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TWO WORLDS – TO 
NARROW THE GAP
We are constantly confronted by the two worlds of our country. Privileged people ful� lling 
their creative needs and material wants; unschooled, poverty-stricken people battling for 
survival.  Corporations rewarding directors with millions; street traders earning a pittance 
for a month’s work. Elegant homes designed by architects working to standards equal 
to anywhere; millions of poorly performing homes in hopelessly serviced environments.  

It is time we brought these worlds closer together. Their joint existence denotes an 
unjust society which condemns the majority to a hard existence of minimum opportunity 
and which, because of its unjustness, is dangerous to everyone. People oppressed by 
poverty in situations of such discrepancies, revolt, often with devastating results. The 
service delivery protests frequently reported in the media are the warning signs of revolt. 

To avoid such an occurrence, there must be substantial change. The palliative 
improvements offered by the major political parties are not enough. We need something 
like Sweden had in the period before and after World War Two – a dynamic social 
democracy. In the 1930s, a standard dwelling for a Swedish worker family was one room 
with a kitchen. This was turned around by measures initiated under the ethos of the 
Folkhemmet, the country as ‘the people’s home’, wherein the state and civil society made 
a real effort to ensure everyone was looked after.  It was backed by powerful institutional 
arrangements: a solid understanding between the trade union movement and the 
employers’ federation, and a vigorous cooperative movement which competed, in food, 
household goods and housing, with the big commercial chains. Improving the living 
conditions of the working class was a core part of the initiative. Many of the best-known 
Swedish architects joined these organisations and played a major role in transforming the 
country.  At the same time, an association was formed of large industrial companies around 
housing for employees. It too generated innovative work by other excellent architects.

A similar ethos prevailed here in the � rst years of the post-apartheid era, based on 
the great experience gained in the collective decision-making during the struggle for 
democracy. It has � zzled out and we have to reignite it. As part of that, we, the architectural 
profession, must begin to play a much more active role in forging a more hopeful future. 
The articles on the Joe Slovo high-density housing project, reblocking and government 
initiatives in upgrading informal settlements are signs of very positive action. But 
scattered pieces of this kind of work and thinking are not enough. The profession, or a 
substantial group of professionals, needs to set up a determined collective programme.

This programme should have a number of components. Firstly, education: we have 
little experience or understanding of an architectural or urban design role in development. 
In the short term, an intensive Continuing Professional Development course should 
be devised for professionals around the country. In the longer term, the schools of 
architecture must offer Master’s programmes in alternative forms of practice. Secondly, 
research: the profession, working with universities, should provide the springboard 
for effective action – from analyses of the current situation to the design of standards 
and models for making � ne cities. Thirdly, implementation: there should be a group 
to assist government, NGO and community initiatives with on-the-ground design and 
implementation, spearheaded by skilled professionals and staffed by a programme of 
post-graduate community service. Lastly, publicity and communication: this will provide 
information, spread ideas and engage as a strong collective voice in the public realm, 
especially with all levels of government. 

There is a small window period in which to operationalise these goals. We must not let 
the moment pass.
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COUNTING DOWN TO UIA 
2014 DURBAN
‘THE 25TH INTERNATIONAL Union 
of Architects’ (UIA) World Congress is the 
single most significant industry happening 
to take place in South Africa in our 
lifetime,’ says Hassan Asmal, president of 
the UIA 2014 organisation committee. ‘If 
you are a practicing professional, you can’t 
afford not to be there.’

Held every three years and proudly 
hosted in 2014 by the South African 
Institue of Architects (SAIA) with 
the support of the SA Council for the 
Architectural Profession (SACAP), the 
KZN Institute of Architects (KZNIA) and 
eThekwini Municipality, the congress will 
take place in Durban from 3 to 7 August. It 
will bring together architects, design and 
built environment professionals, urban 
planners, academics, government officials 
and decision makers to discuss alternative 
strategies for the design and delivery of 
more habitable, functional and beautiful 
human settlements.

As Asmal says, ‘I believe that the congress 
will provide wonderful opportunities for 
architects to interact with colleagues from 
other parts of the world. Given the history 
of our country, UIA 2014 Durban should 
also serve as a catalyst to address historical 
shortcomings in practice as well as place 
making. The theme “OTHERWHERE” 
facilitates this as an enabler of creative 
ideas and interventions in the broadest 
sense.’ 

Delegates will be able to participate 
in keynote sessions, interactive panel 
discussions, debates, exhibitions, film 
screenings, tours, cultural events, social 
and networking activities, international 
student competitions, publications and 
legacy projects.

Speakers from across the globe will 
present ideas and projects in which spatial 
alternatives and irrationalities sit alongside 
efficiencies and solutions, as they explore 
‘architecture OTHERWHERE’ and 

the sub-themes of resilience, values 
and ecology. Some of the guest speakers 
include Susannah Drake (USA), Francis 
Kéré (Burkina Faso), Rahul Mehrotra 
(India), SAIA president Sindile Ngonyama, 
Joe Osae-Addo (Ghana), Gerardo Salinas 
(Mexico), Cameron Sinclair (USA), Wang 
Shu (China) and SA poet Wally Serote.

The delegate registration fee of R4 500 
is valid until 30 April, when it increases to 
R5 500. Students’ registration fee is R750.

In terms of Continuing Professional 
Development points, five credits will be 
allocated for SACAP category one, which 
involves full attendance on all days (3–7 
August 2014).

A host of opportunities are on offer for 
trade and industry to take an active part in 
the Trade Expo at the Durban Exhibition 
Centre.

For more info, visit:
www.uia2014durban.org.

DRAWINGS FROM WITS MASTERS PROJECTS - SEE BOOK REVIEW, PAGE 51

1  Frederik Botha - Perspective
2  Philippa van Ryneveld - Section
3  Lana+Simson - Perspective
4  Tarryn Michael - Perspective
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WE ARE SO FAMILIAR with our 
natural landscape we tend to take for 
granted its variety and its raw uncovered 
magnificence – until we meet foreigners 
gasping at it. How often do South African 
architects pay homage to it, as Wright or 
Neutra did with landscapes in the USA, 
or Geoffrey Bawa in Sri Lanka, or Murcutt 
in Australia? Some of Norman Eaton’s 
works, the Coromandel House by Marco 
Zanuso and Peter Rich’s Mapungubwe 
Interpretation Centre are all designed to 
be in dialogue with the rough Highveld.

These examples all come from the 
organic side of an architectural spectrum: 
of the heart, ordered like natural 
phenomena, blending with the site, 
made of natural materials, hand-made 
and changeable. But of course the other, 
classic side, the architecture of reason, of 
mathematical order, set off as a human-
made phenomenon distinct from nature, 

HOUSE JOHANNESDAL, PNIEL
– ARCHITECTURE IN PLACE
ARCHITECT:  HENRI COMRIE
BY: JULIAN COOKE

stretches out from the building, a long 
pool and broad, werf-like wall.  

Augmenting its presence in a giant 
environment, the building is handled 
with giant scale. The footprint is not 
large, but the ceilings are substantially 
higher than normal, giving the main mass 
a cubic boldness, augmented by lifting it 
onto a high cellar. The mass stands out as 
a white singular form, backed by a lower 
element comprising the entrance, garage 
and workroom spaces. It has a two-storey 
framed portico front overlooking the 
valley. The sides have few punctures, 
but are articulated with slots, recesses 
and other elements, such as the rainwater 
spout, which are at the scale of the 
whole, creating an ambiguity that makes 
it difficult to read the actual size of the 
building. The water tank, the walled pool 
and the grass platform are also all large-
scale elements and reinforce the house’s 

synthetic and complete, this side too can 
be in powerful dialogue with mountains, 
springs and groves of trees. See, for 
example, the exquisite differences in 
Palladio’s Italian villas of Maser, Rotonda 
and Emo.

It is within this latter tradition that 
the Pniel house is conceived. It lies on 
a gentle slope of the valley between the 
massive peaks of Groot Drakenstein and 
Simonsberg in the Western Cape. Like a 
little temple, the house relates to a line 
between the two sets of peaks, locking 
it forever into their power. At the same 
time, by establishing the line, the house 
establishes itself as a central place in this 
huge landscape, giving itself a potency 
far in excess of its size. The general 
organisation of the building hangs onto 
the line of connection, the house itself, 
its entrance, a cut cylinder tank fed by a 
great spout, a ‘tongue’ of tended grass that 

1
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monumental presence.
The line of connection between the 

mountains also generates the structure 
of interior spaces. You approach and 
leave and move along it through the 
house. There is a long transition, a series 
of partially enclosed spaces, between the 
outside and the glazed entrance door, 
which create a sense of anticipation. 
This is realised, on the ground and first 
floors, when you penetrate through to the 
magnificent view through the portico. In 
reverse, upstairs, before you descend down 
to the front door, the roof lifts up to give 
a focused connection with the mountain. 
Downstairs, the processional way comes to 
a climax as you step outside with another 
presentation of the peak.  

In the interior, the tall spaces, with doors 
reaching the full 3.6m ceiling height, create 
an atmosphere of grandeur even though 
the horizontal dimensions are surprisingly 
small – the living spaces are little over 
200m2. The feeling of size is given an 
added dimension by the inclusion of a tall 
shaft of space at the entrance, down which 
brilliant light cascades, reflecting off the 
extra-thick walls and through deep brick 
screens. It has much the same effect as the 

2

3
1  House and landscape
2  Locked into the mountains
3  Long entrance transition 
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clerestory-lit spaces of centralised classical 
buildings – of elevation and moment: a 
vertical connection to the heavens.

In the handling of outside spaces, 
there is not the free connection between 
inside and out which characterises the 
typical South African house. The outside 
living spaces, with a braai and easy chairs, 
are contained on both levels within the 
geometrical whole in the portico. If you 
want to entertain at a larger scale than that, 
and the owners being event organisers, 
at times do, the guests must occupy the 
swathe of tended grass alongside the pool, 

windows are made with large galvanised 
steel sections, unpainted and fixed to 
a timber framework. The structure of 
the portico is of steel stanchions, also 
unpainted and with patched blemishes 
exposed. The general effect is of a 
warehouse or a piece of infrastructure 
or of a ruin that has been inhabited, 
thus leaving the impression of, on the 
one hand, a monumentality, a sense of 
connection with the greater immovable, 
permanent parts of existence and, on 
the other, an acceptance of the changing, 
circumstantial reality.

between the cultivated fields on one side 
and rough woods on the other, and in the 
line of the dramatic mountains.

This is not a highly finished house. It is 
rather the opposite. The walls, apart from 
the timber partitions in the potentially 
variable bedrooms, are simply a white-
painted fair face brick. Ceilings are made 
of off-shutter, unpainted timber boards, 
rough on the ground floor and smooth 
upstairs, showing the whole tectonic 
system, and of riet screens to reduce the 
glare from roof lights. Floors are generally 
polished limestone or timber. The 

4
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4  Space for events
5-6 Tall shaft of space at the entrance
7  Tectonic system
8  Giant scale  
9  Braai space inside the geometric whole
10  Monumentality
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THE PRACTICE OF architecture, 
much as the human mind itself, would 
seem to occupy two domains, that of the 
rational and that of the romantic. The 
fact of the matter is not that there is a 
dualism or dichotomy, but rather that 
these are, in reality, elided worlds. What 
we usually see in the expressed aesthetic 
of a design is the predominance of the 
realm that guides the thinking of the 
designer, and then not appreciate the 
subsumed or disguised influence of its 
counterpart. 

URBAN VERNACULAR
– HOUSE NAJMEH, JOHANNESBURG
ARCHITECT:  MIRA FASSLER KAMSTRA
BY: ROGER C FISHER, EMERITUS PROFESSOR, DEPARTMENT OF ARCHITECTURE, UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA

Crafts tradition also has its legacy, finding 
inspiration in what the common folk do 
for themselves. It is probably also fair 
to say that while for the functionalism 
of the machine aesthetic, the plan is the 
generator, for the experiential qualities 
of the romantic tradition, the section 
guides the design exploration. 

We can explore these tenets in House 
Najmeh. 

The client had started a project on a 
sub-divided property, the new building 
being located tightly in the corner 

Seasoned designers bring a depth 
of experience, empathy and humanity 
to their designs, ever more so when 
designing a home for the private client. 
Johannesburg has had its traditions: the 
rationalism of the Moderns, with Rex 
Martienssen as their prophet, then the 
longer tradition of the romantics – often 
of the Baker School, following the Arts 
and Crafts tradition. The Modern legacy 
persists into the present through the 
neo-modern expressions – chic, shiny, 
precise and minimalist. But the Arts and 

1
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proximate to the road and cheek-by-
jowl to the adjacent neighbouring Cape 
Revival Coach House. As the building 
was being realised, the client became ever 
more uncomfortable with the layout and 
the scale, and so took the design to Mira 
Fassler Kamstra. While the originally-
built rejected structure determined 
some of the layout and structural rhythm, 
much of it was demolished to make way 
for the redesign.

