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UNIQUE ENOUGH
ONE OF THE MAJOR difficulties in contemporary architectural plurality is
the confusion around ‘sameness’ and ‘difference’. In order to make something
comprehensible – a musical composition, a painting, a piece of the spatial
environment – it needs to be composed of a balance of elements that are similar
and ones that are distinct from the others. Music uses themes that permeate the
work with variations; painting employs consistencies of form, colour and technique
with varied emphases; in architecture and urban design, works are made articulate
through a combination of, for example, typological or material similarity and
special elaboration of major elements. In each, too much sameness results in
monotony and inarticulateness, too much difference in clashing confusion. Both
evoke in participants feelings of disorientation, loss of identity and alienation.
This may be what the author wants to achieve in order to shock or challenge.
However, no one is under any obligation to connect with musical compositions
or paintings, whereas generations of people have to spend their every day in
buildings and cities. Totalitarian regimes have often exploited the negative
power of exaggerated repetitiveness in buildings as a form of oppression. Global
capitalism, which dominates our contemporary values, generates the opposite:
exaggerated individualism in buildings. When multiplied, it turns the city into a
mega supermarket, which is another form of oppression.
The questions to ask are: At what scale should difference be sought and what is
its source? In much current architecture, it is the sculptural or visual form of the
building as a whole which is unique. That derives primarily and narrowly from a
wish to excite and for novel, individual expression. The danger is an architectural
shallowness, as short-lived culturally as all the forgotten iconoclasms of commercial
Postmodernism, and more destructive of the city.
The Modern Movement sorted out a new spatial and structural syntax from the
previous, Victorian, plurality. In its early days, it was lacking in many dimensions, but
at least had a basic common language. By now, it is considerably enriched through
multiple explorations in all parts of the globe and is capable of handling anything –
in depth. Individual works do not need extraordinary shape for uniqueness. They
derive it from a multiplicity of origins of which personal expression is only one:
broad philosophical ideas from within the discipline and from sources pertinent
to it, architectural history, the particular history of the place, the local climatic
and geographical environment, the particularities of the site, the programme, form
in the sense of a guiding idea, ordinary human need, material and psychological,
the nature of materials, the making of the building. Normally, a careful working
through of these layers and ultimately, a synthesis of them, will produce unique
form. It may not be as dramatic as much of what is populating contemporary cities,
but it will be longer-lasting, less destructive – and unique enough to help create
an intelligible world.
In this issue, a number of small buildings are illustrated with an eye to only one
layer in their design, their relationship with their site in the natural landscape.
They are all responsive to it: using ruined elements in it, working with distant views
and immediate intimate spaces, reflecting its spatial structure while contrasting
with its geometry, floating lightly over it, using its materials or colours, working
with metaphors drawn from it. As Kenneth Frampton said of Alvaro Siza’s work,
they are ‘layered and laminated to their sites’. This alone gives them individually
a uniqueness and collectively something of a sameness, which is different from
buildings in Portugal or the USA or Japan.

EDITOR’S NOTE | MAY/JUNE 2014

PUBLISHERS:
Picasso Headline (Pty) Ltd
Times Media Building
Central Park
Black River Park, Fir Street
Observatory, 7925
Tel: +27 21 469 2400
Fax: +27 86 682 2926

1

ASA 67 Ed's Note.indd 1

2014/05/21 2:23 PM

_To Check_fcp.indd 1

2014/05/05 12:53 PM

CONTENTS | MAY/JUNE 2014

CONTENTS

EDITOR’S NOTES
01 UNIQUE ENOUGH
Julian Cooke

NOTES AND NEWS

05 CEO’S CORNER: OBERT CHAKARISA
MACHINARIUM: ARCHITECTURE AS A LIVING MACHINE
Heidi van Eeden - Corobrik Architectural Student of
the Year

THEME: ARCHITECTURE IN THE NATURAL
LANDSCAPE
10 A LANDSCAPE APPROACH TO ARCHITECTURE
Architects: KOOP Design
Richard Stretton

10

18 KAIKA RESIDENTIAL DEVELOPMENT, PORT NOLLOTH,
HOUSE DU TOIT
Architects: Comrie + Wilkinson
Fritz Thomashoff
24 HOUSE VAN DER WATT
Architects: Wolff Architects
Julian Cooke
30 HOUSE COETZEE
Architects: Thomas Gouws Architecture and Interior
Lars Adams
37 HOUSE MOOIKLOOF
Architects: ‘Ora Joubert
Lars Adams

ESSAY
30

42 TEACHING ARCHITECTURE IN SOUTH AFRICA TODAY
Simone le Grange

DISCUSSION

49 TEACHING ARCHITECTURAL HISTORY
Roger Fisher

TECHNICAL

53 SKIN DETAIL:
OUDEBOSCH MOUNTAIN CAMP
Architects: Architecture Co-op
Michael Louw

PERSPECTIVE

57 PILGRIMAGES AND THE PROBLEMS OF MYOPICKIA
Nic Coetzer

END PIECE
59

59 ARCHITECTS WITHOUT ARCHITECTURE:
THE ARCHITECT AS ILLUSTRATOR
Roger Fisher
3

Contents.indd 3

2014/05/27 10:40 AM

_To Check_fcp.indd 1

2014/05/20 11:27 AM

BY: SA INSTITUTE OF ARCHITECTS CEO OBERT CHAKARISA
WE ARE GLAD TO REPORT that
since the January/February edition
of Architecture SA, critical turnaround
milestones have been reached by SAIA.
Both the strategic and business plans
were finally approved by the board of
representatives in February 2014. The
first two phases of development and
approval of the plans have been attained,
concluding nine months of hard work.
Focus now shifts to the successful
implementation of the plans. It is our
hope that these two critical business plans
will take our institute to new heights of
progression, efficiency and effectiveness.
Work is now underway to commence
the implementation of both plans, which
involves clearly defining revised dates for

implementing the strategic objectives
and their associated action items and
budgetary implications. This process
will culminate in the development of
our organisational scorecard which will
ensure that all elements of both our
strategic and business plans receive equal
attention. Parallel to this implementation
work is the benchmarking exercise that
is focusing on our counterparts in the
United Kingdom and Australia to ensure
that our approved plans are consistent
with international best practice.
We now call upon all members of our
institute and the architectural profession
to embrace the approved SAIA strategic
and business plans and ensure that we
support their successful implementation.

As a reminder, our approved mission,
vision and strategic themes are as follows:
MISSION
‘A collective voice serving the interests
of architects in pursuit of excellence and
responsible design.’
VISION
‘SAIA architects to be the authoritative
leaders in the built environment.’
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CEO’S CORNER

STRATEGIC THEMES AND OBJECTIVES
• Membership services
• SAIA operations
• Transformation of the profession
• National and international partnerships
• Research, innovation and development
• Marketing

SAIA HOSTING THE UIA DURBAN 2014 WORLD CONGRESS
We are now a few months away from
hosting the UIA World Congress in
Durban during August 2014. It will
probably be another lifetime before
we host another World Congress of this
magnitude. The call is therefore for all
regions, practices and individual architects
to book their seats and participate in the
biggest architectural profession event
in the world. Furthermore, sponsorship
opportunities still exist for corporate
firms who want to offer financial support
for the hosting of this World Congress,

which will attract thousands of architects
from all over the world.
CLOSING WORD
A critical deliverable upon my recruitment
as the Chief Executive Officer of the South
African Institute of Architects was the
development, approval and implementation
of new Strategic and Business Plans. The
first two phases of development and approval
of the plans have been attained. Focus now
shifts to the successful implementation
of the plans. Other strategic and business

plans have been developed but allowed to
gather dust on the shelves. We are making
concerted efforts to ensure that we do not
fall in the same pit.
Regular progress reports will be
reported to the Board in order to monitor
implementation tightly. If we all pull
together in the same direction, it will not
be long before our Institute becomes a
real force to reckoned with in the built
environment, providing tangible benefits
for its members and the profession as a
whole.

MACHINARIUM – ARCHITECTURE AS A LIVING MACHINE
BY: HEIDI VAN EEDEN
SUPERVISED BY: ARTHUR BARKER & EDNA PEREZ
UNIVERSITY
OF
PRETORIA
graduate Heidi van Eeden has won
the 2013 Corobrick Student of the Year
Award with her Master’s dissertation,
titled ‘Machinarium’. In the context
of mounting waste and urban space
becoming an increasingly rare commodity,
her thesis explores the possibilities of
re-using wasted land and buildings to
become sites of regeneration and life.

‘Machinarium’ poses a question integral
with
contemporary
architectural
discourse: how can spaces reserved
for waste treatment be rescripted as
productive urban environments? The
project reclaims an urban wasteland
– a sewage farm located on the fringe
of an urban CBD – and establishes
a self-generating and self-sustaining
architectural system which integrates

industrial production with the natural
systemic environment.
A 21st-century textile mill is designed
on the functioning sewage farm, which
establishes an architectural ecology and
integrates living and non-living elements
in a single, productive system. Waste
generated during production is re-used
as resources and algae is cultivated as the
key organism in this ecology – producing
5
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to catalyse widespread socio-cultural
regeneration through creative textilebased expression and new economic
opportunity.
‘Machinarium’ challenges the definition
of industry and also redefines our
understanding of waste. By establishing

a precedent for 21st-century industrial
architecture, the potential for projects
like it exists everywhere: wastelands
and industry are littered across our cities
and offer unexplored landscapes for
architectural experimentation. Welcome
to the Post-Industrial Revolution.
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textile dye, organic fertilizer, fish food
and bio-power, while also cleaning
waste water from the textile mill before
it is released back into the natural
riparian system. Local communities
are encouraged to participate in the
productive energy of the new mill
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A LANDSCAPE APPROACH TO
ARCHITECTURE
BY: RICHARD STRETTON, KOOP DESIGN
THE
FOLLOWING
PROJECTS
explore an approach to design where
architecture is seen as landscape.
The site is seen as the constant, the
architecture is less permanent (in the
greater scale of time), but the success of
the relationship is determined by how
well the architecture allows the user to
enjoy the natural amenity offered by the
site. Often the site is chosen and the use
of the site defined before the architect

begins, so the success is how well the
architect allows the site to be enjoyed by
this use, and the use supported by the
site.
Durban is home to many Hans Hallen
and Building Design Group buildings
that have a strong relationship with
their sites. Most indoor spaces have
corresponding outdoor spaces, accessed
either directly or indirectly. Sometimes
the corresponding outdoor space is the

boughs of a tree or the view beyond. But
in all cases, these are designed as a part
of the space. The platforms of internal
spaces extend beyond the envelope
of the house – the sense of space is far
greater then the internal area and the
architecture achieves more than the
space it defines.
If your aim is to maximise the value of
materials through design, this is a good
place to start.

