness, of a soft machine that 
would inextricably, like a giant tractor 
beam, pull all the citizens of the country 
into its functional logic. Amphitheatres 
were a Jedi mind trick, a self-deluding 
conviction in the power of architecture to 
take on power itself. That we could use 
the Force to bend people to our will. 

Our country is dotted with these 
desiring fantasies. To be blunt, they 
probably just chart our inability to work 
effectively as landscape architects. But 
seen from space they could be read as 
pinpoints in our land charting our desires 
for a better world, one beyond the known 
universe of our time. Most, I imagine, are 
unused, their weedy surfaces a different 
way of writing SLOIP across the terrain. 
Their emptiness demands attention – the 
unfulfilled desires for a truly democratic 
engagement of people on the ground, not 
in space. Amphitheatres are largely just 
useless space fillers deployed willy-nilly 
in the guise of fighting SLOIP or bringing 
democracy. 

Suffering for too long at their overuse 
and abuse by architects, we now perhaps 
have evidence at Nkandla that the am-
phitheatre strikes back.

Albert Speers Amphitheatre at Heidelberg (Nic Coetzer)
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HORIZONS

BY MAGDA MINGUZZI

Horizons is a work of the subtraction 
of all items considered unnecessary, to 
grasp the essence of a place, to arrive 
at the absolute form, the primordial 
sign, at simplicity that makes us share 
the same sensations. To subtract means 
measuring with the void (which is not 
the ‘nothing’). The void, which only 
makes sense if seen in relation to the 
full, has a key role to create the ‘right 
distance’, to produce movement, host 
events or elements, to tell of what is 
not there.

German filmmaker Wim Wenders 
writes, ‘When there is too much to see, 
when an image is too full, or when the 
images are too many, you do not see 
anything. From too much, you arrive 
very quickly at nothing … When an 
image is bare, poor, its result can be 

so expressive as to entirely satisfy the 
observer and in this way cross from the 
void to the full.’1

This work was created after my 
arrival in South Africa and is a journey 
of discovery and understanding of this 
new land, where space is not defined 
by vegetation or artificial elements 
‘governed’ by man, as in Europe, but it 
is nature that prevails and affords the 
viewer the opportunity to reach the 
distant.

French novelist George Perec says 
on the subject: ‘When nothing stops 
our gaze, our gaze goes far. But if it 
encounters something, it sees nothing; 
it does not see what it meets; the space 
is what stops the gaze, what makes the 
gaze stumble is the obstacle ... The 
space makes you turn to begin again.’2

In South Africa I have set out to 
‘begin again’, after long distances, 
with simple and sparse elements, with 
distinct and clear shapes. The sinuous 
curve of a mountain, the distant ships 
that measure the horizon, the deserted 
streets that branch out and draw in 
unexpected directions.

Arriving at an entirely unknown 
place immediately triggers off an at-
tempt to define our position in space, 
which means creating a relationship 
between ourselves, included in the 
new context, and that which surrounds 
us. The mind is like a blank page, day 

‘Up to what point can the eye read the absence of a missing � gure? Up to what point can it catch its absence?’ This is 
the question which gave rise to Horizons, a series of works in hand-made paper, exhibited in September at the Alliance 
Française in Port Elizabeth.

UP TO WHAT POINT CAN THE EYE READ THE ABSENCE 
OF THE MISSING FIGURE?

1 Horizons, 2013
2 The rock 1
3 The pool
4 The ‘six pillars’

2

3 4

1
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after day, which, thanks to the process 
of exploration, is slowly filled with 
signs and traces that, over time, be-
come more dense, to build a personal 
geography. It is a mind map consisting 
of elements which begin to be recog-
nisable from signs that become famil-
iar, from the places that make us feel 
‘safe’, the spaces that remind us of 
something. 

But the process of understanding 
a place is something that implies a 
relationship with time, which is having 
memory of a place to reflect on, thanks 
to the experience we’ve gone through. 
In this way, our memory is crowded 
with images linked to places that 
remained unchanged over time. We 
remember a place in the conditions 
and time in which we have lived it.

In my work Horizons I speak about 
the waterfront of Port Elizabeth. This 

is the first place that became part of 
my mental map of understanding an 
unknown place and remained the only 
one for a long time. 

I recall through my work the 
elements found in this coastal strip, 
which are neither land nor the open 
sea. It is a 3km-long stretch of sea 
that runs parallel to the coast and 
includes distinct elements that, when 
put together, create a precise sequence 
which is immediately recognisable 
within the urban heterogeneity: the 
rocks found of different forms and 
in different places that mark the 
beginning and end of the sequence, 
the pool, the ‘six pillars’, the new 
pier. Static characters in their position 
that acquire a dynamism with the 
variation of the sea tides and weather, 
light and point of view. Elements that 
have a personality, an identity, which 

are significant because they have 
something to tell. 

People who have seen this work, 
immediately recognised these elements 
and traced in their memory important 
events related to these places. With my 
work, I brought instantaneously before 
the eyes of the observer, in a sequence 
seven metres long, the story of the sea 
front promenade of Port Elizabeth. 

The result was a strange and vibrant 
short circuit between space and time; 
between the work exhibited and the 
narrated elements located in another 
part of the city; between the time of 
the vision of my work and the time of 
memory.

5 6

7 8

5 The new pier
6 The walk-way
7 The rocks
8 The rock 2
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