The client had as inspiration the new 
regionalist variants of Australasian house 
architecture as published in a 2004 book 
edited by Geoffrey London, Houses for the 
21st Century (Tuttle Publishing). Besides 
having an intelligent introductory essay 
by himself, it features homes inspired by 
cultures, styles and technologies away 
from the western traditions, although 
one cannot always say without that 
influence. What it does often show are 

other attitudes to spaces and lifestyle – 
perhaps more relaxed, less programmatic 
and even unpredictable. Those 
influences prevail here. 

I take as further pointers for evaluation 
London’s concluding remarks in the 
book’s introductory essay: ‘… the houses 
[featured] demonstrate a response to 
what is known and tangible. There is 
a strong interest in the tactile – the 
presence of materiality rather than 
immateriality. There is a preference for 
substance, rather than the absence that 
characterised so much of the late 20th-
century minimalist architecture.’ 

This seems to be the essence of the 
character of this house. The designer 
shows concern about how things are 
made and where they meet, and how this 
making and meeting of materials gives 
the house substance and defines where 
material starts and space emerges. It is not 

the space-box of hi-tech, but a concern 
with the crafted object, an artefact for 
living in. However, in its space-making 
it borrows from the Modern – the spaces 
interlock three-dimensionally in a series 
of crafted vertical boxes, but rather than 
space-flow, here it is of clearly delineated 
and defined spacial zones, although 
there is still three-dimensional space-
connectedness.

The client has an affinity for 
Mediterranean and Portuguese use 
of colour, particularly their ceramics – 
clearly exploited to give the house a 
warm and vibrant glow, with ceramics 
chosen to create a premeditated ad-
hocism in placing, pattern and colour. 
How materiality expresses texture and 
pattern and where these are applied is 
also part of the design exploration and 
resolution. As London explains: ‘They 
[the houses featured] are deeply rooted 

2

1  View of SE from Ridge Rd
2  View of SW from Ridge Rd
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with their sites and with their location 
and respond directly to the local climate 
and social conventions. They are not 
abstract objects that could be found 
in any city in the world. In the face 
of growing globalisation, it is to their 
specificity that they lay claim.’

The designer has claimed the entire 
site and even brings adjacent buildings 
and extant features into play. So it is a 
site within a site. Although the garden is 
not yet complete, many of the structural 
features are in place and extend and 
tie the house to its landscape, both the 
extant features of the previous property, 
like the old tennis court pergola, and new 
or revived features, such as the fountain 
stream and pond. This has also informed 
the three-dimensional arrangement of 
the surrounds, with a high-raised terraced 

vegetable garden to the rear, something 
still in progress.

The series of parallel low-pitched roofs 
with their deep box gutters and tapered 
captured-gable verges (the last being 
a free space, double-volume verandah 
to the court of the garden) are both 
practical and functional. They all create a 
horizontal visual intrigue, a device which 
ties the edges of the ‘fifth’ elevation – one 
that is often not perceived from below, 
particularly in the Modern aesthetic – 
to the filigree of surrounding trees and 
adjacent buildings. 

Water is collected in tanks, an old 
domestic necessity here fashionably 
resurrected, as is the corrugated iron roof.

The suburb, one of the older and more 
established ones in Johannesburg, with 
its large jacarandas, has a leafy, long-

lived feel. The eclecticism of House 
Najmeh thus fits comfortably, in look 
and feel, with its surrounds, genuflecting 
to the aesthetics of the past, with timber-
trellised railings and exposed eaves, 
while accepting what contemporary 
materials and technologies have to offer, 
such as double-storeyed slide-away 
aluminium doors. While the house finds 
inspirations in ‘borrowed’ precedents, 
these are digested and expressed as 
giving identity to the client as having 
her own ‘vernacular’ – not imposed 
but understood by the designer, who 
interpreted and helped augment the 
client’s identity by living, not in, but 
through the design.

To paraphrase London, in the face 
of growing globalisation, it is to its 
specificity that it lays claim.

3

4
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3  Roofs from Ridge Rd
4  North evelvation from garden
5  View of TV area and study
6  Along tennis court fence and stream
7  View from NE across the pond 
8  View across verandah of study balcony
9  View across LR of gallery
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WEEKEND HIDE-IN, ROSENDAL 
– OBJECT IN THE LANDSCAPE
ARCHITECT: CARMEN DICKENS
TECHNICAL DESIGN, SITE AND PROJECT MANAGING: BERNARD VILJOEN
ENGINEER:  THUSABATHO CONSULTING ENGINEERS
BY:  JAKO OLIVIER

A PRAGMATIST APPROACH was 
employed in the design of Weekend 
Hide-In. Full perception, and not mere 
recognition, of the eastern Free State 
landscape, the town of Rosendal and the 
clients’ way of life were translated into a 
series of responsive acts. 

The landscape surrounding Rosendal 
collects the horizontal expanse of 
farmland and koppies, with the vertical 
surge of the Witteberge, part of the 
Drakensberg Mountains. The town 
is a meeting place for the small local 
community, live-in artists, and weekend 
visitors and residents alike. Typical early 
to mid-20th century dwellings jut from 
the generous spatial layout of Rosendal, 
appearing as objects on a plane. The 
clients’ property initially comprised a 
diminutive single room, gable-roofed 
building that contrasted starkly with 
the expansive open veld surrounding it, 

replicating the horizontal and vertical 
elements of the landscape and town. 
This image spawned the design concept.

The clients asked for a simple, 
low-maintenance home that would 
incorporate as much of the view as 
possible, without detracting from it. 
The design had to ensure privacy and 
simultaneously allow for social gathering 
– closing and opening as their needs 
change. The programme consisted of a 
bedroom, a compact open living space 
and a separate guest room.

True to the design concept, 'object in 
the landscape', the 1960s structure on 
the plot, held as a landmark in the town, 
was to be incorporated into the design. 
Using this humble building as a visual 
departing point, the architect aimed to 
respond to the context and be empathetic 
with the clients’ wishes. By envisioning 
the existing building as an enclosed 

primitive type, the layout introduces a 
second enclosed space, divorced from the 
first by a series of permeable spaces. The 
enclosed spaces read as containers for 
private functions, while the penetrable 
connecting spaces allow more for public 
gatherings, including circulation and 
entrance. Terraces articulate thresholds 
and community between the volumes. 
The fragmented yet close-knit footprint 
replicates the dispersed nature of 
the town and landscape. This design 
approach optimises spatial experience 
on the inside and provides visual 
opportunities towards the landscape.

Massing was kept within the existing 
scale of the town. Central to the project’s 
design was the separation of functions 
volumetrically and allowing views 
to the landscape, which ultimately 
determined the typology. The central 
public volume translated into a light 
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1  Allowing maximum views
2  Cottage in a landscape of farmland and   

 koppies
3-4 Creating enclosure
5  Massing in scale with existing town
6-8 Connecting with the landscape 

 

pavilion type, in essence a typology open 
to its surroundings. The two remaining 
private volumes, as dictated by the 
existing building and necessitated by the 
bedroom function, required an enveloped 
typology; a type orientated inwards. 

Set on a raised platform, the 
transparent pavilion permits the 
living area uninterrupted views to the 
landscape northwards, and the social 
establishments and main road towards 
the south. This top-lit floating box 
locks inwards or opens to the landscape 
through sliding screens that transform 
it into a hermitage and offer security 
essential for a weekend house. Closed, 
the clad southern screen forms a solid 
box with the façade of a similar finish. 
Sliding into the exterior wall, this screen 
reveals the main entrance to the pavilion 
and opens the box. When opened, 
the northern screen extends past the 

pavilion, altering the façade. This porous 
screen creates an irregular play of shadow 
in the interior – referencing, by design, 
natural occurrences. A second layer of 
glazed sliding doors line the northern 
perimeter, allowing the living spaces to 
open out onto the terrace, unifying inside 
and out. 

The clients’ bedroom, accommodated 
in the original structure and articulately 
linked to the pavilion by means of a 
glazed void, is kept distinct. The guest 
bedroom, with a separate entrance, is 
housed in the new second enveloping 
structure. This building, while in visual 
agreement with the public pavilion, is 
detached from it. 

As solids, the two envelope types were 
consciously punctured for specific views 
or as prescribed by purpose and furniture 
layout. Although spatially analogous, 
the bedrooms are morphologically 

differentiated. The original building 
was restored and maintained to emulate 
hierarchy, permanence and to contrast 
with the new additions. Instilling 
ephemerality, the guest bedroom, as is the 
case with the main pavilion, is alienated 
intentionally by the choice of an elevated, 
lightweight steel construction, materials 
and colour. However, fixed mesh screens 
were employed around, but detached 
from the guest bedroom structure to 
render it visually submissive. 

As an object, Weekend Hide-In 
consciously attempts to set itself apart 
from the urban fabric, while being in 
dialogue with it, as well as reflecting 
the rhythmic lines of the landscape and 
everyday life experiences. 

Weekend Hide-In was one of the winners 
of the Free State Institute of Architects' 2013 
Award for Architecture.

N

RosendalMautse

2

Houses.indd   21 2014/04/24   10:19 AM



2 2  A R C H I T E CT U R E  SA  |  I S S U E  6 6

3

4

5

6

7

8

Houses.indd   22 2014/04/24   10:20 AM



Approved by the building authorities.
Endorsed by the environment.

www.swartland.co.za

Our new pre-sealed, pre-glazed Ready-2-Fit range will not only provide a compliant 
fenestration solution, it’ll help you sleep better. Wood is a natural insulator and one of the 

most environmentally friendly and carbon-conscious building materials available.

For even greater peace of mind, we’re constantly testing our Ready-2-Fit range to ensure 
SANS compliance. We’re able to provide you with the simulated U-values and mechanical 

properties on most of our popular ranges, to ensure your plans get approved and that your 
client gets the reliability and tested performance you’ve come to expect from Swartland.

For more information, visit www.ready2fit.co.za, or visit your nearest Swartland stockist

PRE-SEALED, PRE-GLAZED
PRE-SEALED, PRE-GLAZED
PRE-SEALED, PRE-GLAZED
PRE-SEALED, PRE-GLAZED
PRE-SEALED, PRE-GLAZED
PRE-SEALED, PRE-GLAZED
PRE-SEALED, PRE-GLAZED

22Ready Fit
Ready Fit

RANGE FOR INSTALLERS
RANGE FOR INSTALLERS

Untitled-1   1 2014/03/27   5:03 PM



When it comes to choosing fl exibility,
strength, beauty and quality...

It has to be stainless steel

DW
FC

OL
L 
SA

S5
17
86
4

The ‘cross and balls’ quality promise is backed by the Southern Africa Stainless Steel Development Association (Sassda), 
who are developing the industry through the technical advice, training and regulation that they provide to both its members and the public.

®

Questions? Email ask@sassda.co.za

Stainless steel comes with a promise.  A promise that you’ve chosen 

quality that you can trust. Choosing stainless steel for architecture, 

building and construction means choosing the long-lasting, robust 

material that brings your project to life. It is visually appealing, with 

high corrosion resistance, easily maintained and offers cost effective 

solutions. 

South African manufacturers of stainless steel products for the 

architecture and interior design industries have a long-standing 

reputation for supplying world-class quality goods, as well as providing 

a high level of after sales service. Go to www.sassda.co.za or phone 

Sassda on +27 11 883 0119 for more details on South African stainless 

steel manufacturers.

®

Visit  www.sassda.co.za for more information. Tel +27 11 883 0119
Terms and Conditions apply 1964 - 2014

®

Untitled-1   1 2014/03/27   5:05 PM



Cemcrete is one of the leading manufacturers of cement-based decora� ve 
coa� ngs. With an extensive product range that includes wall coa� ngs, 
 oor coa� ngs and swimming pool coa� ngs, Cemcrete also off ers an elite 
range of building materials to aid during the construc� on process. 

Connect with us...

Manufacturers of beautiful 
cement-based decorative finishes

www.cemcrete.co.za
info@cemcrete.co.za       0860CEMCRETE

Untitled-2   1 2014/03/31   5:09 PM



2 6  A R C H I T E CT U R E  SA  |  I S S U E  6 6

UPGRADING, NOT ERADICATING, 
INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS 
– LISTENING TO STEVE TOPHAM
BY:  JULIAN COOKE

DESPITE THE CONSTRUCTION 
of about two million houses in the past 
two decades, it is plain that the current 
mode of housing ‘delivery’ in South 
Africa is inadequate. It hits you in the 
face when you see the rapid accretion 
of informal settlements on the outskirts 
of whichever town or city you are in, 
from Brandvlei to Johannesburg – and 
in the almost daily reporting of service 
delivery protests in the media. In theory, 
the government moved a number of 
years ago towards accepting that the 
upgrading of informal settlements has 
to be a central part of handling the 
problem. The Breaking New Ground 
policy and the renaming of the ministry 
responsible to Human Settlements are 
evidence of that. However, there is very 
little sign of anything being done. The 
impression is that no one really takes it 
seriously, that the idea of 'eradicating 
shacks' still drives thinking and that 
the attraction of using housing provision 
politically for patronage is still too 
strong.