LUTHULI HOUSE 2 - A MODIFIED LANDSCAPE

LUTHULI HOUSE 2 is built on an
existing serviced platform within Luthuli
Game Reserve near Mkuzi. The building
needs to serve as a safe (from wild animals)
and comfortable base from which to enjoy
the reserve. Days are long and hot with
nothing much to do between morning and
evening drives – hence a deep shade is
needed.
The spatial organisation attempts to
solve a great dichotomy of the opportunities
offered by natural settings. Panoramic
views give the sense of the vastness of
Africa, but many memorable experiences
in nature come from intimate experiences,
close up with fauna and flora. Experienced
bush dwellers may sacrifice view for shelter
and intimacy, but a holiday home misses a
trick if the view is not exploited. Thus the
open view of the bush landscape and the
mountains in the distance to the east is
juxtaposed by the intimate view uphill to
the west. This view is below tree canopy
and also enjoys the elevated horizon
behind. Both views are equal.
The house is divided into three
pavilions. The ‘Living Pavilion’ is located
on the original serviced platform with the
‘Host Family Pavilion’. Between them is
an intimate, protected space with views

forward and back, allowing north light
into the living room. The ‘Guest Pavilion’
is elevated on a level above the main
platform and to the south of the ‘Living
Pavilion’ to provide privacy, to access light
and to respond to the shape of the site. All
functional areas connect strongly to their
surroundings through glazed elevations
and intimate related outdoor spaces. (The
placement of intimate outdoor spaces
between internal functions is a device
Peter Sutchbury uses to great effect in his
country homes.)
The structural system aims to provide
flexibility of space, environmental
protection
and
basic
functional
components. The separation of the
timber columns on the east elevation
from the envelope allows the doors to
slide independently of the structure. The
living room and bedrooms are designed to
open onto the outside decks, extending
the functional space of the room. The
continuation of external materials into the
spaces on floor and ceiling, further enables
this close relationship.
The structure is multifunctional, solid
and deep on the west elevation. Closely
spaced fin-walls define the related internal
spaces and allow deep-pocketed windows

on the west elevation, thus managing
incoming sunlight and thermal stability.
Internally, they support kitchen counters,
vanities and storage units. The roof projects
well beyond the glazing on all elevations,
internal spaces are large and airy and
panoramic view is exploited as much as
possible. The design attempts to make the
experience from within the house as close
to being in the environment as possible,
what some may term ‘formalised camping’.
The space behind the living and
family platform was excavated into the
hill to provide a protected outdoor space
between the house and the landscape. The
guest wing is on the level of the top of this
bank. This third element denotes a point
of arrival by being sited on the driveway
level. The rest of the house, set down in
the landscape, is not easily seen.
The building received a Special Mention in the
2013 KZNIA Award for Architecture.
PROJECT TEAM
Architectural Team: Richard Stretton,
Dennis Lee Stols and Angela Shaw
Client: Guy Hamlin
Structural Engineer: Gavin Binder
Photo Credit: Angela Shaw
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HOPEWELL VISITORS CENTRE - A RECYCLED LANDSCAPE
HOPEWELL CONSERVATION is a
2 400ha nature reserve situated within
the Port Elizabeth metropolitan area.
Rights have been established to build 41
houses, two lodges, a conference centre,
plus other support facilities within the
reserve. The Visitors’ Centre is a small
multifunctional pavilion, situated at the
entrance to the reserve. It is designed to
reflect the architectural language of the
planned amenities and houses within the
reserve. The programme defines a greeting
area, service kitchen, administration office,
presentation space and ablutions.
The building is sited on the disturbed
site of a ruined cottage on the farm.
This minimised the need for site works,
although a retaining wall was required
to support the building platform. This
retaining wall provides a solid base to the
primary structure of the pavilion.
The pavilion consists of two components
– a lightweight timber and steel frame that
forms an umbrella of shade for the served
(public) space. The service component
is housed in a solid masonry structure
that is situated to the south and west of
the served space. The two components
intersect – combining stability with
lightweight openness.
The solid service core is clad in stone
resourced from the ruin of the original
structure on the site. Effectively, the earth

of the site is modified to provide base to
the pavilion and the resilient south and
west walls. The SA pine roof and column
system is finished with oils. This provides
a natural looking, easily maintained finish,
elevating this humble material. The
contractor responded to the request to use
site material in the polished concrete floor
with dedication and professionalism. Site
soil was graded, washed and mixed with
cement to provide a floor that was intended
to be a polished and refined version of the
site itself. The result is a deep-red earth
floor that, as one proceeds from outside to
inside, becomes more refined.
The structural steel frame is incorporated
into the glazing system of the pavilion
and is concealed. The timber frame of
the roof provides passive environmental
control by spanning over the inset glass
box and supporting a series of timber
louvres and screens that shade the interior
from east and west sunlight. The solid
masonry of the service core offers thermal
and structural stability. The building is
completely off grid – provision has been
made for the fitment of passive power and
heat generation will be installed when the
building’s usage demands. Rainwater is
collected and used for the maintenance of
the surrounding landscape.
The pavilion is integrated with its site
in a quid pro quo manner. The contours

and existing platform determine the
orientation of the building, but this allows
the building to focus towards the site of the
new residential node under development.
This enables the function of the structure
as a sales office.
The landscape responds to the
building in return by terracing the level
change between the road below and the
building platform. The building platform
is extended to the north, creating a large
related flat area for large events. The
landscape is planted with flora resourced
from the reserve, providing an insight into
its biodiversity.
The Hopewell Visitors’ Centre received the
2013 Regional Award for Architecture from
the Eastern Cape Institute of Architects.

PROJECT TEAM
Architects: Richard Stretton, Koop Design
Client: Hopewell Conservation
Structural Engineer: JP Mulder, BVI
Consulting Engineers
Quantity Surveyor: Juan Bosch,
Davis Langdon
Contractor: Wouter Van Der Westhuisen,
Chris Howes Construction
Landscape: Blackie Witbooi,
Hopewell Conservation
Photo Credits: Koop Design,
Hopewell Conservation, Ross Charnck
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CHAPEL ON THE LAKE - A MANUFACTURED LANDSCAPE

THE CHAPEL ON THE LAKE is a
manufactured landscape. The lake is
unnatural, a run-off attenuation pond.
Here a slow process of landscape design
is ongoing in the English landscape
tradition of Capability Brown et al. The
chapel is seen as the first of a number of
landscape interventions that will convert
the marginal roadside motel into a park,
supporting various ventures related to the
original accommodation of the motel.
The response was to create a route of
procession starting at the motel entrance
and ending at the chapel. The route
takes an even sweep across the garden,
following the natural contours of the
land and allowing the user to look over
changing vistas. Radiating swirls of
planting follow the ceremonial path and
focus surface run-off on the hillside. These
swirls resemble the floral arrangement for
a wedding and are quite spectacular in
spring. Trees are placed to provide shade
to the building and planted between the
poles at the entrance, become part of the
architecture. The building is an element
of the landscape in the picturesque
tradition, with strong African influences.
The landscape is composed, providing
pattern and texture. The path leads to
a flat, open area in front of the chapel, a
gathering area large enough to hold the
congregation. A bench built into a low

wall, extending from the entrance stoep,
mitigates the level change between the
natural slope and the flat courtyard.
Ceremony and procession define the
design. The concept uses gum poles
to define the space, like tree trunks
around a forest clearing. In homage to
Le Corbusier’s Ronchamp Chapel, false
perspective tapers towards the front
while the floor slopes gently downwards.
These references to classic design and
the remembered imagery of polished
stone floor, vertical expression of
structure, stained glass and heavy timber
doors provide emotive impact. Light is
used as a powerful element, streaming
between the columns, closely spaced to
reduce solar heat gain and focus the view
forward. The large south-facing window
turns the dam and landscape beyond
into a backdrop to the event. Coloured
glass of the west elevation brings further
drama and animation to the interior. The
chapel is an exploration of gum poles
as functional and emotive elements.
They are the visual surface of the wall,
alternating with the landscape beyond.
They connect with expressive steel and
timber trusses, which provide a complex,
detailed ceiling, via a steel ring beam that
also forms the weather seal between roof
and the light steel and glass curtain wall
envelope.

The landscape is designed to grow into
the architecture. In a few years, the full
impact will be realised when the building
becomes a part of the grove of trees,
which in turn will be established as an
integral part of the landscape as a whole.
All three buildings mimic the
landscape by using materials from it.
This is a choice in the resolution of the
building itself, but not necessary. Far
more critical is the relationship between
building and surrounding landscape: how
the landscape is shaped to receive the
building, how the adjacent spaces of the
landscape extend the building and how
the building form and materiality are
influenced by the form of the landscape.
It defines how the intention of the
development is accommodated. The
building as an object is never a driver in
the design; it is a response to the design
process.
PROJECT TEAM
Architects’ Team: Richard Stretton,
Iain Sherman, Lydia Muhl and
Angela Shaw
Structural Engineer: Rob Young,
Young & Satharia
Project Manager for Client: Susan Brookes
Landscape Design: Simon Clements,
Simon Clements Garden & Landscape
Photo Credit: Angela Shaw
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HOUSE DU TOIT, PORT NOLLOTH
ARCHITECTS: COMRIE + WILKINSON ARCHITECTS & URBAN DESIGNERS
BY: FRITZ THOMASHOFF

1

HOUSE DU TOIT is located in the
small coastal town of Port Nolloth in
the Northern Cape. This location is one
of climatic extremes, with difficulties
of material supply and an uncertain
availability of construction skills
beyond the rudimentary. The brief
to the architect commenced with the
compilation of guidelines for a larger
residential development in an area of
land on the edge of the existing town,
bordering the Atlantic Ocean.
With the development of guidelines,
an approach was followed where the
resulting end state would be respectful
and sensitive to the physical context.
Development is constrained by visual
sightlines from common areas, building
height, footprint size and colour usage.
It is based on a simple morphology of

form and shape, influenced by patterns
of architecture developed in similar
climatic zones. Colours are inspired by
the palette found on site, the colour of
dunes and plant species. The architect’s
brief was then extended to the design of
a show house, to illustrate the application
of the guidelines.
The building lies in a tough,
unprotected environment. It may be
idyllic and slow-changing at certain
times, but it is wild and uncompromising
at others. There are days of searing heat
and mornings caught in a cold Atlantic
fog. The coastline is endless in scale,
with punctuations in the geography
widely spaced, but on a small scale, the
dune environment is full of subtlety.
The architectural strategy seems to have
been to take up the dichotomies in the

landscape by reconciling two potentially
contradictory intentions: to lie low in it
and to make a powerful presence. Thus
it is a low-profile structure. The ground
plane of units was recessed below
ground level to assist in reducing visual
impact. The building is fragmented
into two narrow rows with courtyards
between, sympathetic to the alternating
hill and valley form of the dunes and,
like them, creating protected space from
the prevailing south-westerly wind. The
plan is layered like the intertidal zone
it faces onto. The fragmentation of the
façade reduces the viewer’s awareness
of the bulk and, as a result, the visual
impact from the water’s edge, as well
as minimising the impact from common
areas within the development. Freestanding garden walls assist to frame
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Cross Section