In light of this, it was a wonderful 
experience to attend the workshop 
organised by the Border Kei Institute 
for Architecture (BKIA) last year, which 
senior official Steve Topham addressed. 
Topham is the coordinator of the 

Department of Human Settlements' 
National Upgrade Support Programme 
(NUSP). These are notes from his talk, 
followed by comment.

OUTLINING THE PROBLEM
Topham began with some elucidating 
statistics:

• Between 1994 and 2012, the number 
of households needing adequate 
shelter in cities rose from 1.5 to 2.3 
million. 

• Despite billions of rands in 
government spending on housing, 
informal settlements grew from 300 
in 1994 to 1 066 in 2001, to 2 628 in 
2013.  

• There are an average of 10 shack fires 
per day countrywide, many of them 
devastating hundreds of homes. 

• Disease-related mortality in informal 
areas is 10 times higher than in formal 
housing.

• There is 40% unemployment in 
informal settlements.

As if this reality is not problematic 
enough, it is worsened by the means 
that have been used to handle it. A 
shift has occurred in recent years from 
housing as a human process to an 
administrative one. In the early days 
of post-apartheid, the various levels of 

government worked with communities 
in the housing process. Now the focus 
is almost exclusively on the product 
and the disadvantaged, increasingly 
marginalised, have developed the 
characteristics of an underclass. There 
is a real danger of the state becoming 
the enemy. This is manifest in the large 
increase of service delivery protests, 
from 10 in 2004 to 113 in 2012.

In 2005, Rodney Harber wrote a very 
sceptical article about the then new Breaking 
New Ground policy (Architecture SA, Nov/
Dec 2005), and his scepticism was well 
founded, with so little coming to fruition. 
It seems curious that with the constant, 
costly disruption of service delivery 
protests, the government has not activated 
this policy on a larger scale. Housing as 
a people’s process is such an obvious way 
of building in services and improving the 
day-to-day living environment and also 
generating work, developing real skills, 
stimulating local economies, creating a 
climate of hopefulness, engendering a sense 
of community and ownership, and generally 
empowering people to create sustainable 
livelihoods. A cynic would say that it hasn’t 
happened because the government wants to 
maintain current power relations or wants 
to use housing as a bait for catching votes.

FROM ERADICATION TO INCREMENTAL 
UPGRADING
When these issues were presented 
in 2010 in meetings of all the state 
departments involved, there was no 
disagreement about the problems or 
about the need for innovation and 
flexibility. Out of the discussions 
emerged a determination to engage with 
informality and, over the following three 
years, there was a concerted movement 
by government departments to do so.

Following this resolution, an 
agreement was reached to make sure 
that 400 000 households in well-located 
municipalities receive basic services by 
2014. In addition, integrated upgrading 
programmes were to be undertaken 
in 45 municipalities and an expanded 
programme of upgrading was to be 

NUSP supports the upgrading of settlements previously earmarked for eradication.
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incorporated as part of the National 
Development Plan.

The change from the idea of 
eradication to incremental upgrading is 
a daunting one for a number of reasons. 
So many officials are accustomed to 
the view that everything about the 
informal dwelling is negative and to the 
idea of housing as a delivery process, 
symbolised in the handing over of keys 
for completed units to beneficiaries. All 
the procedures that have been devised 
relate to the delivery paradigm. They 
constitute a manageable administrative 
process which must now be ejected in 
favour of something far messier and 
more difficult to handle centrally, a 
participatory approach which is not easy 
to pin down and for which officials have 
had no training.

However, these principles are now 
solidly built into the housing code. 
For example, there are structures for 
effectuating in-situ upgrading, tenure 
in informal settlements is now formally 
recognised and affordable basic services 
are being provided. The NUSP has 
placed a major emphasis on community 
empowerment, the promotion of social 
and economic integration, and the 
development of social capital.

It is ironic, not tragic, that we are only now 
beginning to face up to learning how to do 
participatory planning. Under apartheid, 
it was vigorously resisted by the regime, 
who by definition would not have wanted 
anything to do with empowering black 
people and who used housing provision to 
control where they lived. After the freedom 
struggle had shown so powerfully how to 
organise ordinary citizens to take control 
of their destiny, it seemed so easy to take 
that spirit of mobilisation into doing, 
in a different way, what Sweden did in 
the 1940s and 50s – make the country its 
people’s home. If that had happened, by now 
we would have a public service really clued 
up in the business of participatory housing, 
as there must be in much of South and 
Central America, the Indian sub-continent 
and parts of Africa. This said, it is a great 
step forward that these ideas are finally 
taking hold.

NUSP OBJECTIVES
The NUSP was designed to support 
the Department of Human Settlements 
in the implementation of these ideas, 
concretised in the Upgrading Informal 
Settlements Programme (UISP). Its 
objectives are to promote incremental 
upgrading as a major complementary 
housing programme to the formal one 

already in place and to support the 
delivery agreement target to improve 
basic infrastructure services and land 
tenure for 400 000 households. It 
also aims to train practitioners and 
community members to ensure that 
information is efficiently disseminated 
and knowledge gained in the process 
is effectively recorded to be used for 
monitoring and evaluation purposes. 
For these essential functions, a budget 
of R300 million has been allocated. 

NUSP ACTIVITIES
NUSP is now active in 39 municipalities. 
It is busy producing policy strategies and 
programmes in 23 of them and is making 
detailed settlement development 
frameworks in 16, including socio-
economic data and geotechnical 
information. It is supportive of efforts 
to find sustainable livelihoods and build 
social capital within communities and 
to plan, schedule and budget for the 
introduction of services and support 
programmes.

This activity is extremely encouraging 
and a sense of the programme’s thoroughness 
and expertise may be gained from the NUSP 
website. One component to which Steve 
Topham alluded is the impressive resource 
kit which it has developed. This sets out 
all the principles of its operation, so that 
anyone involved in in-situ upgrading has a 
clear framework to refer to.

CHALLENGES 
The NUSP faces several challenges. The 
first is the mindset of people involved 
in housing. At every government level, 
in the private sector of suppliers and 
contractors and among the people 
themselves, there is very little sympathy 
for the process of upgrading informal 
settlements. The eradication mindset 
is difficult to eradicate. Secondly, South 
Africa is very weak on participatory 
planning. The experience is limited, 
as well as the understanding of what 
is necessary. Thirdly, there is a need 
to integrate social and technical issues 
in programmes of upgrading and that 
means a distinctly multi-disciplinary 
approach. Lastly, it is essential to 
capacitate officials and practitioners 
alike in a new approach, different from 
traditional procurement processes.

Anyone involved in the housing industry 
will agree that a major stumbling block to 
developing new ideas has been the mindset 
of officials governed by old norms. Whether 
you want to change an erf size, a road 
width or a set-back from the norm, let alone 

double the normal density, it is likely to 
cause endless resistance and delays. It is not 
only short-sighted officialdom that has been 
the problem, but also the vested interests of 
powerful construction companies, who have 
worked to maintain the status quo, in which 
most of the money generated by housing 
projects goes out of the communities they 
serve. Thus a concerted effort to re-educate 
everyone involved with making decisions in 
the housing process must be in the country’s 
best interests.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR ARCHITECTS AND 
URBAN DESIGNERS
There are a number of implications of 
this initiative for architects and urban 
designers. The first is to become involved 
and to be prepared to engage in local-
level partnerships, with practices such as 
enumeration and reblocking exercises, 
in order to achieve local solutions. 
Added to this is the issue of standards. 
Standards which are too demanding 
make much upgrading impossibly 
expensive to achieve. Those which are 
too low reduce the effectiveness of the 
upgrade and the acceptability of living 
standards. The architectural and urban 
design profession can help to achieve 
a balance and flexibility of standards 
on issues such as service levels, stand 
sizes and road widths.  Thirdly, in-situ 
upgrading projects such as those the 
NUSP is involved with, are essentially 
team efforts, with leadership, of 
necessity, shifting from one discipline 
and one stakeholder to another. It is 
essentially a multi-disciplinary approach 
and design professionals will have to 
become accustomed to that. Fourthly, 
it is very important that architects 
and urban designers develop ideas for 
community housing that is a viable 
alternative to RDP – workable, without 
gimmicks, deliverable at scale and 
within the subsidy.

As the Nov/Dec issue of Architecture SA 
showed, there are a few architects and urban 
designers who are already involved in these 
kinds of projects and in multi-disciplinary 
practice. It also showed that architectural 
schools were beginning to introduce courses 
which engage with this area of design. 
(An outstanding project conducted at the 
University of Johannesburg was presented 
at the BKIA workshop by Thorsten Deckler.) 
However, if one takes a hard look at the 
scale of the housing problem and at the 
importance of its being handled positively 
for South Africa's stability and prosperity, 
one must ask the question of whether enough 
is being done.
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REBLOCKING – AN EXERCISE IN 
COMMUNITY PLANNING 
BY:  OLWETHU JACK

BACKGROUND
AS A DESIGNER working for the 
Community Organisation Resource 
Centre (CORC), it is a fulfilling experience 
to be part of a community-planning 
exercise and use an architectural design 
background to help realise community 
requirements for better living conditions. 
Reblocking is the spatial reconfiguration 
of shacks in informal settlements to allow 
for more open spaces. It is a community-
led initiative that happens in situ.

The first part of the process involves 
developing an understanding of 
community needs through a number of 
meetings and articulating them on paper 
with design proposals that can be easily 
understood. The core of the process is to 
draw out local residents’ vision of their 
settlement. After discussing their vision, 
we assist in making it a reality. Normally, 
this is done through using scale 3D models, 
which help residents, unaccustomed 
to reading two-dimensional plans, to 
understand the context better. The most 
important feature of the process is that the 
models are built together with community 
members, which is an excellent exercise 
for learning about terminology, scale 
and space. Model building also helps to 
eliminate the language barrier. 

The participatory principle penetrates 
the entire process. For a project to be 
successful, there is a need, for example, for 
a mapping team, consisting of community 
members, which is responsible for the 
mapping of existing structures onto a 
plan or aerial photograph. This team 
also assists in counting the number of 
dwellings, numbering them for easy 
identification and measuring them.  The 
other important team is involved with 
design. Its members need to have an 
understanding of space, the ability to 
visualise and to think in scale. It is not 
always easy to identify such skills, but 
during the community meetings, we 
take note of residents who seem to be 
genuinely interested and try to identify 
those who are good with space and design 
through the questions they ask and the 
involvement they offer. 

An important issue is ownership. 
Experience in working with communities 

often exposes the difficulty people have 
in accepting projects and the designs 
chosen for their housing. When they have 
housing or facilities simply delivered to 
them without their involvement, they 
don’t identify with the project and don’t 
readily defend it. Weak participation 
results in a lack of ownership and that 
commonly leads to vandalism.

On the other hand, the process of 
designing with communities, through 
acknowledging their capacity to come up 
with their own solutions, evokes a strong 
sense of ownership. That stimulates the 
will to protect their homes from misuse 
or vandalism. We often discover that 
communities have already thought out 
solutions to environmental problems. 
However, because they lack confidence in 
the face of ‘experts’, they value outsiders’ 
views more than their own and do not 
see that their solutions are as good as any. 
They need encouragement to recognise 
their own capabilities in solving issues. 
Community savings are also an important 
factor in developing a sense of ownership 
and pride. Most people feel affirmed 
when they play a role in improving their 
dwellings with their own resources – 
financial, as well as skills and know-how.

Local acumen is often invaluable 
in gaining an accurate understanding 
of residents' issues. There was a good 
example of this in a settlement called 
Europe in Cape Town's Gugulethu, 
where a section of the community 

constantly complained about flooding, 
the cause of which was very difficult to 
understand. After several discussions with 
the community, someone volunteered the 
idea that it might have been due to the 
fact that every time it rained, the city 
council filled the roads with soil to deal 
with potholes. This resulted in their 
shacks being left at a lower level than the 
road, hence the flooding.

The data collected normally includes 
detailed information about the number 
of occupants per household, the rate of 
employment and the household income. 
It provides an in-depth understanding 
of the community and its spatial 
environment – essential in enabling them 
to play a role in defining priorities and 
designing an effective upgrade scheme. 
Added to this, through their participation 
in data collection during the enumeration 
and profiling process, they learn a lot 
about developmental issues which helps 
to sustain the upgrading process.

CASE STUDY
A good example which showcases the 
results of an organised community is 
the reblocking project in Mtshini Wam, 
a settlement of roughly 200 households 
located in the greater Joe Slovo Park area 
of Milnerton, Cape Town. This was a 
joint initiative of the City of Cape Town, 
CORC and the Informal Settlement 
Network (ISN). Here the mapping and 
design teams were involved from the start 

1

Reblocking.indd   28 2014/04/23   4:22 PM



IN
FO

RM
AL

 S
ET

TL
EM

EN
T 

UP
GR

AD
ES

 |  
M

AR
CH

/A
PR

IL
 2

01
4

 2 9

of the project through to implementation 
and construction, and provided the 
leadership for the whole project. Their 
close involvement from the beginning 
evoked firm feelings of ownership and 
empowerment. It also put pressure on 
community members to deliver good-
quality products for themselves. 