South-east Elevation

North-east Elevation

discrete spaces, defining courtyards and
secondary spaces. The disruption of
planting on the dunes was minimised by
harvesting plants for replanting before
construction and reinstating them after
construction was completed.
Counterbalanced with this organic
empathy is the vigorous geometry, the
simplicity of form and spatial quality,
the sturdy proportions ready to deal
with any storm, the platform calm and
permanent set against the constantly
shifting edge of the Atlantic. The
architecture is an interplay between
the buildings as solid mass and the
open voids of the courtyards – and the

larger context. It is a pattern of solid
and void, the outcome of a figure-andground approach to spatial design that
manipulates the relationships between
the two, by adding to, subtracting from,
and changing the physical geometry of
the pattern. It establishes a hierarchy
of spaces of different sizes that are
individually enclosed and defined, but
ordered directionally in relation to each
other.
These relationships are enhanced by
high levels of natural light carried into
the house by internal light shafts and
strategically placed openings, amplifying
the internal spatial hierarchy. North is on

the opposite side of the view towards the
sea, thus clerestory windows are used to
allow northern light into the interior,
creating light-filled rooms. Views of
the landscape and seascape are subtly
framed from significant internal and
external spaces.
Internal and external finishes are
bag-washed plastered brick walls. The
texture, in reflecting the quality of
light, changes colour at various times
of the day. White interior walls adapt to
hues of orange in the late afternoon and
contrast with the backdrop of the blue
bay beyond.
Material selection was influenced by
19
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Front view of house - with the shutters open

View of house with the shutters open

House placement in dunes

local availability of skills and products.
Quartzite, a waste product of local
mines, was used as a low-maintenance
texture on interior surfaces and
incorporated as accent walls. Other
material used as accents are panels of
mosaic wall cladding, applied by local
artisans, trained by the developer as a

contribution to skills development in
Porth Nolloth. Walls were constructed
from cement bricks from the area.
Subsequent to House Du Toit, more
houses have been constructed along
the coastal road and the restriction of
footprint and height has clearly proven
itself as a valuable guiding factor to

create an unobtrusive intervention along
these beautiful and sensitive coastal
dunes.
PROJECT TEAM
Project Architect: Chris Wilkinson
Developer: Jimmy du Toit
Structural Engineer: BVI, Springbok
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HOUSE VAN DER WATT, CEDERBERG
ARCHITECTS: WOLFF ARCHITECTS
BY: JULIAN COOKE
IN THE CEDERBERG, perhaps more
powerfully than anywhere else in South
Africa, one experiences the erosion of
the earth’s surface. The landscape has
not much cover here and bares its slow
deterioration. At the summits and in ridges
down the mountainsides, sandstone cliffs
weather from the top, forming deep shafts
and clefts, and leaving behind pillars,
bridges and wedges. Wind and water wear
their lower parts, hollowing out caves and
shaping strange, standing personages.
The stronger ones remain to populate the
landscape; weaker ones break off and litter

it; the smaller particles wash down to make
flat valleys. In amongst this stony terrain
is the dense, rare biodiversity of the Cape
Floristic Region.
The Van der Watt house is situated
on a farm in the lower level of one of the
mountains. Its setting was determined
by three factors. Firstly, botanists were
consulted to help identify a ‘bald’ spot in
the vegetation so that the house would
have a small impact on the flora. Secondly,
the clients enjoy living outdoors as much
as possible, thus ‘rooms’ were found
in the natural landscape which could

accommodate outdoor cooking and eating,
living and sleeping. The built part of the
house was aimed to facilitate living in the
unbuilt part. Thirdly, a particular approach
to capturing the view affected the choice
of specific location. The architects believe
that the most rewarding view consists not
only of a broad, distant panorama, but
also of articulate landscape features in the
middle and foreground. The selected site
has a foreground of the natural ‘rooms’ and
a middleground in the form of rocky ridges
that create a defined edge to the space of
the house, without needing any built means
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Section A-A

Section B-B

Section C-C

to achieve such a boundary. The ridges lie
right in front of the primary distant view to
the north.
The greatest challenge of the design
process was to visualise accurately the site
back in the architect’s office, 250km away.
With no marks of human life on site (such
as fences, electricity poles or buildings),
it was very difficult to judge the scale of
landscape features. Furthermore, while
conventional land surveying produces
contour plans that describe the topography,
it does not have the capacity to show the
complex, varied terrain of rocks and fynbos

accurately. To design the building, a way
had to be developed to see the vegetation,
rocks and topography simultaneously. The
solution was to have the landscape scanned
with a 3D scanner, producing a Point Cloud.
Instead of following the conventional
route of using these scans to produce solid
surfaces, the architects found ways of using
the Point Cloud in its raw state to have the
scale and character of the entire natural
world present, while they were working on
the design. The landscape indicated on the
section and elevation drawings is an exact
representation of the site.

The farm is within the winter rainfall
area of South Africa, with cold winters and
very hot summers. A constant westerly
wind, sometimes quite harsh, comes down
the valley. For protection against it, the
house was sited next to a rocky cliff to the
west and the western edge of the house
was designed to screen the wind from the
stoep. A large overhang on the northern
side provides protection from the summer
sun. The double brick walls to the north do
the same job. All the rooms have shutters
on the inside of the windows to insulate the
openings. Low-emissivity glass is used in
25
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Site plan

Ground-floor plan

First-floor plan

Reflected ceiling plan

the living and dining room.
The house has no connection to any
outside services; electricity is generated
by solar power, water is supplied from a
borehole and sewerage is contained on site
to protect the fynbos from nutrient-rich
effluent.
There are three components in the
building’s formal strategy. In this landscape,
with no marks of human intervention, it
is difficult to judge the scale of anything.

It has an awe-inspiring scalelessness. The
primary design aim was to conform to that.
The house was composed in an elemental
geometry of precise, geometric blocks. All
conventional external building elements,
such as roofs, downpipes and windows,
were concealed to deprive the observer of
anything by which scale could be judged.
The concealment was achieved by making
a double wall on each of the short sides
of the blocks, which allows openings, free

of the interior and of cills, mullions and
glass, to be cut into the outer envelope. All
these were exaggerated in size to diminish
the apparent scale of the building from a
distance.
Reflecting the surrounds of fragmented
rock cliffs and massive fallen boulders,
and limiting its impact on their scale, the
building mass was split into three separate
blocks, which contain the bedrooms,
bathrooms and kitchen. The living and
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Roof Iso by Ant Vervoort

dining room, conceived as an enclosed
‘courtyard’, occupies the space between
the blocks.
To further connect the house to its
surroundings, it is built of a material very
similar in colour to the rocks around it:
all exterior walls of the blocks are built of
fair-face cement brick, made with 70%
recycled concrete. (The brick exterior also
serves to protect the house from veld fires.)
The interiors of the rooms in the blocks,

plastered and painted white, contrast with
this. The floors are made with polished
paving brick with no concrete surface beds.
The ceilings, constructed of SA pine beams
and floorboards, give a dominant yellow
colour to the interior.
The building uses no materials from the
landscape it occupies and makes no effort
to disappear in it through its geometry or
profile, or to touch it lightly. However, by
adhering to the scaleless character of the

area, by fitting sensitively and accurately
into its natural spaces, by mirroring
its fragmentation and by reflecting its
dominant colour, it lies like a freshly-made
piece of an ancient, broken terrain.
PROJECT TEAM
Architectural Team: Heinrich Wolff, Temba
Jauch, Ant Vervoort, Radinka van der Walt,
Maria Wolff, Bayo Windapo
Structural Engineers: De Villiers & Hulme
Contractor: Africa Formworks
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HOUSE COETZEE
ARCHITECT: THOMAS GOUWS, ARCHITECTS AND INTERIORS
BY: LARS ADAMS
THE CLIENTS ACQUIRED a onehectare plot in Mooikloof Glen Estate to
the east of Pretoria and wanted to build a
modern and spacious family house where
they could raise their three daughters.
The brief called for maximised indooroutdoor living and designated spaces
where the family members could engage
with their individual lives.

To make the most of the large site,
the design intentions were focused on
achieving a sense of openness and of
being one with the landscape, in the
building as a phenomenon and in the
experience of it. Thus the house was
designed as a single-storey structure,
low-slung and in the form of a simple
H-plan, creating two courtyard spaces.

The first is used as an entrance space and
the second as an outdoor living area with
a pool.
The living and entertainment areas
are accommodated in the northern wing,
which is transparent across the major
proportion of its length. The bedrooms,
in the southern wing, which also have
full-height windows, are set, for privacy
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1- PLAY ROOM
2 - BATHROOM
3 - OUTDOOR SHOWER
4 - POOL PUMP ROOM
5 - WATER TANK STORE
6 - KITCHENETTE
7 - PATIO
8 - LOUNGE
9 - DINING ROOM
10 - KITCHEN
11- SCULLERY
12 - LAUNDRY
13 - PANTRY
14 - SERVICE YARD
15 - STAFF ROOM
16 - STAFF PATIO
17 - BATHROOM
18 - COURTYARD
19 - BOMA
20 - POOL
21 - KOI POND
22 - ENTRANCE
23 - GUEST TOILET
24 - POND
25 - COURTYARD / DECK
26 - DECK
27 - GARDEN STORE
28 - WATER TANK STORE
29 - DRESSER
30 - MAIN BEDROOM
31 - KID'S BEDROOMS
32 - KID'S BATHROOMS
33 - TV-LOUNGE
34 - GUEST BEDROOM
35 - GUEST BATHROOM
36 - GARAGES
37 - STORE ROOM
38 - WATER TANK STORE
39 - MAIN BATHROOM
40 - STUDY
41 - STUDIO
42 - CYBER CORNER
43 - DECK

HOUSE COETZEE - PLAN

and also to improve the sightlines
through, at a level slightly higher than
the court. Both look straight through the
northern wing and connect with its view
to the hills beyond.
To achieve this openness, steel
was the obvious choice as the main
structural material, freeing the walls to
be transparent and adjustable. Large
sliding glass panels in the living areas
allow various degrees of openness,
from completely open to completely
closed, making them adaptable to
weather conditions and flexible in use.
The arrangement allows the residents

to engage fully with the garden and
landscape all of the time.
The design method is a free version
of the Miesian tradition. Like the
Farnsworth House, it is ordered by a
strong geometry, but has a looser, less
bounded composition. It, too, has a plinth
expressed as a hovering plane, which is
reached from the slightly lower garden by
short stairs of similarly expressed treads.
However, the element is not bound by
the edge of the house, but continues
past it to an outdoor living area. Similarly,
on the one hand, the steel structural
skeleton is exposed and celebrated,
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LEGEND:

establishing the aesthetic language of the
building, its modular rhythm producing
a sense of completeness, coherence and
harmony throughout. On the other hand,
walls are also expressed as planes and,
together with some structural elements,
slide past the boundaries of the modular
structure and evince a sense of freedom.
Although, on the southern edge, the
building cuts into the slope, binding it
to the earth, the prevailing effect is of
lightness over the landscape. Almost all
spatial elements contribute to this. A
central walkway, forming the spine that
binds the separate portions of the house
31
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4

together, has a suspended steel pergola.
The steps and decks in the court and
the bridge over the pool are designed to
suggest a thin weightlessness. The long
pergolas, detailed in refined steelwork,
cantilever effortlessly. Above all, the

low-angled, monopitch roofs, with their
2m eaves delicately made with shaped
rafters and sharp edges, ‘float’ as wide,
protective planes.
It is a building of considerable
technical refinement and geometric

precision. However, its sensitivity to
its immediate site, combined with all
the devices to make it weightless and
transparent, give it a powerful resonance
with the subtly sloping and lightly clad
landscapes it inhabits.
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From the court through the living rooms to the view
North and west fronts
View along north facade
Living/dining spaces
Entrance court
Court with ‘floating’ elements
Bedroom
Kitchen connected to living spaces
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HOUSE MOOIKLOOF
ARCHITECT: ‘ORA JOUBERT ARCHITECTS
PHOTO CREDITS: BERNARD VILJOEN, MARTINE BODEMER
BY: LARS ADAMS
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1

HOUSE MOOIKLOOF forms part of
a genealogy of projects that attempts a
synthesis between Eurocentric theoretical
premises and our socio-environmental
particularities. A concerted effort was
made to accommodate local circumstances
by making use of readily available material
and considering sound climatic practices,
while respecting the spatial integrity
and abstract formalism of Orthodox
Modernism.

1
2
3
4

Interior of living area
Model showing gumpole structure
South elevation
North elevation

It was commissioned by two artists
who anticipated a dream house on a
difficult site in the Mooikloof Estate
on the outskirts of Pretoria. They were
enamoured with a site covered almost
entirely by a dense wattle forest and
annually flooded by a natural spring.
Their zealousness was further marked by
an assortment of old doors and windows
collected over years and bartered for with
painting and song.

The design resolution was a juggle
between an ambitious accommodation
brief, a highly restrictive budget and the
hotchpotch of doors, windows and other
memorabilia. These difficulties resulted in
a linear plan, accommodating both a house
and studio, and premised on a structural
system determined by the disparate
dimensions of the recycled doors and
windows. The house was subsequently
sold, whereupon the new owners could
37
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6

5
Model - layering
6
East elevation
7
West elevation
8
Living area
9
Layered west facade
10-11 Model showing spreading
cantilevered roofs
7

personalise and finish the house to
their (and the architect’s) satisfaction: a
swimming pool was added and the wattle
forest made way for endemic landscaping.
Care was taken in addressing a
problematic western orientation on the
highest portion of the site, resulting in large
roof overhangs and extensive, suspended
sun screens. The concept also drew on
the geology of the site insofar as the house
formed a transition between a rocky outcrop

to the east and the wattle forest to the front.
The transition consists of a number of
spatial layers arranged linearly, primarily:
the buttressed stone entrance space, the
living areas with slate floors, plastered brick
walls and timber ceiling, and the suspended
timber desks and pergolas. Each of these is
further sub-divided, with narrow secondary
spaces within the depth of the masonry
structure and between the pole structure
and the enclosure element.

The transitions are experiential and also
reflections of natural ones. They are not
the only natural metaphors in the design,
but are amplified by the system of roof
and pergolas, with its double columns,
deep overhangs and varied canopy, all of
which seem to allude to the spreading
acacias of the region, while the long,
long stretch of the building as a whole is
redolent with the wide horizontals of the
Highveld.
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TEACHING ARCHITECTURE IN SOUTH
AFRICA TODAY
REFLECTIONS ON ARCHITECTURAL EDUCATION IN
CONTEMPORARY SOUTH AFRICA WITH SPECIFIC
REFERENCE TO TRANSFORMATION AND GOOD DESIGN
TEACHING.
BY: SIMONE LE GRANGE, SCHOOL OF ARCHITECTURE, PLANNING AND GEOMATICS, UNIVERSITY OF CAPE TOWN
ABSTRACT
Architectural education faces two major
challenges in contemporary South Africa.
The first is one we share with most
other disciplines, that of transforming a
profession in the post-apartheid context.
The second is that of recognising threats
to architectural education that are
occurring both locally and globally, and
finding ways of overcoming them. This
paper argues that these two seemingly
disparate problems need to be tackled
simultaneously as one looks towards
the future of the profession and craft of
architecture in South Africa today.
Architectural design, both in terms of
its execution and education, has come
under scrutiny in recent local and
international journals. We find ourselves
in a precarious design milieu, where
there is a poverty of grounded design
ideas, of environmentally and socially
responsible work, and where form for the
sake of form dominates.
The academy is dominated by the
promotion of income generating
publications and research. Schools of
architecture have become victims of
academic bullying, where staff members
are rewarded for research outside of the
discipline of design, and design teaching
is given less priority.
This paper, using the School of
Architecture at the University of
Cape Town as its primary source of
information and reflection, looks at the
current state of architectural education
in South Africa, highlights the challenges
that architectural education faces and
proposes ways of overcoming them. It
argues that we are at a critical point in
terms of what we teach, how we teach,
and who we teach, as well as who teaches.

There is great opportunity to be seized
if we understand the threats to good
design education and look at those with
a particular focus on the South African
context.
INTRODUCTION
What are the implications for architectural
education in the contemporary South
African context with specific regard to
the two following challenges?
1. Transformation of the profession, and
by extension architectural education;
2. Reaching and maintaining the highest
standards of design education.
Twenty years after the first democratic
election,
the
profession
remains
comprised of a majority of white South
African professionals. While many black
South African people enter university to
study architecture, few of them become
professionals (see Table 1), and many
who apply to study architecture do not
get admitted.
Over the past two years, international
and local journals have been seriously
concerned with the state of architectural
design
education.
Internationally,
increasing costs of education, outdated
theoretical points of view, growing gaps
between practice and academia and the
lack of good groundings in foundational
knowledge have all contributed to a
general lack of direction within schools
(Rhowbotham, K., 2012). Many of these
concerns apply to South African schools.
Design is an integrative and creative
act. It takes seemingly disparate ideas
and provides creative solutions that
respond with synthesis and creativity.
The challenges of transformation and the
overall state of architectural education
are separate, but also interrelated. This

paper will argue that one cannot tackle
the one without tackling the other
simultaneously.
In many fora where people grapple
with transformation and how to achieve
it, we forget to establish our end
objective. Does transformation occur
when the demographic breakdown of the
membership of SACAP is representative
of the population of South Africa? Should
this demographic breakdown look at
‘race’i alone? Does transformation occur
when every student has equal access
to opportunities to study architecture,
when there is no longer any distinction
between architects, or students of
architecture based on class, race, gender,
sexual orientation, or physical ability,
or when the collective consciousness of
the building industry changes to such
an extent that the social reality of it
changes?
If the answer is yes to any of these
questions, then it is clear that we are
a long way away from transforming. I
would like to argue that, like any design
problem, the ‘ideal end’must be in sight
throughout the journey to get there. We
must formulate and imagine this ‘ideal
end’ because if we cannot imagine it,
we will never reach it. And it is in the
imagining of it that we bring it closer.
BACKGROUND
The schools of architecture in South
Africa have to deal with three major
issues. The first concerns the profession.
The architectural profession in this
country faces many challenges in the
current local and global context. The
architect’s role is ever diminishing in
the professional world, where the project
manager is king (project managers
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Table 1: BAS Graduates 1999 to 2012.
Source: Course results schedules of the Faulty of Engineering and the Built Environment, University
of Cape Town, 1999 to 2012.

are usually male). There is a growing
competitiveness among architects and
a growing commercialisation. There is
an increasing lack of skilled tradesmen
and craftsmen, materials are expensive
and developers make decisions primarily
based on cost. Small firms struggle to
find enough work, private sector work
is dominated by a few large firms, while
governmental work is handed out to firms
based on roster and tendering systems
that are not always transparent or fair. In
response to these changes the profession
is continually changing and South African
schools find themselves having to keep
pace and change appropriately.
The second issue is that of the
changing discourse in architecture.
Schools of architecture have traditionally
been places of learning where current
questions for design both locally and
globally have been interrogated. It is right
that they should because universities, by
definition, should be at the coalface of
the pursuit of knowledge. However, the
challenge is that the international design
milieu has become very precarious.
Unlike the 1960s, 70s and 80s where
there was often a clear meta-narrative
that students either agreed or disagreed
with, now there are many different and
accepted avenues of enquiry into design;
so many in fact, that it may be argued that
there are in fact none, because no one
cause or school of thought dominates.
Added to this globalisation and the

explosion of the communication media
has resulted in a plethora of information
and production where the focus has often
been on form, and not substance.
South African schools have for a long
time looked to the north for inspiration,
and we will no doubt continue to do so.
But if that is done uncritically we will
suffer much more for their mistakes than
they will, because of the poverty of our
context (intellectually and financially).
The plurality of post-modernism that
was originally a welcome novelty after
the tyranny of modernism has now
become a threat to robust critical design
thinking. It has allowed the celebration
of difference (mostly superficial, ‘skin
deep’ and formal difference) to dominate
over critical analysis and study, to such an
extent that anything goes, all is ok, and
the bigger and flashier one’s designs the
more recognition and praise one gets.
(Buchanan, P., 2012, p91-101).
A typical example of this kind
of relativism is when students are
encouraged to pursue ways of making
buildings that are sustainable, while they
worship the ‘starchitects’ whose works
cannot be described as sustainable at all.
Indeed, it is a very confusing world in
which the South African student has to
learn about architecture.
The acceptance of difference is very
prevalent in a post-apartheid South
Africa. After years of white supremacy and
dominance in all spheres, no one wants
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to be critical of any ‘other’. Tolerance
and cooperation are key components
of Archbishop Tutu’s rainbow nation.
The School of Architecture at UCT, in
its teaching and admissions policies,
has worked hard to include those that
have been previously excluded through
various methods. The focus of these
methods has, however, more often than
not been to celebrate and accommodate
difference, rather than to celebrate that
which unites. While it is very important
to promote peace and tolerance, it is also
important to look to those aspects of
design that unite us as one human race.
The third problem SA schools must
face relates to the transformation of the
country post-apartheid. The industry
of the built environment remains
male-dominated despite many female
graduates in the past 20 years, and race
and class differentiations are entrenched
in it. Appropriately, universities across
the country are faced with directives from
government to increase the numbers
of ‘black’ (i.e. coloured, black, Chinese
and Indian) South African graduates, and
many schools have programmes in place
to facilitate changes in the demographics
of the profession.
At UCT, the Faculty of Engineering
and the Built Environment appointed
Academic
Development
Lecturers
(ADLs) in seven of its departments in
2008. Their purpose was said to have
been to aid the transformation of the
demographic ‘throughput’ii of their
departments. In other words, they were
tasked with finding ways to produce more
‘black’ graduates. The term ‘academic
development’ referred to the university’s
desire to change teaching and learning
in whatever ways were necessary in
order to increase ‘black’ graduates from
an institution where graduates had for
decades been predominantly ‘white’.
Thus the School of Architecture at UCT
now has various programmes in place to
facilitate access and success for students
of all population groups. In the past five
years they have been managed by the
ADL, and include outreach workshops
for high school students, Winter School
studios, auxiliary teaching, visits to high
schools, and mentor programmes.
Like
many
other
university
departments, schools of architecture
struggle to graduate most of their
students within the prescribed minimum
three years in the undergraduate
BAS programmes. A notable cause
for this is said to be the various levels
of preparedness of students entering
43
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Table 2: Percentage of graduates that graduate in minimum time.
Source: Course results schedules of the Faulty of Engineering and the Built Environment, University of Cape Town, 1999 to 2012.