After an enumeration process conducted 
by the community, CORC presented the 
issues. We then held a studio with the 
community, demonstrating what kind of 
opportunities reblocking would bring. 
The studio assisted the residents in 
understanding how they could solve the 
serious density issues they faced. The 
lack of space and very high intensity of 
occupation had previously been the City 
of Cape Town's excuse for not providing 
services to the community. 

The people who were present 
and active in the community studio 
volunteered to form design and mapping 
teams. These teams were strengthened 
by people from other informal settlements 
where reblocking had not taken place. 
In other words, groups which might 
want to do reblocking in the future were 
capacitated to do so. The settlement was 
mapped and measured to ascertain, as 
exactly as possible, the dimensions and 
number of dwellings in the community. 
Simultaneously, the design team was 
busy building a model of the settlement. 
During this time, residents from outside 
communities were invited to sleep over at 
Mtshini Wam to enable them to gain an 
overview of the settlement and to identify 
with the community. The benefit of this 
emerged when, during the site analysis, 
they were able to see things which were 
normal to community members and 
which they did not see.

We used a scale of 1:200 in building a 
model. Representing the existing situation 
to scale assisted all team members to 
understand scale. After cutting out the 

pieces, they were numbered and labelled 
with their sizes. They were then arranged 
in their current positions on site. The 
design team began by looking at the 
amount of space available and the total 
number of dwellings. They then looked 
at how they could use the available space 
to create a system of private, semi-private 
and public spaces, while creating proper 
access to and within the settlement.  

The mainly corrugated iron houses 
were then grouped in clusters around 
courtyards. This was to provide space 
for children to play within sight of their 
parents and to provide protected space 
for gardening and clothes lines. The 
residents made the decision that the 
services, toilets and washrooms should 
be put in the cluster in a situation where 
they could have control over who would 
use the facilities. 

The density of the existing settlement 
was such that no reasonable vehicular 
access could be gained into it. Thus 
we agreed it was essential to have a 
main access road which would allow 
for emergency services to reach all the 
clusters. Additionally, residents wanted to 
have access to the settlement limited in 
order to improve security by ensuring that 
non-community members could not enter 
the settlement without being seen.
When it came to implementation, 
the community leaders, with ISN 
coordinators, identified clusters based 
on the design. They facilitated a process 
in which each cluster nominated two 
leaders. Their duty was to administer 
the cluster’s contributions for shelter 
upgrading. When we were ready to start 
the project, a general meeting was called 
to get volunteers to form a working team. 
Forty people volunteered and formed a 
demolishing team, a cleaning team, an 
earthworks team and a building team.
The City of Cape Town, CORC, ISN 
and community leaders set up a working 

programme. All the manpower came from 
the community, while the City of Cape 
Town organised a contractor to provide 
sand, stone and a compacting machine. 
The moving of dwellings happened in 
clusters. The residents of a cluster of 
about eight families were notified that 
their homes were to be demolished the 
following day so that they could organise 
where they would move and store their 
furniture. It was a three-day process. 
On Day 1, the teams demolished and 
cleaned up. The foundations were laid 
and compacted. On Day 2, the shacks 
were rebuilt – people mended them, cut 
out windows and fixed roofs. On Day 3, 
they reoccupied the shacks. 

BENEFITS
The benefits of the reblocking exercise 
were considerable. Initially, a number 
of people were very hesitant, but by the 
time their turn came for shifting their 
cluster, they quickly cooperated. After 
the event, people seemed to be happy 
with the change to their home and with 
the general improvement of the area. The 
tenure of individuals over particular pieces 
of land is now much more secure than in 
the previous arrangement. The opening 
of roads has ensured proper access 
by fire and other emergency vehicles. 
The reorganisation, planned with care 
around ground levels and drainage, 
has considerably reduced the danger 
of flooding. The levels of basic service 
provision have improved substantially. 
The whole process of involvement 
and cooperation has built community 
interaction and empowerment. This, 
together with a more effective spatial 
arrangement with improved surveillance, 
has reduced the incidence of crime.

1  Initial design stage
2  Complete model
3  Before and after

2 3
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JOE SLOVO PHASE 3, CAPE TOWN 
ARCHITECTS: JSA ARCHITECTS & URBAN DESIGNERS
PROJECT TEAM: JAC SNYMAN, HERMAN POTGIETER, HENNIE MOLLER, TUNDE DEMJAN, MORNE DAMON
STRUCTURAL ENGINEERS: POWER CONSTRUCTION
CONTRACTOR: POWER CONSTRUCTION
CIVIL ENGINEERS:  GIBB
BY:  JULIAN COOKE

THE JOE SLOVO settlement is situated 
along the N2 highway in Langa, 10km 
east of Cape Town's CBD, on city-owned 
land. The site was previously occupied 
by unserviced informal dwellings.

In 2005, JSA Architects and Urban 
Designers carried out Joe Slovo Phase 
1 as part of the N2 Gateway process. It 
comprised of 705 rental units, ranging 
in size from 30m2 to 48m2. Phase 2 
borders Phase 1 and consists of 567 
bonded homes. Phase 3A, B and C, 
described here, is the last part of this 
project and will see the construction of 
approximately 2 886 subsidised units on 
the remainding 27 hectares of land.
JSA Architects and Urban Designers 
have been working for a long time on 
low-cost housing. Their gap-market 
housing projects in Royal Maitland, 
social housing in the N2 Gateway and 
subsidised homes in Hanover Park and 
Morgen’s Village, mainly of double-
storey semis, constitute an important 

contribution to the field of higher density 
residential areas in the Western Cape 
and also in the whole country. Each 
shows promising ideas which the firm 
has been working to realise, but which 
have been compromised, in part, by 
reluctant officials and developers. Now, 
with their largest project of almost 3 000 
units in Joe Slovo, the ideas have at last 
come to fruition all together. As a result, 
the project demonstrates decisively an 
alternative to the standard RDP solution.   

A number of advantages are 
immediately apparent.

DENSITY
The unit designs are resolved in clusters 
of 12 to 18 double-storey 42m2 attached 
units, arranged around courtyards or 
communal backyards. The individual 
residential units are built on a footprint 
of about 22m2, with each resident owning 
a proportional share of the communal 
backyard. Each unit comprises a living 

room, bathroom and kitchen area on 
ground-floor level and two bedrooms 
on the first floor. Direct access to the 
courtyard is through the back door.

The arrangement achieves a density of 
144 dwelling units per hectare, at least 
three times the density for a typical RDP 
scheme. The effect is tangible when you 
visit the place. Three times as many 
people are accommodated here, close to 
the city with all it has to offer, and close 
to places of work. Of every 100 people, 
66 are saved the waste of time, tedium 
and cost of daily travel to work they 
would have had to suffer if a house-on-a-
plot design had been adopted. There are 
enough people at this density to generate 
schools, clinics, shops and every form 
of public facility close enough to reach 
easily on foot. For every 144 families, the 
city saves two hectares of land. In Cape 
Town, according to recent statistics, 
there are approximately 375 000 families 
living in 'inadequate shelters'.

1
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QUALITY OF LIVING ENVIRONMENT
Instead of the featureless non-place of 
the standard RDP environment, with 
its endless sameness of scruffy streets 
and unpaved pavements, this piece of 
city is distinctive and is made up of a 
range of different urban spaces. There 
is a hierarchy of streets and pedestrian 
walkways that link public open spaces 
and courts, forming a spatially connected 
environment. Squares with large trees, 
spaces for informal sport and toddlers to 
play, meetings and events, markets and 
festivals, punctuate the dense fabric.

Routes of various sizes penetrate, 
making a very permeable environment. 
There are narrow, sociable streets only 
a few metres wide, alleyways, paved 
backyard spaces, broader main streets. 
The network is entirely orientated to 
pedestrians, and yet cars can move right 
through into the safety of the backyard 
spaces. They do so without endangering 
anyone on foot because it is impossible 

to drive fast in such a tight environment.
The ground plane, rather than being 
split by kerbs into domains for cars and 
people, is made as a continuous surface, 
paved with interlocking concrete blocks 
and drained down the middle. The 
impact of this simple feature is huge: the 
entire public domain feels as if it belongs 
to the people who live there. You feel as 
if you can sit or lie on it, play on it, set 
out your goods on it, wheel your pram 
on it, play soccer or any children's ball 
games on it, place your basket of wet 
clothes on it. There is a clear articulation 
of relative privacy. Houses face the street 
and connect with it via small low-walled 
stoeps. Backyards are shared by groups 
of neighbours and are easy to close off 
from public spaces. 

SAFETY
All the public spaces, streets, alleys and 
squares are overlooked by the windows 
and stoeps of the houses. Thus any act of 

theft or violence would have numerous 
witnesses. As if to celebrate this, on 
wash days there are lines strung across 
many of the public spaces, full of private 
clothes.

ARCHITECTURAL QUALITY
An attractive architectural language has 
been devised. The primary elements 
are simple plastered walls with well-
proportioned openings carefully spaced. 
They are varied with slight projections 
and cantilevers which bring a play 
of light and shade onto the surfaces, 
reinforced by colour applied in a limited 
palette. The projecting stoep walls add 
to the visual richness. The roofs are 
monopitch, with neat parapets and wide 
eaves. The eaves are detailed carefully 
with exposed rafters penetrating the top 
of the wall, which is slightly recessed 
and painted a different colour from the 
main wall surface. The result is a quiet 
mixture of simplicity and complexity, 
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which will undoubtedly intensify over 
time as individual home owners make 
their own interventions. 

The devices are not merely an 
aesthetic play. They have significance at 
an urban level. The projections of walls 
are used to emphasise corners and floor 
levels. The stoeps articulate individual 
dwellings. The wide eaves give a sense 
of vertical enclosure to urban spaces in 
much the same way as the buildings are 
adjusted to enclose space horizontally.

FINANCIAL VIABILITY
A most satisfactory outcome of this 
project is that the advantages intimated 
above over the RDP model are achieved 
at no extra cost. The house unit, because 
of its extra bricks, slab and stair (and 
also the non-standard detailing, which 
has produced an incomparably higher 
quality) cost R94 000, compared with 
R72 000 for the detached single-storey 
unit. However, the cost of roads and 

services was far lower: R6 000 per unit, 
compared with R28 000. The main 
saving here was in the reduction of road 
sizes, with the much shorter length of 
serviced plot – 4m compared with 10m – 
also playing an important part.

SUMMARY
Joe Slovo Phase 3 is a serious attempt 
at an appropriate architectural and 
urban response to the demand and 
complexities of affordable higher 
density living on a human scale. The 
newly established urban fabric with 
high-density residential units, upgraded 
network of roads and pedestrian 
corridors, public open spaces and 
opportunities for economic activity, 
serves as an investment tool not only for 
its residents, but also for the economic 
development and growth of Langa and 
its surrounding neighbourhoods. In 
terms of its location, form and scale, this 
newly established urban environment 

provides endless opportunities for 
personalised responses to place-
making.   

The major design challenge was not 
only to make housing opportunities for 
the 2 886 shack dwellers on the site, but 
also to create a sustainable and human-
scaled urban environment within the 
constraints of the subsidy funding. Joe 
Slovo Phase 3 may thus be seen as a 
groundbreaking urban subsidy housing 
project. It challenges the application of 
subsidy housing in South Africa, of a 
small single-storey, free-standing house, 
which has been the norm for 60 years 
since Douglas Calderwood invented the 
51/6 and 51/9 apartheid township houses 
at the National Building Research 
Institute in the 1950s. It is not the only 
possible solution, but it is a distinctive 
one. With its demonstration of the 
multiple advantages of a higher density 
living environment, it challenges the 
whole suburban model of the city.

2

2 3
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1  Sunlight, shade and colour
2  Part of an urban square, with washing and  

 open door
3  Backyards - protected cars
4  Narrow street making a series of partial   

 enclosures
5  Modulated walls, carefully spaced openings  

 and strong eaves
6  Broad street
7  Alleyway - closing at the end 
8  Spaces for people

6

8
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PLACE, POLITICS AND CONSEQUENCE 
– TWO SIGNIFICANT HOUSES BY NORMAN EATON IN THE 
LATE 1930S
BY MARGUERITE PIENAAR

DURING THE YEARS 1937 to 1938, 
the architect Norman Eaton (1902–
1966) designed two houses which are of 
special signifance within debates around 
culture, politics and landscape in South 
Africa. The one was for the artist Anton 
van Wouw (1862–1945) who identified 
with Afrikaner nationalist pursuits 
(Fisher, 1998:124), and the other for the 
then young, prominent Johannesburg 
advocate – later to become a renowned 
South African struggle-activist and 
communist – the Afrikaner Bram Fischer 
(1908–1975) and his wife Molly (1908–
1964). On the one hand, House Van 
Wouw (1937–1938) invoked romantic, 
organic architectural notions integrated 
with the construction of an Afrikaner 
identity. House Fischer (1938), on the 
other hand, was an amalgamation of the 
lineage of his work to date, and also 
exemplified his affinity with the work of 
Frank Lloyd Wright (1867–1959). Along 
with a few other projects, it represents 
a transitional moment in Eaton’s work, 
towards a spatial connectedness with 
the landscape. House Fischer later 
became a public declaration of the 
struggle – a non-racial meeting place 
that was largely unthinkable during 

apartheid. Both Eaton’s Afrikaner 
Nationalist connections and his leftist 
associations are revealed in this paper, 
while also locating the two houses 
within his domestic oeuvre and his 
architectural attitude towards place and 
landscape. 