university. As the table above shows,
since the year 2000 an average of 42%
of black students, 52% of coloured
students, 100% of Chinese students, 67%
of Indian students, 65% of international
students and 70% of white students have
graduated in the minimum three years
from the BAS programme.
However, looking at the context of the
profession and architectural education
quantitatively, in terms of ‘race’ alone,
creates a skewed and superficial
impression. Many of the wealthiest
students of architecture are categorised
as black. Many of the weakest students
come from poorer income groups.
Architecture remains one of the most
expensive programmes at universities
– at UCT, the annual fees for studying
architecture are among the highest and
need to be paid for a minimum of five
years in order to register as an architectin-training. Many female students
struggle with certain courses, particularly
construction technology. There are very
few physically disabled students of
architecture, and academic staff members
are predominantly white and male.
Despite these challenges, large
numbers of students apply annually to
schools of architecture, far more than they
can accommodate. (The UCT School of
Architecture is able to allocate places to
less than 30% of applicants). So there
are many ways in which architectural
education must change. Teachers should
provide, with sensitivity and creativity,

safe learning and developmental spaces
for all students regardless of their
backgrounds. Various avenues need to
be explored to make the programmes of
study more affordable. There needs to be
sensitivity to any statistical trends within
various programmes, reworking those
which do not answer the needs of the
students directly. And lastly, ways should
be found to make architecture schools
more accessible for all.
TEACHING DESIGN AND THE PEDAGOGY
OF THE STUDIO

1

Design is about being able to think
critically, and visually. It is about a
process of synthesis. It is about being
able to question the status quo, to see the
big picture, to understand the role of the
architectural intervention in society, in
the larger context as well as in its smallest
details. It requires a highly complex
and sophisticated set of cognitive skills,
which do not come overnight; they take
years and years to develop (Carter, 2012).

The process relies heavily on a graphic
ability. Design is an artistic craft that
relies, on the one hand, on artistic and
poetic thinking and, on the other, on
the scientific, technical understanding.
It is what Schon calls a bimodal way of
thinking (Schon 1984, p.3)iii.
As with any creative way of working,
you have to keep at it. The fundamental
set of skills can only be learnt by doing.
Architects know that you cannot read
a manual or a theory or a set of rules
and then be a designer. You have to do
it yourself. Teaching design is about
facilitating this process with as much
guidance and foundation as possible.
Unlike other applied disciplines,
where a body of abstract knowledge is
first learnt, then put to practical use,
the architectural design student gains
knowledge about design and about
design-ing at the same time (Schon 1984,
p.6). The student and teacher of design,
through their one-to-one discussions,
develop their own language which is ever
changing in its focus and direction, based
on what they are doing. Schon calls this
‘reciprocal reflection in action , (Schon
1984, p.9).
Schools of architecture in South Africa
are lucky to come from a long tradition of
studio-based learning which incorporates
and uses the ‘crit’ system, group learning
and discussions, pin-up reviews, field
trips, design workshops, as well as
‘design and build’ projects. This way of
teaching is a constantly fluid exchange
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2

The design studio provides an
environment where self-learning occurs.
As Duker points out, the studio space
is one of the best examples of teaching
and learning practice because it provides
a method of learning which allows for,
and encourages critical understanding
and self-learning. (Duker 2009, p.7).
Students learn to think, and they learn
from each other. The teacher discusses
design ideas and issues with the student
using words and drawings, but there are
always ‘gaps’ or unanswered questions
that result from these exchanges. It is
in the filling in of these ‘gaps’ that the
student then teaches her or himself,
during the act of design. (Schon 1984, p.
6). Students also learn from their peers.
In the studio while students grapple with
design problems, they discuss and crit
and help each other, providing valuable
emotional as well as academic support to
each other.
Studio teaching and transformation
This studio method provides the ideal
environment for teaching and learning
in the current context of transformation.
Because much of the learning occurs
through group activity and from fellow
students, it has been found to be
very beneficial to the entire learning
experience of the class to have diversity
amongst the students and staff in terms
of their backgrounds (this refers to
amongst other factors race, class, age and
gender). There is a richness to be gained
from developing sensitivity to different
understandings and ideas.
The
challenge
of
academic
development is to work for integration

and unity, and to avoid divisiveness. The
ironic, yet perhaps foreseeable outcome
of categorising students according to race,
in an effort to seek integration, is that
it focuses more on what differentiates
people than what unites them. Rather
than looking at the differences amongst
students’ backgrounds and painstakingly
(and usually unsuccessfully) trying to
cater to all, it is more efficient and less
divisive to start from a position of asking
the question, ‘What do we all have in
common?’.
In social terms, the studio environment
shows that very soon students discover
they have many commonalities and
there is a strong sense of camaraderie,
especially when it comes to the infamous
all-nighters and pin-up reviews. The
social space of the studio is naturally
integrative, but this can be helped along
by the teacher by encouraging diverse
working groups. Cultural differences
amongst students are made visible very
quickly and easily in the social space
of the studio, and this precipitates
discussion and ultimately fosters
tolerance and sensitivity.
THINKING GRAPHICALLY

3

As an architect and teacher, I believe that
drawing, and learning to think through
drawing by hand, is a fundamental aspect
of design pedagogy. One of the first
challenges posed to the first-year student
must be to begin to think graphically.
In a sense, it is learning to think like a
child again – children think graphically
with ease (as was noted by Picasso, Klee
and others). For students of architecture,
it is taking all the formal and informal
knowledge gained before and during
their studies, and translating these into
graphic thoughts.
Learning to design and thinking
graphically happens simultaneously. As
Pallasmaa notes in his important book
The Thinking Hand, there is a ‘direct and
delicate’ tactile collaboration between
the hand, the eye, the mental image and
drawn image (Pallasmaa, 2009, pp.91).

Typically, all students who have been
admitted have had to produce a portfolio
of carefully selected drawing and design
tasks – so they all have some graphic
ability. However students do enter the
first year with different levels of skill
and experience. An important factor to
remember that illustrates this difference
in preparedness is that most black and
coloured schools in the Western Cape do
not offer art as a subject (a legacy of the
apartheid educational systems – black
and coloured pupils didn’t need to learn
art – art was for the privileged). Despite
this diversity in preparedness, students
are admitted based on the potential
design skills made evident by the
carefully choreographed set of exercises
required in the application portfolio.
It is in the process of learning to
think as a designer that one learns, and
relearns how to express one’s ideas
graphically and three-dimensionally.
Unlike the student of creative writing,
students of architectural design do not
begin their education already having a
fully developed language. They develop
it at the same time as developing their
creativity. But like the student of music
or dance, there is a body of fundamental
knowledge that can and must be taught,
in order to for students to be able to
create.
In order to assist in this process most
effectively one must harness students’
existing graphic abilities. This is why it
is useful to rely on drawing by hand as
opposed to the computer in the early
years. If learning how to draw starts on
the computer, what tends to happen is
that the computer dictates the content
and extent of the ‘graphic thoughts’
based on the knowledge of software.
For example, if a student does not yet
know how to draw a particular threedimensional shape on the computer,
they simply will not, and will limit their
design ideas or ‘graphic thoughts’ to the
set of shapes and lines that they can
draw; whereas if you encourage hand
drawings, students naturally and with
much less self-consciousness draw all
kinds of forms and shapes.
Learning to draw on the drawing
board is an extension of the process
of learning to think through drawing.
Learning about scale, proportion, colour,
texture, composition, text and labelling,
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of ideas between teacher and student,
varying according to the backgrounds,
context, personalities, concerns, focus,
and ambitions of both. It is a rewarding
and growing experience for the teacher,
as it is constantly interactive, challenging
and creative - which is why many
professional architects have always been
keen to come and teach part-time (for
very little financial benefit). Teaching is
a way of continuing to learn.

1 One-on-one teaching in the studio
2 Masters-level students using drawing boards
in the studio
3 The importance of and love for drawing in the
studio
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presentation and pinning-up, are all skills
that come as a result of the discipline of
drawing on a drawing board.
The computer provides valuable
conveniences and time-savers to the
skilled designer. The undo, backspace or
delete buttons, copy and paste, multiply,
and mirror tools of the CAD programme
provide extreme convenience. But
these conveniences do not teach one
to think. Design involves an intense
and disciplined process of reflection
and self -criticism and evaluation. It is
not the immediate production of a final
piece. The computer drawing is final
and accurate from the start. Design is
an ability to think and draw at different
scales with ease, relying on the change
of scale by clicking a button on the
computer detracts immeasurably from
the cognitive process of thinking both
literally and philosophically at different
scales (Pallasmaa 2009, p.97).

4

5

The benefits of graphic thoughts
and communicating graphically in a
post-apartheid South Africa, as a way of
dealing with the past and as a form of
catharsis should not be ignored. Since
the 1940’s art has been a recognised
form of psychotherapy. In the context of
the architectural design studio drawing
is a tool for self-expression. Drawing,
combined with the optimistic nature of
design, can be very useful in overcoming
the social and academic difficulties
that stem from the apartheid legacy.
Drawing can also be used as a form of
communication between students and
teachers who have different languages
as their mother tongues. The creative act
of design can be a form of ‘therapy’ that
is cathartic, stimulating and progressive

when the focus is on the healing and
rebuilding of our environments.
'THE DUMBING DOWN OF DESIGN' –
THREATS TO DESIGN EDUCATION AND
ACADEMIC DEVELOPMENT
A number of trends both locally and
internationally are providing constant
threats to the design education of the
student.
Bigger classes
By increasing the ratio of student to
teacher, the studio-based system is in
direct threat. More students can and
perhaps should be admitted, but this
must mean more teachers and more
work space. The ability to sit with a
student and teach through the process
of discussion, facilitation, guidance and
demonstration must be protected, for
the sake of design education and for
processes of transformation.
The removal of drawing boards and of
the emphasis on drawing by hand
Schools have been influenced by
international trends in this regard
– the uncritical acceptance of these
trends is alarming and short-sighted,
and exposes a lack of confidence and
leadership. Decisions have also been
made because we have less physical
space to accommodate the larger number
of students. It is alarming how uncritical
staff members are of trends to move
away from the studio – drawing board
based systems of learning. While it is
reasonable to accept that professional
architects do not draw on the drawing
board much anymore, this should not
be seen as a reason to eradicate such an
essential element from the process of
learning.
Less student/teacher contact time
Studio sessions, the core of the
undergraduate programme have become
eroded. At UCT, the design course, now
called Design and Theory Studio, is a
fundamental part of the curriculum as it
is where everything is brought together
in the design problem. Students have
to integrate knowledge gained from
the other courses into an integrated,
synthesised design solution that is
graphic, three-dimensional and poetic.
By reducing the time spent in the studio
with staff, the importance of this process
is reduced, and studio contact sessions
are rushed and more limited. A teacher is
unable to decide on a case-by-case basis
whether or not to spend more time with

a particular student because they are
struggling, or because they have come
up with an interesting set of challenges,
because the teacher is primarily
concerned with seeing all students in the
limited amount of time.
Term time is increasingly being reduced
at universities where the focus is on
providing more time for academic staff
to produce income generating research.
Increased mid and end of year vacations
provide more research time for staff,
but far less learning time for students.
The total amount of studio teaching
time in the BAS programme at UCT is
currently around 12 weeks per semester;
this means 48, four-hour studio sessions
per year; considerably less than the 84
three-hour studio sessions a student
would have received approximately 10
years ago when incidentally, classes were
smaller. The current 48 studio sessions
must accommodate not only one-onone teaching, but also group discussions,
lectures, seminars, field trips and guest
lecturers, as well as pin-up submissions
and final deadlines with presentations
and crits.
'Theory creep'
Theory has been introduced into the
studio over the past 10 to 15 years,
and while this in itself is not a threat
to design education, it can and often
does take away from valuable design
teaching, both in terms of time and
focus. Readings relevant to studio
projects should remain part of the
studio, but not dominate studio teaching
time. The studio projects should be
designed in such a way as to bring in all
other facets of the craft of architecture,
theory, history, environmental concerns,
structures and so on, but it should be
the design project that synthesises
these concerns and drives the enquiry.
The growing pressure on permanent
staff members to publish and to pursue
post graduate studies outside of the
discipline encourages more of a shift
away from design educationiv. This has
direct impact on teaching in terms of
curriculum planning, course design and
ways of teaching. Lecturers struggle to
teach various aspects of the discipline
and craft of design because most of them
have not practised in many years, and
many have to rely on design knowledge
and skills learnt when they themselves
were students or young architects (in
some cases, this is approximately 30
years ago!). The development of their
own design expertise and knowledge