PLACE AND POLITICS: AFRIKANER 
NATIONALIST IDENTITY
During the early formative years of 
the Afrikaner nation, the search for an 
Afrikaner Nationalist identity found 
expression in various forms, which 
permeated the architectural discipline 
through a search for an ‘appropriate 
language’ for monuments and buildings 
to represent the identity of the then 
young nation (Fisher, 1998:124). Since 
the 1920s, the architect Gerard Moerdyk 
(1890–1958) propagated a place-
specific architecture rooted in African 
soil and inspired by African motif in 
non-satirical acknowledgement of the 
historical references of place1. Together 
with the artist Henk Pierneef (1886–
1957), he advocated an honest domestic 
architectural language appropriate 
to the Transvaal through the use of 
local materials, such as thatch, local 

craftsmanship and response to climate. 
The propagation of an appropriate local 
architectural residential typology, the 
Afrikaansewoonhuis (Afrikaans house), 
was especially disseminated from 1919 
to 1931 through Die Boerevrou, one of 
the first Afrikaans periodicals (Fisher 
& Le Roux, 1989). Consequently, 
Moerdyk propagated the idea of the 
rondawelhuis, purposely inspired by 
African settlement patterns, form-giving 
and materiality, for the residences of his 
clients2.

In the art world, Pierneef’s success 
in developing a distinctive style of 
landscape painting resonated with 
Afrikaner culture and political concerns 
of the time, and together with the 
incorporation of his paintings as ‘book 
covers, Christmas cards and posters’ 
(Beningfield, 2006:43), became iconic 
in Afrikaner culture. Pierneef’s work 
was perceived to be extraordinary in the 
history of landscape painting in South 
Africa ‘because it was believed, he had 
been able to represent the Africanness 
of the land’ (ibid.).

Pierneef had been a mentor and 
friend of Eaton throughout his life3. 
Eaton’s acquaintances also included 

1 House and Studio Van Wouw, Brooklyn,   
Pretoria (1937-38) (Photo: M Pienaar),   
showing Eaton's progression towards a   
'romantic and organic expression'   
(Harrop-Allin, 1975:31).

1
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Pierneef’s godfather, artist Anton van 
Wouw (1862–1945), also a pursuer of an 
Afrikaner Nationalist identity (Fisher, 
1998:124). At the time, writers such as 
Gustav Preller (1875–1943) and Eugène 
Marais (1871–1936) and Belgian writer, 
Maurice Maeterlinck (1862–1949) 
– whose books were all on Eaton’s 
bookshelf (Eaton Collection, ‘Books on 
Book case on 24.1.45’, UP Repository) 
– captured the essence of natural order, 
inherent in the Highveld landscape, 
in their respective disciplines. Most of 
Eaton’s residential work was located in 
Pretoria, a city set in-between natural 
enclosures of repetitive rolling koppies 
and rivers and, at the time of his early 
work, still an open, vast landscape. The 
indigenous vegetation of the city varies 
as considerably as the topography with 
the combined factors of north and south 
ridge faces. Tree portraits and landscape 
became a typifying aspect of local art, 
most importantly that of Pierneef. In the 
article ‘Art and Architecture’ (Fontein, 
Vol.I no1, Winter 1960:15–17), Eaton 
later articulated his interpretation and 
translation of Pierneef’s landscape 
paintings into an architectural 
approach of unity with nature. His 

own architectural pursuit was towards 
a ‘wholeness’, which he had ascribed 
to the work of Pierneef, responding 
to the natural order inherent to place. 
Over time, Eaton’s work increasingly 
responded to the idea of a natural order 
and relationship to landscape. However, 
in Eaton’s development as an architect, 
it was ultimately ‘Africa [that] provided 
the most potent and expressive forms 
of the natural world’ (Morphet in 
Judin, Vladislavić, 1998:148). Akin to 
the unique vision of Africa expressed 
in the work of his lifelong friend, 
artist Alexis Preller (1911–1975), 
Eaton’s empathy for both African and 
indigenous Southern African art and 
architecture was largely the outcome 
of an intimate association constructed 
through his travels4. Africa, however, 
only entered his work during the early 
1940s, following his first travels into the 
continent5.

Place, referring to both the notion 
of land and the sensory experience of 
landscape, is irrevocably connected 
to the politics that was to shape the 
century in South Africa’s history. In the 
context of the post-apartheid era, the 
recurring themes of land, landscape, 

politics and race are continuously 
explored through their representations 
in many different forms: physical sites, 
monuments, events, commemorations, 
museums, literature, political writings, 
art, legislation, and so on (Beningfield, 
2006). Placed centrally in the debate 
aroundplace and politics,Pierneef’s 
work has been variously (re-)politicised 
in recent years6. Through the present 
day lens7, his vision of the landscape 
became substituted for the land itself8. 
David Bunn uses the contemporaneous 
lens to also politicise the work of Eaton 
(Bunn in Judin, Vladislavić, 1998:92 
–117). For him, the unequal exchanges 
between ‘master’ (or ‘elite white’) and 
‘servant’ are, for example, theatricalised 
as a relationship between modernity 
and African tradition in Eaton’s later 
residential work9. Eaton’s observations 
of indigenous architecture, which Bunn 
refers to as being imbued ‘with a strong 
sense of neo-primitivist nostalgia’10 
(Bunn in Judin, Vladislavić, 1998:114), 
became a commentary upon South 
Africa’s ‘European’ way of life which 
Eaton had described ‘as manifested in … 
complex, disharmonious, ostentatious 
and chaotically ugly ensembles’ 

2 The list of books on Eaton's bookshelf dated 
24.1.45. the above extract depicts the collection 
from the 'Left Book Club', which was stored on 
the bottom shelf (From the Eaton Collection, UP 
Repository)

3 An extract from Eaton's will, dated 4.12.1953 
(From the Eaton Collection, UP Repository)

2
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(Harrop-Allin,1975:68). He was anxious 
that local architecture should reference 
the specifics of place – evidenced from 
diary entries11 and indeed, ultimately, 
his architectural endeavours. Eaton did 
not seek a sanitized, romanticised, or 
sterile version of African architecture. 
In his later work, he consciously 
evoked Africa in an attempt to deepen 
the connection with the landscape 
and the continent. Like Pierneef’s 
paintings, Eaton’s residential work 
was a product of a complex genealogy 
that incorporated African, European 
and other antecedents12. It is against 
this background that the following two 
houses are of particular interest, also 
in relation to how his residential work 
ultimately relayed its denouement. 

NORMAN EATON’S HOUSE FOR ANTON 
VAN WOUW (1937–1938)
Eaton’s early domestic work oscillated 
between Cape Dutch influences13, 
Arts and Crafts, and a search for an 
appropriate place-specific architecture, 
while he concurrently started to 
work within the ambit of the Modern 
Movement. Although he had had a 
brief flirtation with Le Corbusier’s use 
of metaphor for the machine age, he 
continuously pursued a regional and 
climatic responsiveness – over time, 
resonating with the organic approach 
of Frank Lloyd Wright. Eaton’s mentor, 
Gordon Leith (1886–1965)14, had 
also agreed with Wright’s belief that 
architecture should not lose its contact 
with the earth and the elemental 
forces of nature, denouncing the purist 
functionalism of the Le Corbusier-
Bauhaus oriented International Style 

(Harrop-Allin, 1975:14). 
Eaton’s design for House Rawlins 

(1937), Pretoria, for example, borrows 
directly from Wright, while Homestead 
Cooper (1937) draws from the aspects 
ascribed to the Afrikaanse woonhuis. 
By stark contrast, Eaton’s regionally 
tempered design for Dr Tosi (1938) is 
unashamedly a Citrohan derivative. 
Each one of the divergent approaches 
reflects an attitude towards the 
landscape. In Eaton’s work, this 
relationship is expressed in the years to 
follow, as a defined outside perimeter 
that increasingly mediated between the 
man-made and natural worlds. Designs 
from his first architectural period (1930–
1940)15 tended to be articulated with 
podium-like brick (or stone) plinths, 
and along with various other features, 
reinforced and heralded verticality in 
composition. His exposure to Italian 
Renaissance classicism was still fresh, 
combined with the ‘new architecture’ 
of the Modern Movement, which 
embodied pavilion-like architectural 
formal devices, often removed from the 
ground plane (Eaton never employed 
piloti to raise his buildings, but the 
plinth and overall verticality of his early 
work suggest an attitude sympathetic 
with the ideas of the Modern 
Movement). Cape Dutch architectural 
influences are, amongst others, about 
the ‘ordering’ of man’s presence in the 
landscape. The formality of the letter-
type plan builds a stronger relationship 
between man-made and nature, the 
symmetrical composition of a Cape 
Dutch facade for example, holds its 
own against the imposing mountainous 
backdrops of the Western Cape. Over 

time, Eaton’s documentation of place 
(site) and his attitude towards place 
became more complex and sympathetic 
toward the landscape, so that in the 
final period of his residential oeuvre, his 
formal responses ‘returned to the earth’. 

Set in Pretoria, a city crafted along 
garden city principles16, the design for 
the house and studio (1937–1938) for 
the artist Anton van Wouw (designed 
at the same time as the three projects 
described above) showed a progression 
towards a ‘romantic and organic 
expression’ (Harrop-Allin, 1975:31–
32). With strong reference to Eaton’s 
interpretations of the Afrikaanse 
Woonhuis, the design draws from 
various sources. In plan-form it is 
reminiscent of the Cape Dutch, yet it is 
less formal, rather hailing Arts and Crafts 
asymmetry and craftsmanship. Instead 
of dominating and commanding space, 
its informality suggests an affinity with 
the landscape. Eaton’s modern House 
Boyes’s (1934) centrifugal arrangement 
is recalled, but more implicit Wrightian 
traces manifest in, for example, 
a stronger horizontal emphasis, 
semicircular repetitions, planter boxes 
and so on. Appropriate response to 
climate, deep recessed verandahs; 
thatched roof and exterior walls of local 
ochre facebrick are ascribed to the so-
called ‘Pretoria Regionalism’ (Fisher, 
1998:125). Built-in seats towards the 
terraced garden allude to growth from 
nature. A balance is struck between 
horizontality and verticality through 
unifying repetition of window and door 
elements, horizontal definition of brick 
coursework and considered vertical 
articulation. Textures, both vertically 

4 House Rawlins, Brooklyn, Pretoria (1937) with 
strong refrences to Wright (From the Eaton 
Collection, UP Repository)

4
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and horizontally, contribute to the warm, 
humane quality of spaces. The house 
is carefully perched atop the highest 
level of the site, where it mediates 
between street (views northwards) 
and terraced garden below (views to 
the south). In scale, form giving and 
articulation of space, he responded to 
the, then, openness of the landscape. 
A sense of place is enhanced through 
defined embracing of outside spaces, 
establishing a clear sense of arrival, of 
vistas onto nature and connectedness 
between inside and outside – between 
the man-made and natural worlds.

EATON AND THE LEFT BOOK CLUB 
Although critical in writing and 
speaking of the post war urban planning 
of the apartheid government, and the 
so-called ‘European’ way of life, Eaton 
was no political activist16. Interestingly, 
he had been a member of the so-called 
Left Book Club17 – a key left-wing 
organisation of the late 1930s and 1940s, 
which had originated in England during 
a period described as being ‘embodied 
in a zestful new culture of the left’ 
(Clingman, 1998:158). In Johannesburg, 
the Left Book Club was also a venue 
for discussion and meeting – there 
was a women’s committee, an artists’ 
group and an architects’ group (ibid.). 
The books distributed through the 
club covered a range of topics; all with 
a left leaning slant, and had distinctive 
red covers. The association with the 
Left Club brings interesting parallels 
between the lives of Eaton and several 
others in the art community, notably 
those of artist Francois Krige (1913–
1994) and his brother, novelist and 

poet, Uys Krige (1910–1987) – a later 
member of the communist Party. When 
Francois Krige returned to South Africa 
from his sojourns in Europe in 1936, he 
joined the artists’ New Group, which 
was founded in 1937, and would have a 
significant impact on the South African 
art scene. Both Walter Battiss (1906–
1982)18 and Alexis Preller, who had also 
then recently studied and travelled in 
Europe, were part of the group who 
exhibited work together during the late 
1930s19.