46 ARCHITE CTU R E SA | I SSU E 67

Essay.indd 46

2014/05/21 3:29 PM

INTEGRATION AND SYNTHESIS WITH
DESIGN – TACKLING TRANSFORMATION
We know that producing a resolved
design comes about after a long and
critical series of design processes. This
integrative and synthesising process has
to be integrally linked to the way one
teaches design. This iterative, non-linear
studio based pedagogy is even more
important when one teaches students
who struggle and grapple with design
decisions and processes.

6

Students from previously disadvantaged
backgrounds have in many other faculties
and disciplines been marginalised and
separated out with foundational courses,
bridging courses or even separate
learning streams. Marginalising students
from disadvantaged backgrounds into a
foundation course in a design discipline
would in fact miss out on a range of
teaching and learning opportunities that
come from an integrated class starting at
year one. For this reason, the school of
architecture at UCT has correctly always
resisted this trend. Both the studio
system and design itself are essentially
integrative and to separate out from that
students who come in less equipped or
‘prepared’ would be reactionary.
The studio-based system of education
is designed to be able to facilitate
learning amongst all students, whatever
line of enquiry they espouse. This
same system therefore should and can
very easily extend to diversities of
background or skin colour or class. An
obvious conclusion is that facilitating
‘transformation’
in
architectural
education has to be the responsibility of
all design teachers within a School and
by inference of all students as well.
CONCLUSION
Transformation within the architectural
profession, as in society in general, is
attainable, but there are no quick fixes
or magic formulae. It is something that
must be relentlessly pursued and worked
towards by everyone. Design education
in South Africa stands at a critical moment

in its history, where it can either fail or
succeed, and we need to take stock and
take action. In summary:
Looking at race alone is superficial and
unhelpful. Through the studio pedagogy,
we must accommodate diversity of every
kind (race, class, gender, age, nationality,
etc), among both staff and students.
The focus of the learning and teaching
experience in the studio provides the
ideal and most effective platform for
dealing with issues of transformation.
When we focus on human needs and
desires and histories, we highlight that
which unites us rather than that which
differentiates us, although we can do
this at the same time as encouraging
tolerance of difference.
It is clear that the studio-based
pedagogy does in fact provide an
ideal place for learning and growth to
occur, particularly in the context of
transformation. It is a method of teaching
which allows for the development of
critical thought, which encourages
students to develop their own ideas
and allows for all forms of expression of
identity. The architectural studio-based
pedagogy is, however, under constant
threat due to budgetary constraints, a
lack of vision and understanding. In
the existing context of ever-worsening
secondary school education, it is our
biggest strength and only hope. For
the sake of design education in general
terms, and in support of reaching the
goals of transformation, the studiobased system of architectural education
must be protected. Understanding this
pedagogy brings us to the conclusion
that academic development cannot be
undertaken by one lecturer in a school
of architecture, but can only be achieved
when it is integrated into the entire
teaching and learning experience, and it
therefore becomes the responsibility of
all teachers and students.
If we remember, and constantly reevaluate what transformation is, we
stand a better chance of achieving it
in our daily practices, and this in turn
will transform the collective reality of
our profession and craft. If we suggest
that transformation is about making
the study and practice of architecture
equally accessible to all, then that notion
must permeate everyday activities, as
well as broad visions for the future of
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has been neglected, and has resulted
in underlying tensions and insecurities
amongst all staff members. Students
(especially the more senior students)
display a growing lack of respect for
their lecturers, and more and more
teaching is outsourced to professional
architects.
There are many potentially dangerous
spin-offs that come from staff working
in other disciplines. Apart from the
obvious tendency to increase the gap
between theory and practice, many
staff members who work in research
that is more grounded in the social
sciences are influenced by these ways
of working and thinking. Restrictions
on methodology become of paramount
importance, where the desired outcome
is not to provide solutions, but in fact
to end with more questions. The focus
is on process and not product. While
process is very important in design, so
is product.
Schools of architecture have for
many decades been odd bodies
within traditional university faculty
structures. (Schon 1984, p.2). They do
not sit comfortably in any one faculty,
especially in recent times where
faculties within universities have been
rationalised. Architects have time and
again argued for schools of architecture
to be independent from university
structures (Hunter 2012). The recent
creation of the independent London
School of Architecture is an international
example of the manifestation of
investigations of different ways of
teaching architects (Hunter, 2012). In
South Africa, the recent establishment
of the Open Architecture programme,
through CPUT and SAIA offering parttime, web and office-based education,
provides a valuable source of education
outside of full-time study, but its
effectiveness needs to be monitored
(Open Architecture, n.d.).
In South Africa, schools of architecture
do sit within university structures and
face increasing pressure to adhere to
research and publication norms which
are dictated by other disciplines, and
which belie a misunderstanding of
architectural thinking.
It is difficult for South African
schools of architecture to resist this
form of professional academic bullying;
the victim of this is ultimately design
education. With the growing focus on
theory, there is a danger of becoming
schools of architectural journalism,
rather than schools of architecture.

4 First-year student learning to draw on
the board
5 A crowded first-year studio
6 First-year students on a field trip in 2012
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architectural education. It cannot be
reduced to a few programmes of auxiliary
teaching and to racially categorised
statistics.
In addition, we must resist international
trends if they are inappropriate to our
context. The emphasis on drawing and
thinking graphically must be maintained.
While it is important that we show that we
have world class institutions, producing
graduates that are on par with graduates
from any country, we also need to ensure
that our graduates are prepared for and
enriched by our context. Foundational
knowledge is of utmost importance, and
the emphasis of architectural education
should be on teaching students to think,
so that they may be able to perform
when faced with all kinds of challenges.
Specialised fields of interest can be
encouraged, but not at the expense of
core foundational knowledge.
Foundational knowledge and the
importance of context
Now more than ever it is of utmost
importance to teach good foundational
knowledge, with a good focus on context.
All students of architecture should have
a good grounding in history, in theory, in
construction methods, in graphic design
and presentation. All should be able to
think and draw and build models that are
about the making of space and place. All
students should have a good knowledge
of local and international architectural
history, as well as a good grounding in
the socio-political contexts within which
we work, and which we have inherited.
Issues of sustainability, and how they
are located socially, physically and
historically are of utmost importance.
Design at the level of the city, the district
and neighbourhood is important in postapartheid South African cities, and all
students should be well versed in the
significance of architecture within these
contexts. All students must develop the
skills to be able to think at different
scales, both literally, philosophically and
metaphorically.
William Curtis highlights the poverty
of architectural education in the UK
(Curtis 2012). According to him, core
knowledge should include the following:
rationality; social relevance; common
sense; the integration of structural and
historical knowledge; the avoidance of
flashy images at the expense of substance
(Curtis 2012).
The practice and study of architecture
itself can be transformative. Being
an architect requires one to have the

optimism and creativity that is needed to
envision alternative future environments
within which to live and work. Our
cities provide valuable laboratories and
case studies for examination, while the
creative act of design provides cathartic
and progressive outlets to designers, no
matter what their backgrounds are.
The creative act of architectural design
can, when combined with a focus on
context, be used quite directly to focus
students’ attention on questions of
transformation and sustainability. There
is great potential to unite and strengthen,
and to build confidence in designers, if
there is a common goal which is geared
towards the collective good.
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END NOTES:
i
Before the first democratic
elections in 1994 most antiapartheid
movements
and
organisations recognised that it was
futile and irresponsible to fight for
equal rights for people based on
race alone. Various organisations,
across the ‘left’ spectrum realised
the fundamental importance of
understanding
South
Africa’s
problems in terms of class. The
correlation between race and class
that existed before is changing. The
adoption of neo-liberal economic
policies of the post-apartheid
governments of South Africa
require analysis and reflection that
this paper cannot address, but it is
important to recognise that these
have resulted in little effective
change in the lives of most South
Africans. Transformation policies
that have looked at race alone
have resulted in the formation of a
relatively small group of middle to
upper-class black South Africans,
neglecting to benefit most poor
people, and most African, coloured,
Indian and Chinese (categorised as
previously disadvantaged) people.
ii
‘Throughput' is a term used
throughout universities in South
Africa to describe the rate of success
of students academically. A good
throughput rate means most if not
all students registered in a particular
course or programme has succeeded,
i.e. graduated in the shortest
possible time.
iii
Donald Schon (1930–1997) was
a philosopher who wrote books and
articles on education and ways of
thinking that could be learnt from
the architectural profession and
pedagogy. While his works were
written a long time ago, they remain
pertinent today as the most relevant
theoretical tomes for understanding
architectural pedagogy.
iv
The shift away from a threesession studio week to a two-session
studio week being a case in point.
Lecturers wanted more time to
work on their research, showing a
shift in the school’s priorities from
a place of learning to a place of
research output.
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– SHOULD THERE BE COURSEWORK IN HISTORY IN THE
SOUTH AFRICAN ARCHITECTURAL CURRICULUM?
BY: ROGER C FISHER, EMERITUS PROFESSOR IN THE DEPARTMENT OF ARCHITECTURE, UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA

A YOUNG COLLEAGUE, Johan
Swart, newly appointed into the
position I once taught at the
University of Pretoria’s Department of
Architecture, posed these questions to
me and I believe they and my responses
are worth sharing.
This was Swart’s question: ‘In the
study of architectural history, students
get confronted with a myriad of styles,
periods and paradigms that refer back
to periods before them: Romanesque,
Renaissance, Neo-Renaissance, NeoClassicism, Historicism, Eclecticism,
etc. To explain the differences
between these periods is an exhaustive
task and to recognise them in the
built environment is impossible for
the novice. How would you approach
a discussion of these periods of
architectural history if you were
forced to discuss them comparatively
and conceptually? With the focus on
differentiation, how should learning in
this regard begin? Or is a chronological
study and academic sweat the only
starting point?’
And this was my response: In true
postmodern fashion, let me deconstruct
your question. At the core of the debate
is: Should the history of architecture
be in the teaching curriculum for
architecture? If so, why? If this is
accepted,what then? And how?
I’ve argued in depth elsewhere
why the discipline of architecture
has history in the curriculum, but let
me here just give a cursory position.
As someone whose position is within
an eco-systemic paradigm, I hold the
attitude that architecture is a necessary
and evolving cultural endeavour, being
one of those cultural activities that
make us as a species at home in the
world. As individuals, we are linked
to the past through what is termed
the collective consciousness, which
embodies its own collective memory.
One of the formal techniques we have

devised is to unravel the warp and weft
of culture into disciplinary strands,
each writing its own narrative thread.
To pursue the metaphor, not only does
each discipline have its own narrative
thread, but these threads have many
strands, depending on the bias of the
narrator. This does not mean to me that
there are either only relative histories,
as the relativists would have it, nor do
I subscribe to uncontestable factual
histories as the positivists would have
it. I do, however, believe that history is
a cultural construct of human making.
What I also believe is that axiomatically,
the arrow of time is a fact and that the
past is done and the future unknown
and unknowable.
So then let us put architecture into
the picture.
Architecture is a discipline with a
long past within the context of culture
(short in an evolutionary context!) –
that is, it is traditive. Not only that,
but it is additive and incremental.
In the discipline we dispense with
very little, and complement what we
have known with what we learn or
discover. Let me also add that it is a
discipline with its own vocabulary and
that vocabulary has two natures – the
first is its inherent silent vocabulary of
form-giving and space-making and the
other a spoken vocabulary where these
muted things are named, described,
discussed and interrogated. A student
coming to the discipline has to master
both languages.
In teaching the neophyte architect,
our point of departure is that we
have an intellectually pristine initiate
into the culture of architecture. That
initiate needs to be encultured through
teaching, which means having the
cultural practices of the discipline
inculcated through a rite of passage.
As said earlier, two of these cultural
practices are the languages of the
discipline, one, silent and abstract, the

other a literal collection of terms which
capture the facts, thoughts, ideas and
activities of architecture. As with all
discrete disciplinary practice, it is
important for the student to master
the vocabulary of that discipline and
have a certain incisive precision in
its use so as to keep a keen mind and
precise medium for communication.
This is even more important today
in a litigious society which feeds the
carriovores (to coin a phrase) of the
legal profession preying off the corpses
of failing professionals.
So I get to the question: How
would you approach a discussion of
these periods of architectural history
if you were forced to discuss them
comparatively and conceptually? With
the focus on differentiation, how should
learning in this regard begin? Or is a
chronological study and academic sweat
the only starting point? Unfortunately,
again I must raise another issue before
arguing directly. All of us who come
to the teaching of architecture do so
as novices and autodidacts. Few in
the local context are taught to teach
architecture – yet. In that sense, even
academia accepts the traditive nature
of the discipline and particularly when
it comes to teaching. All teachers
have been taught and have those who
have taught us modes and models of
pedagogy, either by being reactionary
or respectful of the traditions of how
we ourselves were taught.
Generally, the age group being taught
is younger than 25 and at that age,
because of hormonal differences, men
and women are maturing at different
rates. So the minds you are dealing
with in a class of peers have inherent
developmental differences, which
affects the way information is dealt
with and processed. I think it would
do no harm to read some literature
on developmental psychology of
young adult learners in order to help
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answer your question of how to impart
knowledge appropriate to their age.
Another point to consider is the
body of knowledge. We live in the
information era; information is readily
to hand proffering a myriad of facts and
opinions. But how to deal with them?
How much should be committed to
memory and how much consigned to
the mental litter basket? In the past,
knowledge was passed on as canonic
and almost immutable. In the way I
was taught, only Building Science,
as it was then termed, and Theory
of Structures – taught in the form of
understanding the nature of materials
and natural phenomena and how these
were interpreted into algorithms, so
that one could rationally employ facts
– were not entirely in the realm of
canonic knowledge.
I believe that this holds the seeds of
how we should be teaching all subjects.
We need to identify iconic examples
that are rich, powerful and memorable
that act as specific exemplars for general
engagement. I need to elaborate on
this thought. I hold that the student
should encounter these same examples
many times in the curriculum in order
to garner different understandings
from
different
perspectives
to
different ends, engaging different
disciplinary attitudes to the same
examples, hence knowing the same
thing in many ways – addressing the
so-called ‘multiple intelligence’ of
the individual candidates. What this
requires is a managed curriculum
across the spectrum of subjects taught.
The history classroom is the ideal place
to introduce a critical understanding
of such examples. But they should
be encountered many times to enrich
understanding – in the Theory of
Structures, Construction, and Building
Climate and Ecology. By knowing few
but significant things well, you can
know many things richly.
CULTURAL
DIVERSITY
IN
THE
CLASSROOM
We live in a country of rich cultural
diversity. When I was taught we were
all metaphorical Greeks. We were
even given the line in one of my early
History of the Environment lectures:
‘We are all Greeks.’ Today that is not
a useful, or even politically correct,
springboard for teaching.
But if we are not all Greeks, then
what are we? We need to find a basis
of intellectual commonality on which

to found a body of knowledge. I hold
that the discipline of architecture is
part of the shared cultural activities
of us as human beings and universal
in its language. Where it diverges
is culturally in the particulars and
peculiarities of its expression. While
we are teaching ‘novices’ of different
cultural backgrounds, it is our desire
that when they graduate into the
profession they are comfortably and
recognisably part of a worldwide body
of architects. We need to teach for
convergence, while being intellectually
respectful and mindful of difference
and diversity.
So when you state that architectural
history students get confronted
with a myriad of styles, periods and
paradigms, I ask myself: Should this be
an approach at all? Is it still appropriate
in the contemporary curriculum? And
then specifically in the schools of
architecture in South Africa?
Which brings me to the crux of the
question and here is my answer: I
believe the contemporary curriculum
should be founded on the following
ideas. We should respect the diversity
of the cultures of our people and
hence the people we teach. We need
to draw on this diversity to discover
commonalities. Commonality should
be embellished with examples of the
specific individual in order to allow
them to play to their strengths, thereby
setting them up for personal growth and
success, and not frustration and failure.
In other words, the curriculum should
play to the embodied intelligence of
the candidate.
I believe teaching should be done
through interaction and sharing. A
creative teacher sets probing questions
whereby each student is challenged
to discover, critically engage, elicit
and share the specifics of their own
world of knowledge in order to build
commonality – both universal and
specific to the discipline. An engaged
teacher will facilitate and direct this
learning so as to help the students
develop.
We have done such exercises in the
curriculum before, but they remain
useful for discovering an aspect of the
discipline we call history. For example,
does your culture have an origin
legend?
What is it? What does your name
mean? What is its origin? Where were
you born? Have you a memorable
building, structure or landscape from

your past? What is it called? What is its
function?
Can you represent it? Can you name
the parts you represent in your own
language? In another language?
This exercise should not take more
than a quarter and could be dovetailed
in the Design Studio and Building
Technology classes to develop an
understanding of how the different
aspects of the discipline deal with the
representation and naming of parts.
The next quarter could be the
development of a broader picture of
understanding of long history, using
the Creative Legends as springboard,
while drawing on that which is
represented by the scientific narrative
and where the department is well
placed to organise field trips. I’d even
take students by bus to Barberton to
the Genesis Trail, which is lined with
interpretative boards. One should be
able to dovetail this with what they are
engaging in the Earth Sciences course.
Then you next have the campus – you
can do an entire History of Architecture
course just with the buildings there –
everything from Greek Revival to PostModernism and Neo-Modernism. This
is where you change and start linking
the discoverable to a wider world, both
chronologically and internationally.
Thereafter one uses the local
example to engage other African
architectural expressions. Then we can
present ‘exotic’ cultures, such as the
Mayans, Incas and Aztecs of Central
and South America.
Finally, in third year they should
be taught to understand all they have
learnt as giving guidance to context.
We could call this Applied History.
I believe that all the formal content
should be done by the middle of third
year so that the candidate can apply
and demonstrate this knowledge in
holistic fashion in the final design
scheme, perhaps with some formal
submission of an essay and any related
research documentation. This should
be formally examined.
These are my first-stab thoughts,
not well structured or detailed as yet.
Underlying my specific thoughts are
implicit a need for a broad-based,
integrated curriculum renewal and
development based on the ‘self’ of
the individual candidate and their
embodied intelligence.
P.S. I have not addressed aspects of
heritage and field trips, but will treat
these as a separate issue.
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– OUDEBOSCH CAMP, KOGELBERG NATURE RESERVE
ARCHITECTS: ARCHITECTURE CO-OP
PHOTOS: DARÉLL LOURENS
BY: MIKE LOUW
OUDEBOSCH MOUNTAIN CAMP
is situated in the Kogelberg biosphere
which is a UNESCO World Heritage
Site. This location presented the design
team with a range of challenges and the
new buildings were designed to respond
to the sensitive nature of the site by
making use of low-tech and mainly off-

site construction techniques combined
with sound passive design principles,
for which the project received an
acknowledgement award from the Holcim
Foundation for Sustainable Construction
in 2011. By carefully considering the site
ecology and surrounding environment,
the team managed to create a project

with a sense of place that reinforces what
is already there. These buildings seem
to gently lift the fynbos blanket off the
surface of the land and they take Glenn
Murcutt’s well-known saying one step
further by ‘touching the earth lightly’
simultaneously from above and from
below.
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PILGRIMAGES AND THE PROBLEMS
OF MYOPICKIA
EVERYONE DOES IT. Rex Martienssen
did it. I did it. You’ve probably done it
too. That trek halfway across the world
on what Rex Distin Martienssen called
in 1928 ‘an architectural pilgrimage’.
In Martienssen’s case – along with 25odd classmates from Wits and Professor
Geoffrey Pearse – it was to visit the Cape
to study and make measured drawings of
Cape Dutch homesteads. This latter-day
master of Modernism couldn’t stop singing
the praises of these old houses (revisionist
historians note: maybe Martienssen came
to Le Corbusier through the planar white
walls of Cape Dutch architecture?!).
The reason we go on these ‘pilgrimages’
is obvious; architecture – no, hold
on – buildings, are only understood
comprehensively when experienced,
when walked through, when leaned up
against, some even say, licked. It requires
the full engagement of all your senses
to get an intimate understanding of a
building.
The thing is, most of us have full
knowledge of these buildings before we
visit them – in fact, that’s why we visit
them! We are taken in and entranced by
them through photos and drawings and
words and descriptions and essays. We
know them intimately like a pen pal –
or an online distant relationship – whom
we have never met, but who has sent us
endless confessionals. We know their
history, their birth story, their genesis
and genus through the parent. We know
them better than they know themselves,
how they were progeny of deepseated convictions or the result of brief
flirtations. In other words, we know them
as architecture before we know them as
buildings.
And so we pack our bags and start
brimming with excitement at the meeting
– finally, after all these years! – of the
ones we love. And of course we can be a
bit disappointed when we meet them in
the flesh – underwhelmed, disenchanted,
lacking the chemistry we thought they
had. Or the disappointment might have
nothing to do with the building itself: there
is the long bus trip followed by a trudge
through the rain to be met by ridiculous
opening hours that end in an extortionist
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BY: NIC COETZER