The connection to Eaton’s next 
client might have been through the 
Krige family in one way or another – or 
perhaps through some connection at 
the Left Book Club. Eaton’s next house 
after designing the house and studio 
for Anton Van Wouw, was for the young, 
prominent Johannesburg advocate, later 
a renowned South African struggle-
activist and communist, the Afrikaner 
Bram Fischer and his wife Molly. 
Francois and Uys Krige were Molly 
Fischer’s (née Krige) second cousins. 
Uys Krige in particular, visited the 
Fischer household regularly20.

Molly’s father had been General 
Smuts’ aide-de-camp during the First 
World War, and her aunt, Isie, was 
married to the General (Haasbroek, 
2011:128). Besides an affinity for leftist 
politics – which might simply have been 
a partaking in the avant-garde culture of 
the left at the time – Eaton had another 
intriguing connection to both Bram and 
Molly. Like them, he also came from 
a prominent Afrikaans family on his 
mother, Maria Brand’s (1866–1939) side. 
She was closely related to John Brand 
(1823–1888), one time president of the 

Free State21 (Eaton, 1966:53, also see 
the Eaton family tree, Eaton Collection, 
UP Repository). Bram Fischer was born 
into the prominent Fischer-family from 
the Free State: he was the son of Percy 
Ulrich Fischer (1876–1957), at the time 
a member of the Bloemfontein Bar 
who later became a much-respected 
Free State judge. Remarkably, Percy 
Fischer was also a member of the Left 
Book Club (Clingman, 1998:34) – even 
though he was a Nationalist.  Historian 
Hannes Haasbroek ascribes it to the 
fact that Percy was a ‘man of the world’ 
– interested in diverse subjects and 
eager to understand them22.

NORMAN EATON’S HOUSE FOR BRAM 
FISCHER (1938)
Set in the leafy suburb of Oaklands, 
Johannesburg, the design of the Fischer 
house commenced during 1938, and 
was on site by March the following 
year. Unlike Pretoria, its parsimonious 
counterpart, Johannesburg was home to 
an immigrant population driven by the 
acquisition of material wealth, which 
was reflected in opulent homes in its 
leafy suburbs.

The pursuit of land was for its 
investment potential or mineral 
reserves. Land as ‘home’ was not a 
consideration as it was with the urban 
Afrikaner who still hankered after a 
sedentary rural family seat (Fisher et al, 
1998:125). 

Johannesburg was also home to 
the intellectualised architecture 
of the Witwatersrand School23, 
fundamentally built on the classicism 
of the International Style, which 
sought the 'dramatic confrontation of 

5 Homestead Cooper, on a farm near Rosslyn, Pretoria (1937) (From the Eaton Collection, UP Repository) 
draws from Eaton's references to Cape dutch inheritance, Leith, Moerdyk and the latter's advocacyfor an 
Afrikaans woonhuise.

7

5 6 The design of House Tosi, Westend, Pretoria 
(1938) (From the Eaton Collection, UP 
Reposittory), was suggestive of Le Corbusier's 
'Maison Citrohan' project (1920). Where Le 
Corbusier had projected his double-height 
living room space for the first time in the latter 
project (Frampton, 1980; 1992; 153), Eaton 
had expressed a vertical full-length window  
responding to living space for the first time in 
1932. Eaton also employed this device for the 
double volume Studio of the Van Wouw design.

6
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art and nature in a poignant dialectic 
interplay [with] forms…[which] should 
at least be symbolically prophetic of 
the technology of the future' (Herbert, 
1975:167).

The architect Rex Martienssen’s 
(1905–1942) own purist, Le Corbusier-
inspired house was constructed during 
exactly the same year, in the nearby 
suburb of Greenside (completed in 
1940). By contrast, Herbert described 
the work of Eaton generally as 'the 
deliberate cultivation of the rustic – the 
rough textures, the interpenetration of 
house and garden, the softening of the 
architecture by embracing it in planting' 
(Herbert, 1975:167).

House Fischer was a culmination of 
embedded vocabularies in the family 
tree of Eaton’s residential work up to 
that time. Typical of Eaton, the house 
turned its back to the street to face 
northwards, and nestled along the edge 
of the site, instead of claiming presence 
at its centre. With pitched roof and wide 
eaves, it was unlike the Le Corbusier-
inspired boxes being constructed 
elsewhere in the city. Chipkin 
(2008:376) described the design as: 

[U]nlike the contemporary examples of the 
Modern Movement in the nearby suburb 
of Lower Houghton, only the upper floors 
are white plastered. The ground floors are 
earth bound and built in facebrick with 
plinth extensions becoming planters that 
define spatial use. There is sensitivity in 
the handling of brick as building block with 
brick-on-edge as wall copings; with bold, 
broad verandah piers, and with honeycomb 
patterned brickwork breezeway of the 
entrance porch.

A sense of weight is achieved where 
the lower level of the house is rendered 
in facebrick, while the first floor is 
plastered and painted. Through this 
simple textural differentiation, the 
dwelling is grounded to the earth, 
enforcing a spatial and metaphorical 
connectedness to nature. Despite its 
enclosed setting of suburban erf, the 
garden had symbolic importance for 
the Fischers. Bram spent his childhood 
on a farm in the Free State, where he 
developed a special bond with the South 
African landscape. His mother, who was 
deeply moved by the landscape,  must 
have passed her admiration on to her 

children. When Bram and his siblings 
were little, she wrote a play for them all 
to perform, entitled ‘Breath of the Veld’, 
in which nature appeared as a spirit 
(Clingman, 1998:36). The ‘spirit of the 
veld never left him … to be rooted in 
a place: Bram Fischer took trees from 
Bergendal and replanted them in his 
garden in Johannesburg’ (ibid.). In this 
way, the garden of the Fischers became 
a vignette of the landscape beyond the 
city.  

The plan arrangement of the house 
recalls earlier designs by Eaton in 
its combination of formal simplicity 
and spatial layering, yet lacks 
closer associations with the Modern 
Movement. The transition from vertical 
to horizontal in Eaton’s work was 
gradual, and is especially evident in 
the work of the later 1930s – where a 
‘tail’ motif is employed not only as a site 
binding aspect, but also as mediator with 
the landscape. Along with a few other 
projects, House Fischer represents 
a transitional moment in Eaton’s 
oeuvre, towards an increasing spatial 
connectedness to the landscape. The 
U-shaped arrangement is held together 

7 House Fischer, 12 Beaumont Street, Oaklands, 
Johannesburg (1938) (From the Eaton Collection, 
UP Repository). The design was a culmination 
of Eaton's residential lineage to date; yet it 
lacked his earlier associations with the Modern 
Movement and later associations with Africa. 
Definition of outside space through extended 
wall reminds one of Wright, while the claiming 
of space (defined as a yard), reminds one of 
Cape Dutch homesteads. A sense of weight is 
achieved where the lower level of the house 
is rendered in facebrick, while the first floor 
is plastered and painted. Through this simple 
textural differentation, the dwelling is grounded 
to earth, enforcing a spacial connectednessto the 
landscape. The positioning of the house on the 
site further enhances the latter - nestled along 
the edge of the site, instead of claiming presence 
at its centre.

7
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by a binding wall, which extends beyond 
the house to hierarchically articulate 
the entrance from the street side (as 
landscaped fence) and bind services 
on the other side. While the U-shape 
had been perpetuated in his Cape 
Dutch, Arts and Crafts-like cottages – 
here the wall acts as divider of servant 
and served spaces. In terms of the 
domestic planning of the time, it is also 
noteworthy that the usual relationship 
of staff quarters to the house would be 
of a separate grouping of buildings to 
the main house (Peters in Fisher et al, 
1998:176). The acceptable relationship 
of servant’s quarters to the house was 
removed across a kitchen court, and the 
norm at the time was to group them with 
the motor garage, both of which could 
be constructed with half brick walls 
(ibid.). As in his other work, Eaton used 
the various groupings of staff quarters 
to define an outside yard – here as part 
of an intimate overall composition24.

The extended, site-bounding wall, 
described by Chipkin (2008:375) as an 
‘incomplete metaphor’, as it does not 
reach into the house, is articulated with 
a circle, typical of Wright. Even though 

this is still Eaton ‘without Africa’ 
(Chipkin, 2008:376), the selective use 
of texture in the form of horizontal brick 
coursework is used to enhance tactile 
quality and articulate spatial planes. 

In his biography on Bram Fischer, 
Haasbroek (2011:158 onwards) 
describes the life and times at the 
Fischer’s house in detail. Although he 
does not mention that the architect was 
Eaton, various descriptions capture the 
mood of the place and also the special 
significance the house and garden had 
for the Fischers – also how it ultimately 
became a personification of Molly 
Fischer, Bram’s remarkable wife25. She, 
however, had not been too pleased 
with some design aspects at the outset 
of the project: 'Molly complained that 
her ideas and wishes for the house 
were mostly ignored by Bram and the 
architect. An intense disagreement was 
especially caused by a ‘hideous’ porch 
at the front of the house that Molly 
disliked, but which Bram was in favour 
of' (Haasbroek, 2011:159).

The house would become a symbol 
for the struggle against apartheid: 'For 
some of the liberals, the swimming pool 

was also a symbol of the new South 
Africa, where everyone, regardless of 
colour, could mingle freely. For them, 
the house became a struggle symbol' 
(Haasbroek, 2011:203). 

Haasbroek described the Fischer 
house and swimming pool (a later 
addition), where both black and white 
were welcome, as emphasising the 
meaning of 'non-racialism at a time when 
such a thing was largely unthinkable in 
a wealthy white suburb in the apartheid 
era. As a result, the Fischers had to tread 
warily in handling the thorny question 
of an “open” house and swimming pool 
in those years, while the profusion of 
visitors obviously had an inhibiting 
effect on their family cohesion, privacy 
and lifestyle' (Haasbroek, 2011:175). 

This was to become the place where 
individuals like Nelson Mandela, 
Walter Sisulu, Moses Kotane, Michael 
Harmel, the Slovos26 and several other 
struggle icons would meet (Clingman, 
1998:223), where township-dwellers 
could freely use the swimming pool 
and where ‘people blossomed; black 
and white were able to talk with one 
another and be friends’ (Mitchinson 

8 The textures of African weavings in Eaton's later 
work.

8
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in Haasbroek, 2011:178). Clingman 
remarked that 'beyond functionality, 
or occasional exhaustion, the pool 
took on symbolic overtones, for all the 
political family came to swim, and it 
became the mirroring element of other 
possibilities…a new kind of South 
Africa could be represented' (Clingman, 
1998:224). 

CONSEQUENCE
Both Houses van Wouw and Fischer 
were crafted to modulate exterior space 
associated with the individual dwelling 
and its setting in the landscape. 
Indigenous trees and shrubs, gardens 
and/or terraces formed an integral 
part of both dwellings and became 
extensions of them. The grounding of 
dwellings to the earth further enforced 
spatial connectedness to the immediate 
landscape. Both convey a material 
presence and sense of weight 27 of façade 
that contributed to the sense of place. 
Main living levels were in a privileged 
position from which to view the 
landscape, which would vunfold on one 
or more sides. Both houses were infused 
with notions of unpretentiousness, and 
intimacy, as opposed to statements of 
domination.

It was only in the years following 
the completion of House Fischer, that 
Eaton started to translate African motifs 
to architectural surface and to a lesser 
extent, form. While there is therefore 
no Eaton-African manifestation in 
either House Van Wouw or Fischer, 
they are reflections of Eaton’s evolving 
attitude towards place, nature and 
the idea of the man-made, amongst 
others,inspired by the work of Pierneef. 
To an extent, House van Wouw invoked 
the romantic organic notions integrated 
in narrations of the past and the 
construction of an Afrikaner identity. 
House Fischer, designed at exactly the 
same time, was done in a Wrightian 
idiom, while texture was carefully used 
to render spatial planes.  Although not 
intentionally – it becamea symbol of 
the struggle and racial integration. The 
garden of the Fischer House, though 
not designed by Eaton, almost became 
displaced fragments of the land itself, 
much like Pierneef’s paintings would 
be perceived of in the urban houses of 
his wealthy patrons.

Both houses contribute to a South 
African architectural conversation on 
place (land/landscape) and politics, and 
ultimately a search for an appropriate 
architectural language. When influences 

of Africa (such as woven textures) 
ultimately entered Eaton’s work, it was 
against the backdrop of an approach 
increasingly intimately associated with 
the landscape, while pursuing unity 
with nature itself – towards an inclusive 
and holistic African identity. 
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END NOTES: 
1 A ‘motif’ refers to a distinctive feature 
or dominant idea in an artistic, literary or 
in this case, an architectural composition.  
‘African’ motif therefore refers to features 
that are distinctly from Africa, such as 
surface pattern, settlement form, and 
renditions of the natural world.

2 His clients were the ‘élite whites’ 
that David Bunn referred to in ‘Whited 
sepulchres: On the reluctance of 
monuments’ (Bunn in Judin, Vladislavić, 
1998:92–117).

3 During 1939, Pierneef had 
constructed Elangeni, meaning 'place in 
the sun’, in Brummeria, Pretoria, where 
Eaton lodged for a while and also helped 
with the design, which was generated 
from an existing kraal (Fisher, 1997:92). 
Incidentally, Eaton left a substantial 
amount of money to Mr. and Mrs. JH 
Pierneef in his last will and testament 
(Original document in the Eaton 
Collection, UP). 

4 Locally, Eaton regularly visited 
the little family kraals of the Ndebele 
(Mapoch).  Describing a kraal at 
Baviaanspoort near Pretoria, Eaton spoke 
of the way in which the architectural 
ensemble was ‘woven out of, and almost 
wholly dependent upon, the earth and 
the products of nature from which it 
drew its materials’ (direct quote of Eaton 
from Harrop-Allin, 1975:68). Similar to 
Cape Dutch architecture, indigenous 
and African architecture held vital 
lessons for Eaton in responsiveness to 
nature, simplicity, honesty, pattern and 
texture – aspects that Eaton strove to 
embrace in his architectural endeavours. 
His travels along the east coast of Africa 
were particularly important in shaping his 
designer’s mind. 

5 House van der Merwe (1940), 
Pretoria, was the first project where 
Eaton consciously attempted to evoke an 
analogy to African textures, followed by 
the designs of various Land Banks. 

6 ‘In 1988, artist William Kentridge 
published an essay in which he unpicked 
Pierneef's “vision of pure nature”, 
pointing out how such scenes emerged 
only after “puffs of gunsmoke” had 
silenced debate over who controlled 
the land. “These paintings,” wrote 
Kentridge, including Pierneef in his 
sweep, “of landscape in a state of grace, 
are documents of disremembering” … 
Pretoria art scholar Nic Coetzee echoed 
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his sentiments by saying that "Pierneef's 
landscapes are clearly an outsider's view 
of the land, a view of the land that was 
de-historicised, de-humanised, drained of 
compassion. It is a view that is informed by 
a sterile religious mysticism." … Berman, 
however, stated that "the revisionist 
perception of Pierneef's ideological 
standpoint tends to distort, or to veer 
away from, the contemporaneous reality. 
Influential Henk Pierneef certainly was. 
A political firebrand he certainly was 
not!"’ (O’Toole, Sean, 12 December 
2010, ‘Pierneef’s Art’ as published in 
the Times Live and accessed at http://
www.timeslive.co.za/lifestyle/2010/12/12/
pierneef-s-art (Accessed 2014-01-29).

7 Refer to endnote 6.
8 The development of the idea of the 

union between a nation and the land, 
where nature is seen as a repository 
of spiritual meaning, has its origin in 
German Romanticism, where questions 
of national identity and its expression 
through architecture and landscape 
fuelled paintings that emphasized 
German Romanticism during the 19th 
century (Beningfield, 2006:40).

9 With specific reference to Eaton’s 
design for House Greenwood (1948 – 
1953), Pretoria.

10 Post-colonial theory, following 
the lead of Edward Said’s Orientalism 
(London, Routledge&Kegan Paul, 1978), 
holds that the discourse that justified 
colonialism was not marginal to European 
culture, but that it if formed a core 
ingredient of European thinking. From 
this post-colonial perspective, primitivism 
is a questionable attitude, where notions 
of superiority and romanticism prevail 
(Heynen, H. 2013. 'The Intertwinement 
of Modernism and Colonialism: a 
Theoretical Perspective', Do.co.mo.mo 
Journal 48 – 2013/1:10–19).

11 In a 1943 diary entry whilst visiting 
Kampala, Uganda, for instance, he 
described how he tried to ‘persuade’ the 
local official to ‘do all he could’ to see 
that their new Houses of Parliament was 
‘native in conception and not European’.  

12 Influences of texture, form, object, 
settlement pattern and landscapes from 
Africa are prevalent in his later work. 
European influences include the Italian 
Renaissance, Arts and Crafts movement 
and later the Modern Movement. Other 
influences include, but are not limited 
to Cape Dutch architecture, the writings 
on appropriate local identity, the work 
of Gerard Moerdyk (1890–1958), Gordon 
Leith (1886–1965), Erich Mendelsohn 
(1887–1953), Frank Lloyd Wright 
(1867–1959), Oscar Niemeyer (1907–
2012), Roberto Burle Marx (1909–1994) 
and later Richard Neutra (1892–1970). 
These influences are elaborated in 
the unpublished Master’s dissertation 
The Norman Eaton legacy – a critical 
appraisal of the documentation of his 

domestic oeuvre, which was completed 
by the author in 2014 at the University of 
Pretoria. 

13 Eaton had a strong affinity with 
Cape Dutch architecture.  As a child on 
his mother’s farm in the Cape, he had 
first-hand experience of the latter, which 
left ‘deep impressions’ (Eaton, 1966:53) 
on him.  He revered the simplicity 
and appropriateness of Cape Dutch 
architecture, rather than its style or 
aesthetic (Barker, 2012:89). As a student, 
he had been one of a group who assisted 
Professor Pearse with his book on Cape 
Dutch architecture, Eighteenth Century 
Architecture in South Africa (Cape Town: 
AA Balkema, 1933).  Eaton’s early work 
included the use of typical Cape Dutch 
letter-type plans with thatched roofs, 
pergolas, defined outside yards;and later 
also included external shutters and built-
in outside seats.   The definition of outside 
space to create a sense of enclosure and 
the creation of defined hierarchies of 
spaces, were aspects that permeated 
Eaton’s work throughout his life. 

14 Leith was responsible for Eaton’s 
introduction to Van Wouw and Pierneef.

15 Three periods are distinguished in 
Eaton’s domestic design oeuvre. Similar 
to other master architects, he carried a 
residue of ideas forward to other projects 
over many years, building a genealogy of 
design vocabulary over time. The three 
distinctive periods are:
1930–1940: the pre-war period; 1941–
1945: the war period; and 1946–1966: the 
post-war period.

16 Planned on garden city principles, 
suburbs were divided into 67x36,5m lots, 
zoned for detached houses (Peters in 
Fisher et al, 1998:175). The greater part of 
Eaton’s work was executed in the city and 
its surroundings, responding to a strong 
sense of place.

17 He specifically condemned new 
company towns such as Vanderbijlpark 
(Iscor), and towns resulting from forced 
removal and resettlement, such as 
Atteridgeville in Pretoria (Various extracts 
from Eaton’s journals, Eaton Collection, 
UP Repository).  

18 See Figure 1 for the list (dated 
24.1.45) that Eaton had made of the 
books on his bookcase – all belonging to 
the Left Book Club that were stored on 
the bottom shelf. 

19 Houses for prominent personalities 
during Eaton’s early career days are 
particularly interesting, including the 
small, eccentric house that he had 
designed for Walter Battiss (1906–1982). 

20 From http://www.johansborman.
co.za/artist-biographies/krige-francois/, 
accessed 2014-02-08. 

21 Eaton continued to follow the lives 
of the Fischers after the house was 
completed, possibly through a Krige-
connection.  Upon the tragic death of 
Molly on 15 June 1964, Eaton’s diary 

entry reads ‘Saw Molly Fischer’s death 
by car accident in paper and rang Elsa 
(Sontagg) Krige’.
Elsa SontaggKrige was second wife to 
one of Molly’s brothers, and lived in 
Pretoria.  When Bram Fischer later went 
underground, Eaton’s diary entry simply 
reads ‘Bram Fischer’s decampment! Got a 
bit of a shock to read about BF jumping 
his bail and disappearing’ (Eaton’s diary 
entry on 26.1.65).

22 Maria Brand was the niece of 
Christoffel Brand, Speaker of the Old 
Cape Parliament. 

23 In conversation with Hannes 
Haasbroek, February 2014.

24 A group of young like-minded 
protagonists, most notably Gordon 
McIntosh (1904–1983) and Norman 
Hanson (1909–1991), under the leadership 
of Rex Martienssen (1905–1942), who in 
the 1930s were striving to introduce the 
Modern Movement into South Arica and 
who were particularly inclined to follow 
Le Corbusier’s lead.  

25 The Fischers’ relationship with 
their domestic staff was quite different 
from the norm at the time – their 
relationship was very close and their 
staff was extremely loyal to them (In 
conversation with Hannes Haasbroek, 
February 2014). This close relationship 
is reflected in the intimacy of the layout 
of House Fischer, where the staff quarters 
are part of an inclusive design diagram. 
In the later design for House Greenwood 
(1948–1953), Eaton made an exception 
to the rule, through an attempt to 
expressarchitectural identity by denoting 
a strong African presence to staff quarters. 

26 She was as fervent a Communist and 
activist as Bram and was probably one of 
the few white women in the struggle-
history of South Africa from an Afrikaans 
background (Haasbroek, 2011:175–190). 

27 Nelson Mandela (1918–2013), Walter 
Sisulu (1944–2003), Moses Kotane (1905–
1978), Michael Harmel (1915–1974), Joe 
Slovo (1926–1995). 

28 Eaton’s domestic architecture was 
constructed of materials that conveyed 
a sense of heaviness or weightiness.  
Facebrick for example, was unplastered, 
it portrayed a rough, earth-coloured 
rendering of façade.  Stone facades also 
imbued a sense of heaviness. He never 
raised his houses on piloti, or used steel 
or timber in a lightweight articulated 
manner.  Architectural theorist Pierre 
von Meiss especially explored the 
subliminal relationship between gravity 
and façade in the conference paper 
entitled ‘The aesthetics of gravity’, read 
at the Conference d’ouverture au congress de 
l’AEEA, Plymouth, UK, February 1999. 

Marguerite Pienaar has recently been awarded 
the M Arch by the University of Pretoria, 
under the supervision of Professor Roger 
Fisher of the Department of Architecture.
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LIGHTWEIGHT STEEL FRAME IN 
MOZAMBIQUE 
ARCHITECT: CRAFFORD & CRAFFORD ARCHITECTS, PRETORIA
CONTRACTOR: E4 CONSTRUCTION
BY:  HANS WEGELIN

THE GORONGOSA National Park 
Scientific Services Centre in the north-
west of Mozambique, which consists of 
several buildings, involved constructing 
a lightweight steel frame with cavity 
insulation in the walls and magnesium 
oxide (MgO) board cladding. Steel frames 
were manufactured in South Africa, while 
the boards were imported from China.

Girders resting on hollow-section 
galvanised steel piles, pneumatically 
driven in the ground, provide the sub-
structure. Flooring is steel-trowelled, 
polypropylene-reinforced concrete on 
permanent corrugated steel shuttering. 
Pile caps are termite proofed.

Local wood was used for roof trusses, 

posts and beams, decking, windows and 
doors, which softens the industrial look of 
the prefabs. Local chamfuti was specified, 
but found to be unobtainable due to 
massive exports to the East. Local saligna 
was used instead.

Ceilings are locally produced – 50mm 
thick, tongue-and-groove, low-density 
palm wood boards, providing insulation 
equal to that of a conventional ceiling with 
insulation. The building accommodates 
passive cooling by means of floor and 
ceiling vents.

MgO (more commonly called magnesia) 
is a cementitious mineral unfamiliar to 
most South Africans. No deposits are 
found in African soil. The major deposits 

are found in China, Europe and Canada. 
The White Mountains in China, where 
the Great Wall was built with magnesia, 
has huge deposits. It is widely used in the 
East in the manufacture of cement.

Magnesia board, unlike our familiar 
monolithic fibre-cement board, is a 
composite board, consisting of a sandwich 
of thin facings, reinforced with a non-
woven fabric or fibreglass net onto a core 
of a mixture of MgO, MgCl2, sawdust and 
perlite. The natural colour is light grey. 
Magnesia board is mainly used in place 
of traditional gypsum dry-wall cladding 
and ceilings, and as a substitute for 
fibre-cement products like fascias, and is 
locally available.

Architects: Crafford & Crafford, Pretoria.
Contractor: E4 Construction
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FORM, SPACE AND DISORDER 
BY:  NIC COETZER

IN THE UNITED STATES of America 
– and in countries where they go uninvited 
– missiles and bullets fly at metres per 
second. It seems, in the interest of accuracy, 
the military adopted the metric system. To 
blow up everything in sight with pinpoint 
laser accuracy, they use the metric system. 
The rest of the time, the USA is happily 
stuck in an imperial era of feet and inches 
and other arcane measures. I know this 
because I did a three-year stint in an 
architect’s office in Denver, Colorado. 