House Stekhoven... it’s the one in the middle.

entrance fee and an overjudgemental
curator. Or if you have ever been to the Taj
Mahal, it’s the intrusion of endless guides
and 10 000 other people jostling for a taste
of wedding cake.
Sometimes these buildings are
everything that our architectural dreams
made them out to be. All those essays and
lectures and photos just seem to resonate
with the building like some kind of
truth. Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye is one
of them, mainly because it is a pavilion
in a meadow surrounded by trees; there
is little of the world intruding in on it.
And that’s the point: it seems that Villa
Savoye’s setting allows it to avoid one
of the key disappointments facing the
architectural pilgrim and that is (my own
word) myopickia. It describes the horror
on meeting your long-distance internet
relationship’s vulgar and grotesque family
and realising that they live right next door.
But myopickia is also a verb. It describes
the process of your internet relationship,
deliberately cropping the flattering selfportraits they send you to hide the fact
that they are an inmate in prison. It is what
is done by architectural photographers in
carefully framing out the ugly context that
too often surrounds these architectural
‘gems’. Or it describes the words left
unsaid in endless lectures about the true
nature of a building and its locale. If you
have been to Hout Bay Public Library, you
will know what I mean... not to mention

House Stekhoven!
Myopickia also works in reverse – by
development that has happened long
after the iconic photo was taken. London’s
Creekside Village in Greenwich is a new
housing development that, as their website
says, ‘wraps around the award-winning
Laban Dance Centre’. They make it
sound so pleasant and gentle, but the net
result is anything but flattering for the
subtle colour shifts and prismatic edginess
of Herzog & de Meuron’s masterpiece.
New neighbours have moved in! And I
can’t photograph it like it is meant to be!
But once we have recovered from
our bout of myopickia, the world
suddenly seems much wider, much more
interesting. Often it’s the other things of
the visit that we remember more clearly
than the building itself. The crazy taxi
driver in Montevideo whose hair and furry
dashboard went so well with ‘everyone
was kung-fu fighting. Huhh!’ playing on
the radio as we made our way to catch
the bus to Brasilia. Or the pensioners
standing around Eladio Dieste’s church
in Atlantida waiting for their monthly
stipend. Or being driven from the Taj
Mahal building into the gardens to enjoy
the ‘kaaua!’ of parrots whooshing through
the trees above.
These architectural pilgrimages make
us fall in love with the world all over
again. As every pilgrim knows, it’s not the
destination, it’s the journey.
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BY: ROGER C FISHER
WHILE MOST ARCHITECTS are
not only catholic in taste, they are
also often artistic in temperament and
multitalented. Most are schooled in
the representation of buildings, a few
turn this into high art – the art of the
perspectivist. This is almost a lost art in
the digital era. Some, however, become
illustrators, and as one would expect,
those of buildings not to be unusual.
We, for instance, have had our South
African shores graced by John Wilford
Hilbert Farrow (1878–1952), partner
of Cordeaux in one of the pioneer
architectural firms in East London,
Cordeaux & Farrow. When resident in
England, he was in Banister Fletcher’s
office from 1900 to 1901 where he was
responsible for about 30 line drawings
in what Gerneke calls ‘the architects’
Bible’, ‘illustrating Mr Fletcher’s
History of Architecture (fourth ed., 1901)
under Mr Fletcher’s supervision’. There
was a major revision with the sixth
edition in 1921, when much of the text
was rewritten by Fletcher’s son and heir
to the project with his then wife and
the very numerous drawings replaced
by new ones by George G Woodward
and others. More recently, we have
had several volumes by the architect
Hannes Meiring (1934–2010), where he
represents local historical buildings in
whimsical style.
Joseph Michael Solomon (1886–
1920) was one of the Baker Boys.
Baker invited Solomon to join his
Johannesburg office in 1910. Here
Solomon played a significant role in
the decoration of the interior of Villa
Arcadia for Sir Lionel Phillips. The
meeting with Sir Lionel and Lady
Florrie Phillips was to be important to
him as it gained him Florrie as patron
and advocate, so procuring him many
prestigious commissions. The campus
for the University of Cape Town was to
be his nemesis. The strain of it drove
him to suicide by gunshot one morning
after breakfast. In the period of his
early meeting with the Phillipses, he
made a number of portrait sketches

for The State, a journal which was an
instrument of Milner’s ‘kindergarden’
for the ‘closer union’ movement and
for which a number of architects wrote,
mostly connected with and including
Baker. Sir Lionel, an advocate of Union,
surreptitiously funded its publication.
The achievement of Union in 1910
somewhat subverted its raison d’être
and it fizzled out in 1913. His bestknown illustration was the line drawing
of the sculpture Physical Energy by GF
Watts, central to Rhodes Memorial on
the flanks of Devil’s Peak which graced
several of the covers for the journal.

interior of the Alhambra Theatre in
Cape Town. He wrote and published
the text in his own hand and illustrated
a book in 1923, The Ship that Sailed to
Mars. The film rights were bought by
an unidentified group in America, to
be called Get Off the Earth, but it was
never made. Apart from drawing and
painting, Timlin wrote music and
worked as an etcher and an illustrator
of several more books, including some
by Hedley Chilvers and the Afrikaans
children’s book, Kalaharie-kaskendes. At
his premature death he was reputed to
own the most beautiful toy collection
in South Africa. He was also busy with
a second book project, The Building of
a Fairy City, and the originals of these
illustrations occasionally come up for
auction. His owl logo is unmistakable.
A collection of his paintings is held in
the William Humphries Collection in
Kimberley Art Gallery and is well worth
requesting for viewing when passing
that way.

END PIECE | MAY/JUNE 2014

ARCHITECTS WITHOUT
ARCHITECTURE – THE ARCHITECT AS
ILLUSTRATOR

1

Most famous of the local architectillustrators, and one who has produced
some of the most expensive pieces
of published Africana, is William
Mitcheson Timlin (1892–1943) of
the Kimberley practice Greatbatch &
Timlin. He had a fine gift for fantasy,
rumoured to be enhanced by opiates.
The best examples in his architectural
oeuvre are the interiors of several
atmospheric theatres in the country, the
most famous of which was that of the
Colosseum Theatre in Johannesburg
(demolished in 1985), as well as being
associated with the design for the

2

3
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An unexpected illustrator is Norman
Charles Kingsley Lighton (1904–1981).
Lighton is far better known as a painter
of birds than as an architect. He was born
in Wonderboom near Pretoria. Here he
was raised in the Bushveld, surrounded
by a menagerie of wild creatures. As a
six-year-old, he copied the illustrations
of Fitzpatrick’s Jock of the Bushveld,
then as a young man he sketched the
exhibited animals in the Transvaal
Museum during his lunch breaks.
While he was employed in Public
Works, first as a draughtsman, then as
assistant architect, he was seconded
to the Transvaal Museum in Pretoria
in April 1936 by the then Minister of
Public Works to do the illustrations for
Dr Austin Roberts’s book The Birds of
South Africa, first published in 1940.
He had previously illustrated CD
Priest’s The Birds of Southern Rhodesia,
published in four volumes between
1933 and 1936. Lighton made extensive
use of the Finch-Davies originals stored
in the Transvaal Museum without any
acknowledgment of having done so,
although he credited Finch-Davies
with having had a profound effect on
his work as a draughtsman. During
World War Two, Lighton was for a
short time a gymnastics instructor at
the Medical Corps Training Depot at
Zonderwater, before being seconded
to the South African Institute for
Medical Research at the insistence of
Dr J Gear, where ‘he made drawings
of blood parasites and their hosts for a
book on tropical medicine intended for
the South African troops serving in East
Africa’. He died in Cape Town, aged 77.
The Brenthurst Library in Johannesburg
holds the collection of his art work. The

4

latest edition of the Roberts Bird Guide has
dispensed with all of his illustrations, bar
what was once the signature frontispiece
of the ostrich family, ground hornbill and
bataleur eagles, now placed on the fly
page.
Alexander Alan Telford (1911–1976)
made a name for himself as a black-

and-white line illustrator. Telford
spent all his lunch hours in museums
and libraries, carrying a pencil in his
pocket to sketch anything of interest
that might come his way. In 1956, he
illustrated TV Bulpin’s Lost Trails of
the Transvaal and then later also books
by Thelma Gutsche, AN Boyce, AR
Willcox, PJ Schoeman, DB van Wyk, AP
Cartwright, Norman Moorat and lastly
(in part) Patricia Storrar’s George Rex:
Death of a Legend (1974). His drawing
of Schoonderzicht Farm in Cape Town
(after a photograph by Dr Mary Cook
and Mary Gunn) is the only surviving
picture of this historic building. He
was also responsible for the large
historical colour drawings, entitled
Scenes from South Africa, produced by
the Shell Company of South Africa
as classroom teaching aids. As well as
writing and illustrating articles, such
as that on the Drommedaris which
appeared in Africana Notes and News
and another on early land transport
for the Standard Encyclopaedia of South
Africa, he published in 1951 A Visit
to the Dromedaris (sic), his first book,

children. We have already met those
of Timlin’s. Christiaan Strauss Brink
(1920–1992) is recorded as preparing
silhouette illustrations for the Afrikaans
children’s book My Eie Outjies by
C van Oversteeg (1939). A recent
contemporary, Richard (Dick) Maxwell
Latimer, in his retirement near East
London since 2012, spends most of
his time as an artist doing painting,
drawings, sculpture and photography.
He has also produced a picture-driven
children’s book, The Impossible Garden
and previously The Expedition to the
Rainbow’s Heart (1986). His art work is
vibrant and kaleidoscopic, with strong
geometric structuring, revelling in the
depiction of animals juxtaposed with
the artefacts of the industrial world (see
http://dicklatimer.com for examples of
his work).
The tradition persists…

5

6

which was translated into Afrikaans
by JLJ van Rensburg in 1969, some
sketches of Johannesburg (1969) and
Yesterday’s Dress: a History of Costume in
South Africa (1972). His scale models of
horse-drawn vehicles were used at the
Transport Museum, Johannesburg, and
his drawings of old ships and models at
the Millwood House Museum, Knysna,
the town where he retired to in 1970.
He is recorded as a modest, helpful
and balanced man with a photographic
memory. One of his sayings was, ‘One
life is not long enough to do all the
interesting things I would like to do.’
There seems to be a penchant in the
profession for illustrating books for
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Solomon’s portrait of Baker in The State c.
1909
Timlin - The Ship that Sailed to Mars
Timlin - Kalahari-kaskenades - ’Bird-lime to
trap Red-Jackal’
Lighton’s perennial frontispiece for Robert’s
Birds Guide
Telford's illustration of the Drommedaris for
the Standard Encyclopedia of SA
The Expedition to the Rainbow’s Heart
(1982) A spread from the children’s book
Latimer wrote and illustrated
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