Apart from having to explain exactly 
where South Africa was ('Do you know 
Africa? Well, it’s at the bottom. You know, 
South Africa…'), the main trouble I had 
was having to learn to work in feet and 
inches. Emboldened as I was with the 
arrogance of youth and the veracity of 
science, I felt compelled to reject having 
to work things out in 12s and in 16ths 
and eighths and quarters and halves. 
When I got over myself, I learnt to love 
the phenomenological – and here I mean, 
embodied – measures of the imperial 
system. Quite simply, the built world can be 
adequately, accurately and meaningfully 
described by using measurements that 
pertain to the human body. A foot is the 
gesture you make when you – fisherman-
catch style – put your hands out in front 
of you to indicate a size. Similarly, an inch 
is easily felt as the space between your 
thumb and your forefinger when you use 
them to tell someone it should be this big. 
This kind of bodily gesturing of measures 
translates itself all the way through the 
built work of a building.

In metric, there are a 1 000 millimetres 
in a metre. It’s difficult to gesture that 
(unless, of course, you are Norman Foster 
designing the new Apple mothership 
using the same precision shown in an 
iPad). Even showing someone half a metre 
with your hands feels... wrong.
There were other obvious peculiarities 
about working in Denver. The use of 
stud framing in all manner of buildings 
came with its own limitations, liberations 
and languages. The ridiculous acronym 
of EIFS – Exterior Insulation Finishing 
System – was a layer of foam insulation 
a few inches thick on the exterior of 
buildings, which was then covered with 
plaster. Backed by plywood 'sheathing', 
the layered-up EIFS system had a hollow 
sound, making it the perfect pecking 

target for woodpeckers. At the sprawling 
edges of Denver, where the houses 
meet the prairie meet the pine forests 
of the Rocky Mountains, EIFS spawned 
a side business in fake owls, often seen 
protectively perched on the parapets of 
these wild-west façades. 

In the stud-framing system of 
construction, the structure is hidden within 
the wall itself. But it’s more complicated 
than that. The studs work as columns and 
as a composite wafer. Within the space of 
the wall, studs are often irregularly spaced 
and irregularly sized to help with wind 
loading and other structural requirements. 
Studs shift out of alignment from upstairs 
to downstairs. It’s not surprising (given 
their American background) that Reiser 
and Umemoto’s Atlas of Novel Tectonics is 
a wonderful free-shooting exploration 
– along with other things! – of the 
possibilities of structures that are hybrid, 
irregular and localised, rather than gridded 
and singular. But working in Denver, my 
training and instincts were exactly the 
opposite: to put a grid of exactly the same-
sized structural posts across the plan. This 
is the unstated and unexamined ambition 
of architects trained in South Africa, it 
seems – to average all the complexities 
out into a repeated self-similar singular 
module that 'solves' all complexities by an 

average. In short, the grid comes first. 
I blame the book that brought me up: 

Francis Ching’s Architecture: Form, Space 
and Order. Ching’s handbook makes 
a compelling case for a systemised 
resolution in architecture. The alignment 
of grids and of forms from upper levels to 
lower levels, it seems, is fundamental to 
good architecture.

Recently I came across a small house 
designed by Alvar Aalto in 1968, at the 
end of his remarkable career. The Villa 
Schildt in Tammisaari is typical Aalto. 
Fluid and responsive to context. Local and 
yet distinctly universal. But the curious 
thing about Villa Schildt is that the upper 
level functions and its form, space and order 
bears no relation to those functions, forms, 
spaces and order of the lower level. A giant 
roof dots itself arbitrarily over the lower 
level plan. The upper level is empty, a vast 
disused roof space of no consequence to 
the building’s users and in contradiction to 
the overall form, space and order. In the 
lessons from Ching, this is just bad design.

Was Aalto a formalist in his later years? 
Or are all his designs – as compelling as 
they are – marked by the intrusion of 
'irrational' and 'unresolved' moves? Feet 
or metres, inches or millimetres, it doesn’t 
matter whether things line up military 
style – as long as they feel right.

Denver wild-west façades Egyptian EIFS-style.
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MASTERS PROJECTS:  
– ARCHITECTURE & URBANISM, VOLUME 1
EDITORS:  JONATHAN NOBLE AND DIAAN VAN DER WESTHUIZEN
PUBLISHER: WITS SCHOOL OF ARCHITECTURE & PLANNING
YEAR:  2014
REVIEWER:  GUY TRANGOŠ

COMPLETING A PROFESSIONAL 
Master's degree is often described as one 
of the most intensive undertakings of 
an architect’s life. In most South African 
universities, students grappling with 
complex challenges spend a year trying 
to achieve projects deeply embedded in 
their physical contexts. Thesis projects 
are intrinsically research-and-design 
intensive, and in many cases result in 
highly-considered spatial visions.

At the Wits School of Architecture 
and Planning, the practice of cataloguing 
and recording the projects, their key 
themes and outcomes, has been absent. 
While good thesis documents languish 
on library shelves, the interconnected 
influences, research trends and spatial 
imaginings produced by a graduating 
class disintegrate with time. As is standard 
practice in many schools across the world, a 
document that ties together a class’s work 
can be of enormous benefit – for students, 
through having their work disseminated 
widely, and also for building a stronger 
architectural discourse and memory within 
an institution and its wider context. 

Following a bumper crop of 2013 
graduates from the Wits School, associate 
professors Jonathan Noble and Diaan 
van der Westhuizen saw an opportunity 
to curate an exhibition of both the 
professional architecture and urban design 
Master's theses. Open for one night during 
February, an industrial gallery space in 
Maboneng’s perhaps unfittingly titled 
‘Museum’ of African Design was filled 
with the powerful renderings and graceful 
models so common in architectural 
presentation today. Projects were cleverly 
curated on a string of wooden easels, 
grouped into similar thematic areas. 
Each project was reduced to a single A1 
poster, which captured the essence of the 
student’s project and design intention. 
The top projects were given two A1 
boards each.

The exhibition mirrored a format 
common to the RIBA President’s Medals 
Exhibition, which also relies on complex 
projects being concentrated into key 

images and texts. This allows an ease 
of comparison between works, and a 
standard page layout throughout also 
allows key moments of excellence to stand 
out. The opening was very well attended. 
Crowds akin to an underground concert 
heaved, while architect Mokena Makeka 
spoke about the importance of design in 
building society and the essential roles 
that architects have to offer our urbanising 
world, whether practising traditionally or 
in diverse other functions.

More important perhaps than the 
fleeting exhibition is the publication 
resulting from it. Promisingly titled Masters 
Projects: Architecture & Urbanism, Volume 
1, the beautifully designed, full-colour 
catalogue is a testimony to the quality and 
diversity of work produced. Noble and 
Van der Westhuizen introduce the book 
with an articulate account of the Master’s 
project process. Notably, they highlight the 
searching nature of students’ engagement 
with their subject and context, imbued 
with an often labyrinthine, adventurous 
and frustrating process. The essay 
continues with a refreshing reflection 
on the types of academic and design 
endeavours undertaken by students. 
They connect common themes, academic 
texts and student projects into seven 
key areas: history and identity; flows and 
infrastructure; social and public space; 
'on the margins'; health and wellness; 
celebration; and spatial justice. These 
form the main structuring device of the 
book.

The publication ends with an essay by 
Mokena Makeka in which he reflects on 
the year’s projects as being ‘impressive and 
exciting … They reveal the emergence of 
a new pedagogy which produces scholars 
who critically reflect upon the social and 
physical environment, confront their 
embodied and imagined qualities of self, 
nurture creative concepts and translate 
them into investigations which go beyond 
the mere production of buildings.’

Noble and Van der Westhuizen’s 
efforts here are laudable. Not only have 
they managed to produce the first in 

what has to be an annual series of edited 
catalogues on Master’s projects, but 
they’ve strengthened it through personal 
academic reflections which, including 
Makeka’s text, provide a steady base 
from which to strengthen the Master’s 
programme and grow the school in general. 
Both the exhibition and the publication 
set a new benchmark that other schools in 
the country should follow and ensure that 
the immense achievements of graduating 
students are not lost to history. The work 
also crosses into the realm of architectural 
practice, facilitating the flow of students’ 
creative work into the offices of practising 
architects in the form of an easy-to-read 
publication. 

This book should be distributed widely 
and future versions should be funded 
generously. 

Guy Trangoš is an architecture graduate 
and researcher at the Gauteng City-Region 
Observatory, a partnership of the University 
of Johannesburg, the University of the 
Witwatersrand and the Gauteng provincial 
and local governments.

NOTE
See photographs on page 5 - Notes and News
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4 THE CENTURY CELEBRATIONS 
OF THE UNION BUILDINGS
BY ROGER C FISHER

THEY CAME IN their thousands to 
pay homage, with many eventually be-
ing turned away. As Nelson Rolihlahla 
Mandela (1918–2013) lay in state, the 
significance and meaning of the Union 
Buildings seemed yet again to evolve. 
On the eve of his inauguration as the 
country’s first democratically elected 
president nearly 20 years before, the 
Union Buildings, washed in electric 
light, the amphitheatre set up with 
raked seating for the dignitaries right 
into the columned hemicycle loggia 
and decked out with new South African 
flags, made it all seem that this was the 
very moment for which these buildings 
had been intended.

In 1909 the unilateral appointment 
of Sir Herbert Baker to the project 
had drawn criticism, the profession 
believing that such a prestigious 
project should be put to competition. 
But the government of the Transvaal 
Colony was keen to get the monies 
spent quickly as it became apparent 
that Union was looming. In developing 
the scheme, the amphitheatre was 
considered an expensive and unheard-
of thing. An advisory board consisting 
of two architects, Piercy Eagle of the 
Public Works Department and Willem 
De Zwaan, was consulted. They 
adjudged the colonnade ‘extravagant 
and expensive’ and condemned the 
amphitheatre as being of ‘no practical 
value’ since ‘the tiers of stone, 
unprotected from the weather, offer 
very poor comfort to the visitor as they 
will either be too warm or too cold for 
sitting upon’.

In his biography, Baker states that 
‘its value was surely proved when a 
crowd gathered there to welcome Louis 
Botha [as the first prime minister of the 
Union of South Africa in 1910] … and a 
second time when Jan Smuts returned 
victorious… [from his East African 
Campaign in the First World War]’. We 
might add that its value was affirmed 
a third time when President Nelson 
Mandela was inaugurated in 1994, and a 
fourth  time, at his lying in state in 2013.

During Mandela’s memorial service 
held at Soweto’s FNB Stadium, 
President Jacob Zuma renamed the 

amphitheatre the Nelson Mandela 
Amphitheatre: ‘I have the honour today 
to announce that the Union Buildings 
Amphitheatre, where Madiba was 
inaugurated as president in 1994 and 
where his body will lie in state, will with 
effect from today be called the Nelson 
Mandela Amphitheatre.’

Zuma said it was Mandela who had 
transformed the Union Buildings ‘from 
a symbol of racism and repression to 
one of peace, unity, democracy and 
progress’.

It is interesting to hear in Baker’s 
own words where the concept for the 
amphitheatre originated. In 1927, he 
had written a reflective piece in the 
RIBA Journal ‘The Government Offices 
of Pretoria and the New Delhi’ (Vol 
35(3): 63-73):

The amphitheatre is formed for the main 
part on the natural levels inherent in 
the site and the design. Between the level 
of the ground-floor terrace and that of 
the upper or back road, rising steps and 
platforms fit naturally into amphitheatre 
form round the outer portion of the semi-
circle under the colonnade. The inside 
portion of the semi-circle facing the central 
rostrum has been deliberately sunk as 
a little amphitheatre. … All over the 
Empire, where the climate can generally 
be depended upon, such out-of-door 
meeting places do and will, I believe, still 
more in the future, become of public and 
national importance. I have seen many 
such open-air durbars, as they are called 
in India, and two indabas recently in 
Rhodesia [now Zimbabwe]. The place 
is sometimes temporarily built, if built 
at all, and therefore lacks the dignity  

which an ordered architectural form can 
give. Surely, too, with the advent of loud 
speakers, large stadia or amphitheatres 
may become in the future essential 
architectural necessities in all countries.

There seems some prescience there. 
It is also recorded that, at the time 
of construction, in the place of the 
amphitheatre once grew a coral tree 
(Erythrina lysistemon) as a natural 
feature. Palgrave Trees records that in 
Mpumalanga, a truncheon of such a tree 
growing near the deceased’s home is 
cut and put onto the grave to mark the 
spot and honour the memory of a loved 
one. Perhaps that is how it found its way 
here. It was also customary for a chief to 
bathe in waters in which the bark of the 
tree had been soaked in order to retain 
the respect of his people. 

Although penned in 1927, we may 
perhaps permit Baker the courtesy of a 
last word:

The South African dominion is yet young, 
and who knows what may yet come there? 
A capital expressing some great national, 
greater African or imperial ideal, or a 
parliament house, when the centre of grav-
ity moves northwards with the Union.

We now know that it is in service of that 
‘greater African’ ideal, but somewhat 
different to the imperial visions of its 
creator. Perhaps the genius loci pre-
served and monumentalised by Baker’s 
conception retains the mystical powers 
of the lost vegetation and is blessed by 
its associations with past ancestors.

Roger C Fisher is emeritus professor in the 
Department of Architecture at the University 
of Pretoria.
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